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   One
 
    
 
   With the sun to his back, setting slowly on what had been only one of a string of long days of travel across the cracked and broken landscape of Northeast MexiCali, the pilot powered down his machine, set the proper locks, and popped the hatch to the cockpit.
 
   “Hold steady,” Clay MacAulay said, his eyes scanning the rocky ground fifty feet below. 
 
   He hooked a leg over the lip of the cockpit, grabbed his pack, and began to descend the face of the machine, his feet instinctively finding the recessed holds that made up the route down the battle-scarred metal.
 
   “You hear me, Gibbons?” Clay asked. “Hold steady.”
 
   “Holding steady, Clay,” Gibbons responded, a disembodied voice that echoed tinny and small from a set of warped speakers set into the roof of the cockpit. 
 
   “You know what that means?” Clay asked.
 
   “I know what that means, man,” Gibbons responded. “Hold steady. Dump back into the stealth decks if anyone comes snooping with scanners.”
 
   “This won’t be like El Buquerque,” Clay said. “No fall backs here, brother. We’re in the middle of scrub range and cattle lands.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I know,” Gibbons said. “I’m staying put and keeping quiet.”
 
   “You better,” Clay said. “Funds are low. I can’t buy you out of a situation if we get into one.”
 
   “Then try not to get into one this time,” Gibbons said. “El Buquerque wasn’t only my fault.”
 
   Clay thought about that for a second as a strong wind came along and grabbed for his hat. It was wide-brimmed and had seen plenty of use. A symbol of an era most would like to forget, a symbol of a time when blood flowed more plentiful than water. 
 
   Clay flattened the hat against his skull, the stained sweat band mashing together with his long, brown hair that hadn’t seen a wash in weeks. The oils from his hair melded with the sweat in the hat and became a familiar glue that Clay could rely on. One of the few things he could rely on, other than Gibbons, and even that AI was temperamental and moody at best. So Clay made sure the hat didn’t go anywhere, waiting until the breeze was settled down before continuing his climb to the red dirt ground below.
 
   “You hear me, Clay?” Gibbons called from above, their com system links off in case anyone was listening. Neither Clay nor Gibbons had figured out how to fix the scramblers. “El Buquerque wasn’t just my fault.”
 
   Clay didn’t respond as he set a well-worn leather boot down onto the hard and unforgiving ground. The wind started to kick up again, but Clay gave it a harsh look and it left his hat alone. He smiled at that. The wind listened. That was something.
 
   Gibbons’ voice filtered down to him from the cockpit, but Clay could no longer make out the words. He was more than sure they were just a string of profanities anyway. Gibbons got colorful when he was ignored. 
 
   Clay looked up at the cockpit that loomed fifty feet above. He pulled a pocket watch from his vest, giving it a firm tug to make sure the chain held as it was supposed to, and clicked open the cover. Instead of telling him the time, it told him the status of the battle mech he stood next to. Power cells almost completely drained and no viable geothermal source within miles. He sighed and pressed his thumb to the open face and the cockpit hatch above closed noisily, its hinges grinding and squeaking in the evening air.
 
   When he heard the locks engage, he double checked the watch, turned to face the direction it indicated was his best hope, and set out across the barren ground that looked to be his only companion for the next several hours.
 
   “Back soon,” he whispered into the wind, a cautious wind, and glanced one last time over his shoulder at the machine that was his transportation and his home. “Hold steady.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Two
 
    
 
   The chill hit him as soon as the sun dipped below the horizon, lighting up the Correalis Mountains like a set of shadowed dragon’s teeth. Clay stopped and took a look at the mountains, an angry frown deepening the crags and fissures that already made up his weathered face. He took off his hat, wiped the sweat from his brow, and flipped off the mountains. 
 
   He had wasted most of his mech’s power clambering over the sons of bitches due to the fact that one side or the other that was fighting the never-ending range skirmishes had destroyed the public pass. He’d watched stranded families in their cheap roller wagons and truckers in their long-haul rollers just stand there and stare at the wall of rocks and boulders that blocked them from getting through. He’d watched them glare as he set his mech about climbing the wall. 
 
   Having a fifty-foot battle mech with fully articulated limbs came in handy sometimes. Most times it just drew attention, the wrong attention, and was a pain in his ass. But not at that moment. At that moment, it had done what it was designed to do and kept moving, following a course that had been plotted in its navigational system decades before.
 
   But the Correalis were not a forgiving range even for the battle mech. They drained Clay’s machine almost dry and offered no chance at a quick drill for geothermal energy to top off the power cells.
 
   Clay flipped them off again, put his hat back on as he felt the night’s chill start to creep down from the sky, pushing back the heat that radiated up from the sun-baked rocks and dirt, and got back to walking. His boots didn’t make a sound, their leather well cared for and worn soft by years of heavy use. The soles of the boots were hard and as unforgiving as the landscape around them, but the insides were soft and padded, used to hard work and long hours.
 
   As the last light winked out behind Clay, he came to a small ridge and was shocked at the sight that lay below him. He had to blink a few times to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating, a common occurrence for travelers out in the hard lands of Northeast MexiCali. He withdrew his pocket watch again and clicked it open, confirming with the embedded scanners that he was indeed seeing what he thought he was seeing.
 
   It wasn’t the valley of hemp that surprised him even though it was a massive field that waved in the wind for as far as his eyes could see. But hemp was everywhere. It was the lifeblood of MexiCali life, offering itself up for fiber, food, and fuel. A pang of exasperation blinked in and out as he thought how easy his life would be if his mech could run on hemp diesel. But there were only two things that would power his machine and what he stared at, the truly surprising sight, held the key to one of them.
 
   Not that he expected it to yield much. Nothing out in a desert range like the one he found himself in ever did. Just a ghostly tease of hope, is all. Still, it was surprising to see one so intact.
 
   Clay shook off his surprise and chose his path down the dark ridge carefully, not wanting to take a hard spill and end up dying of a broken leg in the middle of nowhere. Although, the sight before him, the cultivated hemp and the cracked tower, told him he wasn’t as deep into nowhere as he had thought when he parked his mech and told Gibbons to hold steady.
 
   His right foot sank into the soft earth of the valley floor and Clay paused. He knelt slowly, his eyes studying the rows and rows of hemp as his left hand dug into the earth. Soft and wet. Recently watered and often. Someone had serious means to maintain a valley of that size. Clay tried to remember what river or lake was close enough to provide the moisture needed to maintain a wet valley the size of the one before him, but he couldn’t recall having learned of any from his quick glances at the geographic scanners as he’d come down out of the mountains or from the vague memories of the teachings of his youth. 
 
   Not that he’d paid much attention when he was young and forced to sit still in a creaky, drafty schoolhouse. His attention had been on the single window smack dab in the center of the schoolhouse’s wall. His eyes had strayed that direction every chance they got and his body had followed the second the teacher rang the end of day bells.
 
   Clay stood up, wiping the damp earth on his trousers, and looked for a path through the sea of hemp. The rows were neat and uniform, but narrow enough that if he walked straight through, his wide shoulders would create a wake that anyone with a set of night goggles could see. People got jumpy at night out on the range and if the owner of the valley field was like the rest, he or she would have hired some of those jumpy people to watch the crops and make sure scavengers weren’t doing any midnight poaching.
 
   But there was no path that Clay could see, just the narrow rows between the thick stalks and wide, nine-pointed leaves of the eight-foot-tall hemp plants. Clay sighed heavily, unhappy with the situation he found himself in. He didn’t make it as far as he had in life to be shot by some nervous drunk or village idiot with a scatter gun. 
 
   Two options faced Clay and he didn’t like either.
 
   Go through the crop at night and risk losing a significant portion of his flesh when the inevitable squeeze of a scatter gun trigger happened.
 
   Or walk the short distance to the tower, put his back up against it, plop down onto the ground, and get some shut eye until the sun came up the next day. 
 
   The latter option would be a waste of hours that he couldn’t afford to waste, but it would mean he could traverse the hemp field in the morning with a white bandana held high for day sentries to see. They’d be the professionals, the day sentries. They were the ones hired that kept their trigger fingers on the guards and not on the triggers. They’d hassle him, ask him a ton of questions, probably kick him around a bit, but eventually they’d let him through and he’d be on his way to the small town his pocket watch told him was just beyond the valley by a few kilometers.
 
   Clay chose the latter option and changed course, his boots taking him towards the dull grey tower that stood like a ghostly specter in the middle of the valley. He had to push through the rows for several minutes before he got to the path that led straight to the old tower. A century ago, the tower would have been painted bright white with even whiter plumes of steam issuing out of its huge chimney. But there in the still of the night, it was a cracked shell of its former self, quiet and crumbling amongst the rows of hemp that surrounded it.
 
   As he grew closer to the tower, which was a deceptively far distance from the valley’s edge, Clay withdrew his pocket watch once more and flicked it open. He pressed his thumb in the center and dialed about until he found the correct setting. The intense clicking that came from the pocket watch made him freeze in his tracks.
 
   The tower wasn’t empty. Not by a long shot. That was no ghost of hope. In fact, it was full of exactly what he needed. The rads his watch picked up told him that. The rads also told him that the tower was full of more grey than he’d ever witnessed before. 
 
   Which was a major problem. That much grey wasn’t there by accident. It had been collected, stored, hoarded for a purpose. And the only purpose Clay knew of was to juice up mech power cells. Which meant that whoever owned the field, owned the tower, owned the grey inside the tower, also could easily own at least one mech. Or an army of mechs considering the amount of grey that must be in that ancient cooling tower.
 
   Clay stopped walking and turned in a slow circle. He pulled his dusty poncho aside and undid the clasp on his hip holster, making sure the .45 revolver was ready if he needed it.When he needed it. A field of hemp that size with a tower full of grey meant there weren’t drunks or idiots standing guard. Professionals would be there all night as well as all day. They weren’t as jumpy as amateurs, but they weren’t as forgiving either. Nothing in the night was forgiving. Hard lesson learned over the years.
 
   More options presented themselves and Clay didn’t like the choices he’d have to make.
 
   Go back? Tell Gibbons that the maps were wrong and there was no town on the other side of the valley?
 
   Keep pushing on and hope he didn’t take a bullet to the temple or a scatter gun blast to the chest when the guards found him in their field? 
 
   Stay right where he was and wait for morning? Raise a white flag and hope the owner of the field had an ask questions first policy?
 
   Going closer to the tower was not an option. Not with the rads it was putting out. 
 
   At least it explained the dampness of the soil. A cooling tower like that would fill up quickly with rain water, even with the scarce few storms that came through Northeast MexiCali. That excess water had to be drained and put somewhere or the old tower would crack under its weight and pressure. Hemp was an incredible plant, able to nourish and fuel most of the continent, especially the rural areas. It was more incredible because it could take grey runoff and filter out the rads, leaving nothing but safe stalks of fiber. 
 
   A miracle of nature.
 
   Clay thought about his options for approximately eighteen seconds. That was how long it took for the two men that had been watching him since he left the ridge to sneak up behind him and send a barrage of stun darts into his back. If it hadn’t been for the shock of what the tower held, they wouldn’t have gotten close enough to spit, let alone punch a dozen darts through the back of Clay’s poncho, leather vest, and hemp shirt. 
 
   But he had been distracted and that was why he ended up flopping on the moist soil, his body bucking between the rows of hemp plants, as a couple thousand volts were pumped through his body.
 
   Stars danced in the sky and in front of Clay’s eyes. Then the sky stars were blocked as the men stood over him. The eye stars remained, though, bright and flashing as his body twitched and jerked. One of the men let loose with a glob of mucous and tobacco spit and it splattered on Clay’s cheek. Then the darts did their job, sending Clay into a painful blackness, and all the stars went away.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Three
 
    
 
   It wasn’t the constant nudging, hard and insistent, of the toe of the work boot that woke Clay up. It wasn’t the threats of skinning him alive of he didn’t get his scrawny ass up on his feet. It wasn’t the bite of metal into his wrists as the chained manacles were pulled tight and he was yanked into an upright position. Clay had already been awake for hours. As soon as he felt the first heavy footfalls and heard the sound of gears and pistons going to work.
 
   There were mechs. A lot of them by the sound and feel of things.
 
   By the time the guard was sent into the shack to rouse him, he’d mentally counted out six separate mechs outside. By many standards, six of anything would not be considered a lot. But for mechs, at least all in one place, that was a gargantuan horde. When the war had ended and each side had disarmed, as per the treaty, the cavalry mechs had been some of the first to be decommissioned and disassembled. Their parts were worth more as raw materials than their effectiveness in battle.
 
   But some had been saved from the salvage piles and smelter pits. More than were officially supposed to. They worked fields, built bridges, demolished old buildings, carried heavy loads across terrain that roller wagons couldn’t traverse. Mechs were handy for those that had the skill to operate them. And they took a lot of skill. That fact had been drilled into Clay’s head from the time he was born.
 
   “Get the hell up, scavenger!” the guard shouted as he yanked on Clay’s chained manacles for the hundredth time.
 
   Tired of the pain, and worried that the cuts wouldn’t be treated properly and he’d end up with festering wounds ringing his wrists, Clay finally complied. He opened his eyes, tensed his muscles, and shot to his feet with a speed and agility that the guard hadn’t expected. The unwashed man stumbled back a couple of paces then went for the pistol on his hip. His hand floundered a moment and he actually looked down at the empty holster before realization lit up his eyes.
 
   “Left it with Snicks,” the guard said. “Didn’t want you to try to make a move and go for my gun.”
 
   Clay kept his face blank, acted like he either hadn’t heard or didn’t understand what the guard said. He stood and waited. Nothing else to do until he understood his situation fully.
 
   “Taking you to the Captain,” the guard said. “He wants to know who you are and what you were doing in General Hansen’s hemp fields. You best have some answers ready. The Captain don’t like it when he don’t get answers.”
 
   The guard waited. Clay didn’t respond.
 
   “You hear me, scavenger?” the guard snapped, giving Clay’s chains a hard yank. “You listening to what I’m saying to ya?”
 
   Clay still didn’t respond.
 
   “You deaf or something? Or you one of them foreign invaders from down south ways?” the guard asked, his lip curling up when he said “south ways.”
 
   Clay still didn’t respond. No shrug, no blink of an eye, no twitch of the mouth. A blank slate. The guard grunted and shrugged.
 
   “Suit yerself, scavenger scum,” the guard said and pulled Clay from the shack and out into the bright sunlight of the Northeast MexiCali day. 
 
   The heat hit Clay like a hard blow from an old mule. He’d been used to traveling the day inside a cooled cockpit and hadn’t acclimated to the high temperatures of the region like he should have. He’d known better, been taught better. Always adjust to new regions with the cockpit open. Let your body get used to any extremes that you may be in store for. Hot, cold, wet, dry. Anything.
 
   Clay felt like a fool and heard more than one ancestor’s cackles in the back of his head as his hemp shirt instantly stuck to his chest by the sweat that started pouring out of him. He squinted in the bright light and took a couple of deep breaths, letting the heated air fill his lungs again and again until he knew he wasn’t going to pass out.
 
   “It’s a bitch, ain’t it?” the guard said and sneered back at Clay. “You don’t never get used to it, believe you me. Guess what?”
 
   The guard stopped talking, actually waiting for Clay to guess what. Clay didn’t respond, but that didn’t stop the guard from continuing on after a few seconds of silence.
 
   “The winter’s a bigger bitch,” the guard laughed. “But I doubt you gonna find that out. Yer time is short, scavenger scum. Like I said, the Captain ain’t a fan of quiet folk. You best get yer answers ready or get yer prayers ready. Yer gonna need one or the other in just a couple seconds.”
 
   Clay didn’t hear a word of what the guard was saying. He was too busy gawking at the sight before him once his eyes had adjusted to the sunlight.
 
   Seven mechs, not six. But one looked out of commission, its right leg being worked on by a team of welders while a mechanic twenty feet below shouted up at them, his arms waving this way and that, his feet stomping hard into the baked dirt, sending up puffs of dust to meet the falling sparks from the welders.
 
   The guard kept yapping on about how Clay’s time was over and there was only one way a low down scavenger piece of scum like him should be treated and boy was the Captain gonna give it to him. Clay kept ignoring the man, his eyes locked onto the four mechs that towered around a huge, fenced ring that was being used by two other mechs. The two mechs inside the ring circled each other, their arms up in basic fighting positions, their legs ready and braced for battle.
 
   No armaments, though. No heavy cannons, missile launchers, or belt guns. Didn’t even look like the forearms were equipped with blast torches or flamethrowers. They were stripped down mechs, lightened and tightened for metal hand to metal hand combat. Clay had heard of the mech rings sprouting up here and there across the continent, but considering the stigma attached to owning and operating a mech, he figured they were just tales the last of the old cavalry veterans told each other to give their retirement some meaning and hope.
 
   Yet, there they were. Two mechs facing off, their pilots waiting for the right moment to strike. Then it happened. The mech to the right made a grab for the other mech, but its massive hand overshot and the opposing mech took advantage of the gaffe, ducking in low and bringing its own hand straight into the grabbing mech’s midsection. 
 
   The grabbing mech stumbled back several meters and looked like it would tumble back onto its ass, but the pilot kept it upright and settled back into its first fighting position. There was a good pilot inside the machine, Clay could tell. Same with the other machine.
 
   But something troubled him. He watched how fast the mech had sent the blow to the other mech’s midsection. An unblocked hit like that should have crumpled half the servos in the mech’s guts, but it didn’t. There was barely the sound of clanging metal when there should have been a crunch close to deafening.
 
   “Just sparring,” a gruff voice said from above Clay. “One of those pilots even so much as puts a dent in another machine and Genera Hansen will have his balls, or her tits, sliced off and bronzed for everyone to see.”
 
   Clay realized he was standing at the bottom of a set of six steps that led up into a large hut. On the top step was a sight that Clay was not expecting. A busty woman, bald as a baby, but not anywhere as smooth, stood glaring down at him. Her hands were on her wide hips and she wore a patched and worn green uniform, telling Clay she may have fought for the NorthAm side in the war. Hard to tell anymore. Uniforms were currency in some places. A way to front for the hired men and women.
 
   Clay hadn’t expected a woman to be the Captain. Not with how the guard had kept saying “he” and “him” during the few times Clay had been listening. Clay also hadn’t expected the woman to be completely bald with skin that looked like it had been rolled in scorching hot coals and left there for a few days before someone pulled her out and did a bad patch job.
 
   The Captain nodded towards the mechs.
 
   “Used to be me up in there,” she said. “Fought off half a MexiCali regiment all by myself until they started lobbing phosphorous grenades and I caught one right in the cockpit. Gave me this beautiful makeover. Now I just make sure the new pilots don’t step on someone and keep from hurting those machines. One of them beauties is worth more than a hundred men or women. Pilots are a dime a dozen.”
 
   “Not good ones,” Clay responded in spite of himself. He clamped his lips shut and mentally scolded his ass for the slip up.
 
   “The scum speaks!” the guard cackled.
 
   “Shut up, Haggerty,” the Captain snapped. “Bring the scavenger up into my office then go find Volker and Bandt. I got a job for them.”
 
   The guard, Haggerty, took too much pleasure in pulling Clay up into the hut, making sure he gave the chain a hard tug each time Clay tried to take a step, nearly sending him face first onto the weathered wood planks.
 
   “Just get him up in here,” the Captain barked.
 
   Haggerty stopped messing around and pulled Clay into the cool darkness of the hut then shoved him into an empty chair that sat before a heavy wood desk.
 
   “What you want me to tell Volker and Bandt?” Haggerty asked after feeding Clay’s chain through a metal loop set into the floor under the chair.
 
   “To get their asses in here,” the Captain growled as she sat down in a plush leather chair behind the desk. “Stop being stupid or I’m gonna have one of the mechs stomp the stupid right out of that skull of yours.”
 
   “That would kill me,” Haggerty replied.
 
   The Captain blinked a few times then shook her head.
 
   “Just get, Haggerty,” the Captain said. She waited for Haggerty to leave the hut then turned her focus on Clay. “What’s your name, scavenger?”
 
   “Not a scavenger,” Clay replied. 
 
   He didn’t want to reveal much about himself, safer that way, but making sure the Captain knew he wasn’t a scavenger was worth the words. Scavengers were nothing but people waiting to be hanged. Clay had no desire to end up on the wrong end of a noose.
 
   “Yeah? That so?” the Captain asked. 
 
   She got up and walked to a large cabinet up against the wall behind her. She pulled a key from her pocket and unlocked one door, opened it, reached inside with both hands, and withdrew a small crate. She turned and set the crate down on the desk then took her seat again.
 
   “So you didn’t scavenge these off some poor old veteran of the Bloody Conflict?” the Captain asked. She pulled out Clay’s revolver and set it down on the desk, followed by his holster, belt, and hat. “This stuff is yours, is what you are telling me?”
 
   “I didn’t tell you anything other than I’m not a scavenger,” Clay replied. 
 
   He studied his possessions and saw they hadn’t been damaged. He was happy to see that. The revolver would have been hard to replace, but doable, albeit painful, when he reached the next town. The hat? One of a kind and almost as precious to him as his mech. 
 
   “No, I guess you didn’t tell me anything, did ya?” the Captain said, more to herself than to Clay. “That’s what we are going to fix right now.”
 
   She shoved the items and the crate aside and leaned back in the chair, her hands folded over her pooching belly. She was not a small woman. Maybe five feet and ten inches, closer to two hundred pounds than one hundred. She wasn’t soft either, except for the fat that filled out her belly. Clay could see the strength ripple in how she held her shoulders. He could sense the wiry tendons and the lightning quickness of an old soldier that hadn’t let herself go too far.
 
   Clay knew that quickness well.
 
   “You’re too young to have fought for either side,” the Captain said as she studied Clay as much as he was studying her. “You would have been just a knee high thing when the treaty was signed and peace was restored to the land.” She let out a derisive snort. “Peace restored. That is rich, ain’t it?”
 
   Clay gave her the barest hint of a smile, but stayed silent.
 
   “If you aren’t a scavenger then that means someone gave you that pistol and hat,” the Captain said. “Who was it? A parent? Grandparent? Aunt or uncle?”
 
   Clay shrugged. He tried not to glance at the items, but he failed. The Captain smiled at him, reached out, and plucked the hat from the desk. She set it at an angle on her head, the smile on her face stretching her scarred skin into grotesque shapes that faintly resembled features on a normal face.
 
   “I’m betting it was your daddy that gave you this hat,” the Captain said. “Handed it to you on some birthday when you was little. Made you feel special, like you belonged to something bigger than the small shithole town you came from.”
 
   The Captain casually opened her uniform jacket, reached inside, pulled out a fat cigar and shoved it between her warped lips. She then reached inside the other side of her jacket and produced a thin lighter. A quick flick and the blue flame burned bright in the gloom of the hut. She lit her cigar, puffed until the end glowed cherry red, and exhaled a cloud of pungent smoke.
 
   But she didn’t shut off the lighter. The hiss from the flame was the loudest thing in the hut, louder even than Clay’s heartbeats as he realized what she was going to do.
 
   With the cigar clamped firmly in her teeth, and the lighter firmly in her hand, she reached up and took off Clay’s hat, letting the brim hover a few inches above the bright blue flame.
 
   “Am I right?” she asked around her cigar. “This hat given to you by your daddy? A special thing you’d rather not lose?”
 
   The hat was lowered closer to the flame and Clay gasped involuntarily.
 
   “That’s what I thought,” the Captain chuckled. “I’ll give you exactly one second to tell me your name. Do that and this hat goes back on your head. Don’t do that and this is the last time you ever see this hunk of leather and felt.”
 
   Clay didn’t wait for the Captain to utter the one count.
 
   “Clay MacAulay,” Clay said, his voice even and cool despite the shaking of his body as rage built inside him. 
 
   “Your father give this to you, Clay MacAulay?” the Captain asked.
 
   Clay shrugged again. The Captain’s smile fell away. But so did the lighter. She killed the flame and tossed it onto the desk then hurled the hat at Clay’s face. He managed to catch it despite his manacled wrists.
 
   “How old are you, Clay MacAulay?” the Captain asked. “And don’t shrug at me again. It’s rude and I ain’t in the mood for rude right now.”
 
   Clay was about to answer, figuring there was no harm in the woman knowing his age, but the words died on his lips as the door to the hut burst open and two men came strolling in. Their clothes were beyond dirty. Dust clung to their trousers, vests, and shirts. The first man in was busy slapping the dust off of himself as the second man closed the door firmly behind them.
 
   “Knock that off, dammit,” the Captain snapped. “I don’t need your dirt inside my office, Volker.”
 
   “Sorry, Captain,” the man, Volker, replied. “Been out on the range with Moog and his gang, checking the fences and making sure none of the cattle have wandered off.”
 
   Clay’s ear perked up at the mention of cattle and the Captain gave him a wink.
 
   “That’s right, Clay MacAulay,” the Captain said. “We got cattle. A full two thousand head of them.”
 
   “More like one thousand, seven hundred,” the second man said. Clay figured he must have been Bandt. “Close to three hundred head is missing.”
 
   “Thought you just said none of the cattle had wandered off,” the Captain said, her eyes locking onto Volker.
 
   The man was tall, thin, and had skin as dark and wrinkled as an old shoe left out to bake in the sun. He stripped off a pair of well-worn work gloves and tucked them into his belt then pulled out a pouch from his trousers, dipped his thumb and forefinger inside, removed a thick wad of tobacco, and tucked it inside his lower lip.
 
   Clay knew who had hocked up a globber onto his cheek last night.
 
   Volker moved the wad of tobacco around inside his lip with his tongue for a few seconds, getting it packed just right, then spat a fresh stream of juice onto Clay’s left shoulder.
 
   “I said we was checking to make sure none had wandered off,” Volker said. “But Bandt spilled the beans before I could give you a full report.”
 
   “General Hansen won’t be happy,” the Captain said. “Half our cattle is supposed to go up to Del Rado as per the agreement with the Mister. He’s got the parts we need for the iron, too. Gonna need five hundred for that.”
 
   Clay perked up at the use of the nickname pilots used to give mechs. Iron. It told him that the Captain possibly wasn’t full of crap about taking phosphorous in a cockpit. She actually knew something. Clay stared at her hard. She was certainly old enough to have fought in the last few campaigns of the Bloody Conflict.
 
   “Still got enough,” Bandt said. “The Mister will get his thousand head, like he’s supposed to. Then the five hundred for the parts.”
 
   “I don’t care if we got enough for the Mister,” the Captain barked. “That means we’re three hundred head short on our end. You want to tell General Hansen that there won’t be enough steaks or ribs for the tournament come October? That’s next month. You want to be the one that walks inside that ranch house, right up to that chair, and says that all the folks that will be coming to the tournament will have to share a plate with each other because you idiots let Moog lose three hundred head?”
 
   “I’d rather not,” Bandt said, his voice matter of fact. “I’ll leave that up to you, Captain.”
 
   “Goddamn smart ass,” the Captain muttered. 
 
   She pulled the cigar from her mouth and glowered at the tip. Several silent minutes went by before she looked up again. Volker and Bandt waited patiently, obviously used to the tactic.
 
   “Moog have an idea who done it?” she asked.
 
   “Doesn’t think it was rustlers,” Volker said. “His guess was locals. Some of the farmers from the next valley over. They all starving to death because General Hansen has dammed up their creek. They’ll live a while longer on hemp seeds, but not when the cold hits. No more farmers come spring.”
 
   “Could be them new folks that hustled that square of land over by Jimmy Bundle’s place,” Bandt said. “Ain’t met ‘em, but I know they is there.”
 
   “So they thought they’d take themselves some of the General’s cattle,” the Captain said to herself. “Might as well have put scatter guns in their mouths and pulled the triggers themselves.”
 
   “You want us to go cut them down?” Bandt asked. “Teach a lesson to any of the other locals or new folks thinking about stealing?”
 
   “I want you to go make sure those are the thieves then I want you to report back to me,” the Captain said. “We may have them all outgunned, but no need to get the locals all riled up over some misplaced killings. Bring me proof and then you get to cut those scum-sucking thieves down. Every last one. Man, woman, and child.”
 
   “Can we get a bite to eat first?” Bandy asked. “Moog didn’t have no breakfast waiting for us.”
 
   “That is one lazy son of a whore,” Volker said. “Lives off the poppies more than food and drink. Why the hell do we have him and his gang watching the cattle?”
 
   “Because General Hansen owes that grizzled old junkie a life debt,” the Captain said.
 
   “So…that mean no food or what?” Bandt asked.
 
   “Go get some trail grub from the mess,” the Captain said. “Eat on the ride out to the valley.”
 
   Bandt started to complain, but stopped as Volker slapped a hand against his chest.
 
   “You want us to take this guy out and shoot him before we go?” Volker asked, his eyes locked onto Clay. “That the job you had for us?”
 
   Clay focused on the Captain as the woman thought it over, making a big show of weighing her options.
 
   “No, no, leave him here,” the Captain said. “The man’s got me curious.”
 
   “So no job then?” Volker asked.
 
   “Not now,” the Captain replied. “When you get back then we’ll talk.”
 
   Volker shrugged, tapped a finger to the brim of his hat, and turned on his heel to leave. He ran right into Bandt and let out a long litany of curses as the two of them left the hut and made their way across the hot and dusty square the compound was built around.
 
   Clay caught the sight of a line of women in generic hemp green trousers and buttoned shirts, rope tying them all together at the waists, being led from one long building to another before the hut’s door closed.
 
   He turned his attention back to the Captain and waited.
 
   The Captain smoked the cigar down to a nub then snuffed it out and put the nub back between her teeth.
 
   “If I undo that chain, you going to be a problem?” the Captain asked.
 
   “Probably not,” Clay said.
 
   “Probably not?” the Captain chuckled. She jabbed a finger in Clay’s direction as she stood up and came around the desk. “Something about you sure does have me curious. I’m going to take you for a walk around the place. Show you the sights and stretch my legs. You cooperate and maybe we’ll come to an arrangement we both can live with. You don’t cooperate and we’ll come to an arrangement only I get to live with. We understood, Clay MacAulay?”
 
   “We’re understood,” Clay replied. 
 
   “Good,” the Captain said. “That’s just good.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Four
 
    
 
   The compound was about four acres square, enclosed by a network of fences that stood four layers deep, at least ten feet high each, with five-foot trenches dug between the fencing layers.
 
   Clay saw the futility of the fences as a defensive measure immediately. They’d fall like dominos if someone was trying to get in with any type of vehicle. The fences themselves would serve as bridges across each trench. If someone wanted in then they were getting in. That was obvious.
 
   What else was obvious was they were there to keep folks in, not out. The strings of razor wire angled in towards the compound at the tops of each line of fencing made that very clear. 
 
   Clay took a long look around as the Captain led him directly across the compound’s square to the second largest building. The mess hall. Easy to tell by the lines of chimneys and the men and women coming and going with various plates and cups in hand. 
 
   Clay glanced back over his shoulder at the first largest building which was situated next to the fight ring that the mechs were still sparring in. That would be the garage. It wasn’t tall enough for the mechs to stand inside upright, but it was wide and deep enough for each one to crouch down and squat inside when not active. It was an interesting setup. Told Clay that the compound hadn’t originally been designed for mech use.
 
   Not that anything was designed for mech use anymore. Once the treaty was signed, there wasn’t much need for the battle mechs. The sparse military units that each side were allowed to keep in peace time didn’t have the resources necessary to maintain a full mech cavalry. Too much maintenance and upkeep. Something Clay was acutely aware of each and every day. 
 
   “Marvelous machines,” the Captain said, stopping to look back at the mechs with Clay. “You would think I’d be adverse to their presence, considering.” She waved a hand at her scarred head. “But once a pilot, always a pilot.”
 
   “What are they doing?” Clay asked. “Training for battle?”
 
   “Training, yes,” the Captain said. “Not for battle. Not yet. All for the tournament in October.”
 
   “Tournament?” Clay asked. “With mechs?”
 
   “With mechs,” the Captain said. She grimaced and yanked on Clay’s chains, pulling him back towards the mess hall. “You sure are a curious one. Remind me of someone. You got me all chatty. I’m not usually so free with information.”
 
   “I put people at ease,” Clay said.
 
   “We both know that’s not true,” the Captain snorted. “Rough mug like yours would send children whimpering behind their mommies’ skirts. I’m guessing the young ladies like ya, think you’re something wild and untamed. But that ain’t true, now is it, Clay MacAulay?”
 
   “No, it’s true,” Clay said. “The young ladies do like me.”
 
   “I meant about you being wild and untamed,” the Captain said as they approached the four long steps and wide double doors leading into the mess hall. “Your hat. Your revolver. Military. MexiCali issue, for sure. Not you, too young, like I said. But your father was military, am I right? That means wild and untamed were not how you grew up.”
 
   Clay shrugged.
 
   “Let’s get something for the road,” the Captain said.
 
   “The road?” Clay asked. “Where are we going?”
 
   “To see General Hansen,” the Captain said. “If you got me curious then you are sure to make the General doubly curious.”
 
   “We need food for that?” Clay asked.
 
   “The General doesn’t stay here,” the Captain said. “You’ll see.”
 
   The Captain walked in and half the people seated at the long tables and benches stood up and saluted. The rest saluted from where they sat, most with mouthfuls of food. The Captain gave a half salute to the entire room then stomped over to the wide table against the far wall that was loaded with a strange mix of food and drink.
 
   Clay studied the table, seeing the spread for what it was. An attempt to look rich and plentiful when it was very clear the compound was rationing. Clay took another look around and saw how some of the men and women’s uniforms hung from their bodies, loose and slack. They may have fit snugly a few months ago, but not anymore. 
 
   Worn clothes, tight provisions, jumpy guards when anyone steps foot in their fields, an overeager hatred for scavengers. The compound wasn’t as stable and strong as they wanted folks to believe. It puzzled Clay. Not the smartest move to show him their weaknesses. Not if they planned on keeping him alive. Which maybe they didn’t. He couldn’t tell with the Captain.
 
   The woman barked an order, pulling Clay out of his thoughts, and a short, meek-looking woman scampered about, stuffing hard rolls and hunks of cheese into a hemp bag. She filled a jug with steaming hot coffee, the smell of which made Clay’s mouth water. 
 
   The smell of everything made Clay’s mouth water. He’d been living off his water stores and salted meat for two weeks straight. Not even a crab apple in the mix to break up the monotony. Salted meat and warm water. He could feel his teeth rattling in his jaws from malnutrition.
 
   “That real coffee?” Clay asked, careful not to let any drool drip from his lips. “Smells real.”
 
   “It is,” the Captain said. “The General has a source.”
 
   “Getting low,” the meek woman said as she handed the jug and hemp bag over to the Captain. She received a sharp glare for her words and she ducked her head fast. “Sorry, Captain. Didn’t mean to speak out of turn.”
 
   “Best not to speak at all, dent,” the Captain snarled. “You’re here to work off your debt, not make conversation with guests.”
 
   Dent. Clay shivered at the word. He knew it well. He’d been right where the woman was, counting the days until the debt owed was paid in full. Plus the interest. There’s always interest. Clay hadn’t been particularly keen on paying the interest. Good thing Gibbons had found him.
 
   Swallowing hard, Clay thought about his powered-down mech on the other side of the hemp field valley. Up on that ridge, not the one that overlooked the massive cooling tower, but the next one over. It would be fine, he told himself. Gibbons had it under control. Gibbons always had it under control.
 
   “You looking a little peaked there, Clay MacAulay,” the Captain said as she shoved the bag and jug into Clay’s hands. “Carry these.”
 
   “Time to hit the road?” Clay asked.
 
   “Time to hit the road,” the Captain said. “We’ll take my personal roller. You’ll drive.” The Captain looked at him sideways. “You do know how to drive, right, Clay MacAulay?”
 
   The use of his first and last name was getting on Clay’s nerves, but he’d been called worse in considerably more dangerous situations, so he let the irritation go. No need to start something if something didn’t need started.
 
   “I know how to drive,” Clay said.
 
   “I figured you did,” the Captain said and led him out of the mess hall, ignoring the few salutes that followed in her wake.
 
   Clay was fairly certain a couple of muttered expletives had followed as well.
 
   They made a straight line for the huge garage by the mech fight ring. Clay was glad for that, it gave him an unobstructed view of the action. He watched as a dull grey mech, rusted and pitted along most of its armor, but gleaming bright in the joints and pistons where it mattered, brought a hard right hook against the cockpit of the opposing mech. There should have been a deafening crunch and clang of metal on metal, but Clay only heard a dull thump as the attacking mech backed off and reset its stance.
 
   “Regulators,” the Captain said.
 
   “What?” Clay asked.
 
   “Regulators,” the Captain said. “I could see your surprise. We put damage regulators in the mechs while they practice. Can’t afford to have the pilots destroying valuable property while they spar, now can we?”
 
   “I suppose not,” Clay said. Clay wanted to ask several questions, but he held back. Questions revealed just as much as answers did most of the time. But, there was one he couldn’t hold back. “Why aren’t I dead?”
 
   “Do you want to be dead?” the Captain asked.
 
   “Not particularly,” Clay said and shrugged.
 
   “Then ask that question again when we get to General Hansen,” the Captain said. “You may not like the answer you get, but you’ll get one. General Hansen loves to talk, that’s for sure.”
 
   As they got closer, the garage blocked Clay’s view of the mechs. The Captain held open a door in the back and gestured for Clay to walk through. He did and expected to step into darkness, but the far side of the garage was wide open, a direct view of the fight ring and the six mechs. He couldn’t see the seventh mech, the one being serviced, but he knew it was off to the right, just out of sight. 
 
   The Captain led him over to an armored roller, a good-sized one with eight wheels, four on each side. The body was jacked up fairly high on tall shocks, telling Clay the vehicle was used to going cross country. No need to waste time on roads and trails with a roller like that.
 
   “Driver’s side,” the Captain said as she took the provisions from Clay and tossed them up through the passenger’s side door. She waited for Clay to shuffle around to the driver’s side before pulling herself up and in.
 
   Clay grabbed the handle by the driver’s door and placed a foot on the short step welded to the frame. Even with the manacles and his chain still affixed to him, it wasn’t hard to pull up into the driver’s seat. The Captain was waiting in the passenger’s seat, giving him a sly smile. She didn’t say a word as Clay looked at the dash and the controls.
 
   A simple steering wheel. Automatic transmission, which wasn’t unheard of, but was unusual for an off-road roller. A bank of switches with various abbreviations marked above them. Armaments. Defensive, offensive, whatever kept the scavengers and undesirables at bay. No scan screen anywhere on the dash which told Clay the vehicle was used only for short trips, not for long hauls where a person needed to know what may be lurking just over the far side of a blind hill. 
 
   “Go ahead,” the Captain said. “Start her up.”
 
   Something in the way she said the words irked Clay. It was like she was testing him, putting him through his paces, but he couldn’t figure out why. It was just a roller. Clay glanced at her and figured that if she had eyebrows, they’d be raised, waiting for him to get to work, waiting for him to start her up.
 
   So he did just that.
 
   He pulled out the choke and made sure the brakes were set as he gave the roller some diesel with a quick stomp of his foot while simultaneously turning the ignition switch. As soon as the vehicle caught and flared to life, he pressed down on the accelerator and revved the engine several times before he eased the choke in and released the brakes.
 
   The Captain gave a short, harsh laugh then reached over and pressed the horn three times. A woman ran from the darkness of one of the corners and opened the wide garage door behind the roller, allowing Clay to put the vehicle in reverse and ease out into the sunlight. He was about to twist the wheel and put the roller in drive, but something caught his attention and he froze.
 
   There was a high-pitched twang of metal. It was almost over before it had started, but Clay knew he heard it.
 
   “That mech is about to lose its right outside strut,” Clay said, pointing out the roller’s windshield at the still visible mechs sparring in the ring. “That one there, with the rust. If the pilot keeps twisting on that leg, it’s going to snap and send a couple tons of shrapnel ripping through your garage.”
 
   “That so?” the Captain asked. “What makes you say that?”
 
   “Hunch,” Clay said.
 
   “Hunch,” the Captain echoed. She reached over and killed the engine then looped Clay’s chain through a convenient hoop of steel set into the floorboards. “Stay.”
 
   She had no sooner gotten out of the roller than there was the sound of crunching metal collapsing in on itself. The metal crunch was instantly followed by screams and shouts of warning as the sparring mech’s right knee gave out and a literal ton of metal sheared off, flying this way and that as the huge machine began to topple.
 
   The Captain dove out of sight, headed straight for the ground. Clay ducked down as low as he could get. He didn’t have enough slack in the chain to cover his head with his hands, so he shoved the back of his shoulders up against the bottom of the steering wheel and prayed the dashboard would protect him.
 
   His world became nothing but shattering glass and the ripping of metal. Clay bit the inside of his cheek hard enough to draw blood as he waited to be torn apart. He felt several hot stings across his back as he hunched down low. He also felt a heavy whoosh of wind and then the hot sun beating down on him. Then it was all over and the sounds of panicked men and women filled the air where there had been screeching metal before.
 
   Slowly, Clay straightened and wasn’t too surprised to see that the entire roof of the roller had been torn right off. He craned his neck around and saw the roof, plus half the broken mech strut, lying a few meters behind the roller. Most of the compound had bolted from their buildings and were standing in the square, mouths agape and eyes wide. Clay looked back around and watched as a quarter of the garage roof collapsed down into the wreckage that was before him.
 
   “Good thing you got yourself that wide brimmed hat, Clay MacAulay,” the Captain said as she dusted her uniform off and hauled herself into the roller. She brushed the broken windshield glass off the passenger seat then settled in and gave him a wide, scarred smile. “Looks like our trip is now with the top down. Always did like the feel of open air when I travelled.”
 
   “You aren’t going to stay and oversee all…all this?” Clay asked, waving a manacled hand at the carnage that lay before them.
 
   “Nah,” the Captain said. “I got people that know how to make things right. It’ll be as good as it used to be by the time I get back here tonight.”
 
   Clay grunted and started the roller back up. He eased it back, watching for loose metal or anything that would tear into the heavy duty tires. They were solid rubber, but still could be damaged if a big enough piece of shrapnel ripped into one of them and decided to take the tread right off.
 
   With the way ahead clear, Clay put the roller in drive and aimed for the main gate, the obvious way out. The Captain nodded and pulled out a long bandana from her pocket and wrapped it over her head, tying it up snug under her chin.
 
   “Sun’s no good for my skin,” she said in explanation, not that Clay needed one.
 
   The explanation he wanted was why she had said I return tonight. Not “we,” but “I.” He didn’t like the sound of that.
 
   He pressed down on the accelerator and the roller shot forward into the dust and smoke that wafted off of the damaged garage, the sound of the hemp diesel engine loud, but not as loud as the shouts of the workers as they scrambled around to get the compound cleaned up. Clay watched everyone scurry and scatter. No one was in his way as he got to the compound’s gate and a guard opened it, giving the Captain a snappy salute.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Five
 
    
 
   Even with the hat, the sun still handed down a heavy beating on Clay. It handed down a heavy beating on everything. It was just a downright abusive son of a bitch, sitting up in the sky like a nuclear bully.
 
   Clay had heard tales that the land hadn’t been so harsh once, but that was many centuries earlier before man had destroyed the land with pestilence and war many times over. How many times? The historians guessed that there had been several apocalypses. Yet the world kept turning and man, nature’s true cockroach, kept on living. 
 
   Not that Clay gave a crap about how it had been in the past. The heat of the present was more than enough to occupy his attention.
 
   “Drink some of this,” the Captain said, handing the jug of hot coffee over. “Makes you sweat and the air cools the sweat.”
 
   “Straight water is better for you,” Clay said. “Sweat cools you down, but it also dehydrates you.”
 
   “We aren’t going on a trek across the Mobius Desert, Clay MacAulay,” the Captain said. She took back the offered jug and drank deep from the mouth. “There’s plenty of water at our destination.”
 
   She offered the jug again, but Clay shook his head. He wanted a slug of that coffee bad, it had been a long time since he’d tasted some real bitter beans, but he knew the relief of the cooling sweat would be temporary and he’d just end up miserable in a couple of minutes.
 
   So he drove. He kept the roller aimed in the direction the Captain pointed, pushing the vehicle over the rugged and harsh landscape, swerving only to avoid clumps of scrub brush and stray stacks of rocks and boulders. 
 
   The roller’s top speed was fifty kilometers an hour, but even still it took them close to two hours to reach their destination. Top speed didn’t mean consistent speed. By Clay’s calculations, General Hansen’s ranch was about sixty kilometers due east from the compound. By the time they rolled through the heavy steel gate, guarded by four armed men on each side, the sun was directly overhead and almost boiling Clay’s brain right in his skull.
 
   He was relieved when the Captain pointed to an eight-door garage off to their right, a few meters from a stately two-story ranch house made of old wood and rock. A guard lifted one of the garage doors and Clay drove the roller right inside. The Captain reached over and killed the engine then hooked a thumb over her shoulder.
 
   “Hop out and wait outside for me,” the Captain said. “Be nice and I’ll take those manacles off before you meet General Hansen.”
 
   Clay hesitated then nodded as he shoved open the warped roller door and jumped down to the hard-packed earth that was the garage’s floor. He eyed his surroundings, but the less than subtle cough from the guard that had opened the garage door pulled him away from his spying. Clay walked the couple meters outside and back into the heat of the day.
 
   The guard eyed his hat and grimaced.
 
   “You too young to have fought in the Bloody Conflict,” the guard said.
 
   “I could say the same for you,” Clay replied and shrugged. “But here we are.”
 
   “What that mean?” the guard asked, pointing the carbine he held at Clay’s belly.
 
   “Doesn’t mean a thing, pardner,” Clay replied. “Doesn’t mean a goddamn thing.”
 
   The carbine was old, but looked well cared for with a sheen of oil coating the exposed metal. Clay caught a whiff of the gun oil as a small breeze kicked up, cooling the sweat from his neck and face. The oil was fresh, the carbine recently cleaned. That could mean the gun needed cleaning from use or disuse. Either possible reason wasn’t good. 
 
   “Mind if I wipe my brow?” Clay asked the guard.
 
   “What’s it to me?” the guard responded.
 
   “Didn’t want you to get jumpy and empty that carbine into my guts when I moved,” Clay said. “Thought I’d do my intestines the courtesy of double checking first.”
 
   “You ain’t worth me wasting bullets on, scavenger scum,” the guard said.
 
   “Thank you,” Clay said and pulled off his hat. He wiped the sweat from his brow with his forearm then set the hat back on and gave the guard a wide smile. “Mighty hospitable of you.”
 
   The guard grunted a reply and looked back into the garage. He stepped to attention as the Captain walked out. Her head was turned and she was barking some order to someone inside, but Clay couldn’t make out what she said or who she was talking to.
 
    “You meet Nuggins?” the Captain asked. “Not the brightest star in the sky, but he is wicked fast with that trigger finger. Might be the best shot on the ranch.”
 
   Clay turned and studied the guard with renewed interest. The man was about Clay’s age, maybe a couple years younger, which put him in the late-twenties range. Stocky, but not too short, the man’s shoulders were broad and muscular. He held the freshly oiled carbine like it wasn’t even there, a casual grip that Clay knew, upon further inspection, was far from casual. Clay had known his fair share of shooters over the years and when he stared right into Nuggins’s eyes, he saw the deadness that all great shooters have.
 
   Clay was just another target, nothing more, and the smell of oil was because that carbine was used. Often. Clay guessed the revolvers on each of Nuggins’s hips were as well. 
 
   “Pleased to meet ya,” Clay said and extended a manacled hand.
 
   Nuggins snorted and looked to the Captain.
 
   “I have it from here, Nuggins,” the Captain said as she hitched up her trousers and placed a strong, firm hand on Clay’s shoulder. “Do me a favor and make sure those wrench monkeys inside don’t forget to check the coolant in my roller, will ya? Last thing I want is to be stranded out in the scrub overnight on my way back considering I ain’t got no top no more.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Nuggins said. “I’ll supervise the work myself.”
 
   “I didn’t ask you to supervise anything, Nuggins,” the Captain said, exasperated. “I asked you to make sure the wrench monkeys put coolant in the engine. You got to listen more carefully, you hear me?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Nuggins replied and nodded, standing even straighter than before. “Loud and clear.”
 
   “Good,” the Captain said and gave Clay a slight shove towards the big ranch house.
 
   When they reached the stone steps and were halfway up to the cool and inviting covered porch that wrapped around the entire house, the Captain squeezed down on Clay’s shoulder, her fingers digging into a nerve center that made him gasp.
 
   “You’ll be polite as can be when in General Hansen’s presence, understood?” she said, her voice calm and clear. “No smart ass, no speaking out of turn, no questions unless given permission to ask them. Best to just shut up and speak only when spoken to. First sign of rudeness out of you and I’ll have you back out here, naked and staked to the dirt so the sun can bake your raisins right off. I won’t tell you again.”
 
   “I was raised to be polite,” Clay said.
 
   “I surely hope so, for your sake, Clay MacAulay,” the Captain said and pushed him the rest of the way up the steps.
 
   There was a row of ceiling fans whirling lazily over the porch. An old woman was at the far end on a bicycle, peddling steadily, her efforts responsible for the fans’ movements. A belt went from the bicycle to a system of pulleys and gears in the corner of the porch. Another belt reached from the system up to a secondary system bolted to the porch’s ceiling, from there it was a simple line of belts that kept the fans moving.
 
   Clay nodded to the old woman, but she didn’t respond, just kept her wrinkled face pointed out towards the far-off gate.
 
   “Blind as a bat,” the Captain said. “Lost her sight when she was a little girl. Stared right at a nuke blast.”
 
   “Nuke blast?” Clay asked. “They didn’t use nukes in the conflict.”
 
   “You see how old she is?” the Captain frowned. “That woman was the far side of life well before the Bloody Conflict even started. You think this land is wild now? Ain’t nothing compared to what life was like last century.”
 
   Last century. Clay shook his head at the words, not believing anyone still lived that had seen the previous century, let alone an old, blind woman riding a bicycle that powered some porch fans. Without warning, the woman threw her head back and let out a high cackle. Every hair on Clay’s arms stood straight up, joining the hair on the back of his neck.
 
   “She does that. Also starts cursing at you for no reason,” the Captain said, shivering. “Damned creepy.” 
 
   “How can she work the peddles like that?” Clay asked, amazed at the old woman’s strength. “She can’t be older than the Bloody Conflict. That’d put her at over a hundred years, easy.”
 
   “Best to keep those kinds of questions to yourself, like I warned you,” the Captain responded. She grabbed the handle to the screen door that covered the wide front entrance to the ranch house. “Come on, Clay MacAulay. Time to meet the woman in charge.”
 
   Clay jumped a little when he heard the gender of General Hansen. He shouldn’t have been surprised, but he was. The way the Captain had been talking, Clay had expected a grizzled old general missing half an arm with an eyepatch over one eye and a smoking pipe jammed between his teeth. He shifted his expectations and added some long grey hair and a fuller chest to his mental image.
 
   The Captain led him down a long, cool entrance hall, through a massive sitting area, what Clay thought was called a great room, around a huge double-sided fireplace, and back to a door made of well-oiled dark wood. She knocked twice and waited. When the call to enter came, the Captain opened the door, stepped aside and shoved Clay through, before following in and closing the door behind them both.
 
   It took a moment for Clay’s eyes to adjust to the darkness of the room. It wasn’t an office like he expected to see, but some anterior sitting room filled with high-backed leather chairs and a couple of well-worn leather couches, all centered around a circular coffee table that had to be half the size of the Captain’s roller.
 
   “This him?” a soft voice asked from a chair that had its back to the door. 
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” the Captain said, pushing Clay farther into the sitting room. 
 
   “Bring him around so I can get a look at him,” the voice ordered.
 
   The Captain maneuvered Clay through the gaps in the chairs then spun him about so he could face the soft-voiced woman. He tried to keep the surprise from his face, but he could see from the twinkle in the woman’s eyes that he had failed completely.
 
   “Clay MacAulay, meet General Olivia Hansen,” the Captain said. “She is the law in this corner of the world, so remember what I said about being polite and respectful.”
 
   “The Captain likes to make me out as some cruel despot that has a short fuse and a penchant for quick violence,” the woman said as she stood and offered her hand. 
 
   It was a delicate hand, small boned and looked as soft as her voice. Clay’s eyes followed from the offered hand, up the bare forearm to the short-sleeved blouse the woman wore then on to the face that was the main reason for his surprise. Not old, not one-eyed or scarred. Nothing grizzled about that face at all.
 
   Standing before Clay was a gorgeous woman with short-cropped brown hair and wide set, dazzling blue eyes. Her lips were full, but not pouty. They held a cold strength in them even as she gave him a genuinely friendly smile. Her skin was tan, but not weathered. Soft like her hands and her voice. Her left eyebrow raised and she pursed those full lips.
 
   “Do you have a problem with shaking hands with women, Mr. MacAulay?” Hansen asked.
 
   “No, ma’am, sorry, ma’am,” Clay said quickly and shook the woman’s hand as fast as he could. “It’s just…”
 
   Hansen waved him off. “I know what it is,” she said, her eyes telling him she knew exactly what he was thinking. “Not what you expected to see. Tell me, Mr. MacAulay, what was it you expected to see? An eyepatch? A grey beard and an old corn-cob pipe sticking out from some brown and yellowed teeth?”
 
   “Uh, all of that,” Clay admitted. 
 
   “Really? How creative,” Hansen said. Then she gestured to the couch directly across from her chair. “Have a seat, please. Can I offer you anything to drink?”
 
   Clay stumbled his way to the couch and sat down hard. He looked up at the Captain whose scarred face was nothing but one wide, mocking smirk. 
 
   “I think I’ll take that coffee now,” he said. “And maybe something stronger in it, if you have anything available.”
 
   “I believe we do,” Hansen said as she retook her seat. “In fact, I know we do.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Six
 
    
 
   The General sat in silence, her eyes studying Clay from head to toe as they waited for a servant to set down a carafe of coffee and quart jar of some sort of brown liquor. The servant poured two cups of coffee and looked towards the General before opening the quart jar and adding a splash of the liquor to both mugs.
 
   The servant, a man closer to the Captain’s age than Clay’s, handed Hansen one of the mugs then went back for the second and carried it over to Clay.
 
   “My apologies that we don’t have proper cups and saucers,” Hansen said after sipping her coffee. She lifted the earthen mug slightly and gave Clay a wink. “Not all the niceties survived the Bloody Conflict and I just haven’t found the need to replace them. Not that I ever knew those niceties, as I am sure neither did you, if my guess at your age is correct.”
 
   “I’m used to tin cups, so this is fine dining for me,” Clay said, taking a sip from his own mug. He winced then coughed as both the strength of the coffee and the liquor hit his throat. “Oh, wow. Pardon me.”
 
   “He does have manners,” Hansen said to the Captain then looked at the servant. “That is all, Zeus. I’ll call you when we’re ready for lunch.”
 
   The servant gave a short bow and left the room with the tray empty, the carafe and jar having been set on a side table across the room.
 
   “Same for you, Captain,” Hansen said. “I believe myself and Mr. MacAulay will be fine on our own.”
 
   “Are you sure, General?” the Captain asked, looking less than pleased with the command. “I do not believe it’s a good idea to take this man for granted. My guts are telling me he’s more than he seems.”
 
   “Well, we both know that or he wouldn’t be here, would he?” Hansen said and smiled. 
 
   That smile was the first glimpse Clay got into why the woman was in charge of whatever she was in charge of. It wasn’t the genuine and friendly smile from before. Not at all. It said volumes with just the slightest of twitches at the corners of Hansen’s lips. The Captain’s entire demeanor changed and she gave a short bow before hurrying to the door.
 
   “Captain?” Hansen called out.
 
   “Yes, ma’am?” the Captain replied as her hand grabbed the door’s handle.
 
   “Stay close by in case I do need your assistance,” Hansen said.
 
   “Of course, General,” the Captain said. She shot a look of cold violence at Clay then left quickly, the door latching securely behind her.
 
   “She’s a bit overprotective at times,” Hansen said as she set her mug down on a side table by the right side of her chair. She leaned forward and studied Clay for several seconds then clapped her hands and reached under the side table, pulling out a wooden box. “Now, let’s see what I can deduce from your belongings.”
 
   Clay froze in mid sip as Hansen hefted the box into her lap and started to pull out Clay’s pistol and belt, his pocket watch, and a couple other tools he kept on hand that had been stripped from him when he was captured. She set each item on her end of the large coffee table and studied them even more thoroughly than she had studied Clay.
 
   “Better take that drink or you’re going to cramp up,” Hansen said to Clay without looking up from the table.
 
   Clay completed his sip then set the mug down on his end of the coffee table. He slowly leaned back and placed his hands in his lap, adjusting them over and over until he found a comfortable position without the manacles biting into his wrists. He watched the General and waited for her to speak again.
 
   It was a long time before she shifted in her seat and reached down to take the revolver from its holster. She drew it out effortlessly, barely moving the leather at all. She held it loosely, letting its heft balance in her palm. Then she pointed it directly at Clay and cocked back the hammer.
 
   “Tight trigger,” she said as her index finger caressed the thin hook of metal briefly then moved out and rested against the guard.
 
   Her eyes sighted down the barrel and locked onto Clay’s eyes. They stared at each other for a while before she eased the hammer back in place with her thumb and spun the revolver around her index finger twice then settled it into its holster. Her eyes never left Clay’s.
 
   Still staring directly at him, in him, through him, Hansen picked up the pocket watch and tried to flick it open. It refused to reveal its face to her and she frowned.
 
   “Coded or DNA locked?” she asked Clay.
 
   “DNA locked,” Clay said and slowly extended his hand.
 
   Hansen tossed the pocket watch across the table and Clay caught it easily. He flicked the watch open with the barest touch of his thumb then threw it back to the woman. Hansen carefully caught it in her palm and cradled the pocket watch as she finally tore her eyes from Clay. The watch had landed face up and she looked down at its interior with mild amusement and surprise.
 
   “Well, well, well,” she said. “The Captain was right. You do know something about mechs. Or is this just a family heirloom and you keep it working only for sentimentality’s sake?”
 
   The softness of her voice nearly cajoled an answer from him, but Clay had a feeling that silence was his best bet. He settled deeper into the couch and waited for the next question. 
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Hansen said as she closed the watch and set it back on the table. “Between what the Captain has observed, and the report that you knew one of my mechs was going to throw a strut, I am fairly certain the watch works.” 
 
   She placed her arms on her knees, leaning forward so that her blouse tightened in all the right places, revealing just enough cleavage that Clay’s mouth went a little dry. He struggled to keep his eyes up, on hers, but he’d been out in the land alone for a while. Nature won and his eyes strayed, glancing over Hansen’s chest briefly. He coughed and looked away, embarrassed.
 
   “Where’s your mech, Mr. MacAulay?” Hansen asked, her voice amused, but solid.
 
   Clay knew he would be in trouble if the amusement left that voice. He risked a look back at her. She was in the exact same position and nature won again. Clay cursed himself and shook his head.
 
   “I don’t have a mech,” Clay replied.
 
   Hansen leaned back and crossed her arms directly under her breasts. She settled herself into her chair and frowned over at Clay. Her tongue clucked a couple times and she sighed before uncrossing her arms and setting her hands on her thighs. She rubbed her trousers, up and down, up and down, her soft skin making the slightest of sounds against the finely spun hemp material. 
 
   “Do you like your penis, Mr. MacAulay?” Hansen asked.
 
   “Uh…what?” Clay asked, not expecting the question at all. “Do I like it? How do you mean?”
 
   “Do you like having it attached to your person?” Hansen asked. 
 
   “Yeah. I do,” Clay replied quickly. “Rather fond of it. Sometimes more than I should be, but it’s a lonely world out there.”
 
   Hansen’s eyebrows raised and her mouth spread into a genuine grin.
 
   “Cute,” she replied. “Now, how about we get back to my first question. Where is your mech?”
 
   “Don’t have one,” Clay said.
 
   “You see, that’s just a plain old lie there, Mr. MacAulay,” Hansen said. Her voice slipped into an affectation of a slow, rural drawl. Close to the Captain’s accent, but more clipped. Forced. “I asked you about your penis so I could see real truth on your face. I always ask that question. Most men think it’s because I intend to slice it off if they don’t talk, which in some cases has been the appropriate course of action.”
 
   Clay tried not to squirm.
 
   “But, really, it’s how I know when men’s responses to my other questions are lies or not,” Hansen continued. “It is called establishing a baseline. A simple tactic. You were telling me the truth about your penis, even about the part where you have paid too much lonely attention to it. But you are most certainly lying about not having a mech. I am going to ask again and you will be truthful this time. If I have to ask a fourth time then my baseline question becomes a real possibility.”
 
   Clay sat there and waited, his answer ready. He’d figured out General Hansen. He knew the type. And it wasn’t the first time he’d been held against his will and asked where his mech was. He just hoped Gibbons had realized things weren’t going so well and taken appropriate actions.
 
   “Where is your mech, Mr. MacAulay?” Hansen asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Clay replied, his words spaced evenly and slowly. “I haven’t been this far north before. I don’t know the land. Your people jumped me and took me prisoner. I was unconscious the entire journey from the hemp fields to your compound. You tell me where my mech is. You have a better idea than I do.”
 
   Hansen sat there, her face set in passive contemplation. Clay waited. He’d told the truth. He just hoped she hadn’t been bullshitting about the baseline lie thing.
 
   “Fair enough,” she said. “You parked it close to the western hemp fields? The fields with the cooling tower set in them?”
 
   “Those would be the fields,” Clay said. “I thought I’d hit the motherlode with all that grey you have in that tower. Didn’t think anyone would notice if a few liters went missing. Just enough to get me closer to the border, maybe enough to get me into NorthAm. But seeing your mechs at the compound, I guess you would have noticed.” He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter since your boys found me and now we’re here.”
 
   “But it does matter,” Hansen said. “It matters a lot. Did you get a good look at my mechs?”
 
   “Not the best look, but good enough,” Clay said. Open and honest was his new policy with General Hansen. His usual silent and tough act would not work with her. He planned on being an open book. An evasive book, but still open. “The pilots I saw, except for one, can’t fight for shit.”
 
   Hansen threw her head back and laughed. It was the complete opposite of her soft voice. The laugh was a full throated, from the belly guffaw that shook her all over. She wrapped her arms about herself and rocked as she laughed, her eyes squeezed shut, wetness dampening the line where the lids pressed together. 
 
   Clay watched her for a few stunned seconds then slowly let the mirth infect him. He started to laugh as well, letting it bubble up from deep inside. 
 
   They both stayed that way, laughing like idiots until Zeus came in to announce lunch. The old man didn’t seem to even notice the two laughing fools, just made his announcement, turned on his heel, and left the sitting room.
 
   “Come,” Hansen said after she got herself together. She stood and held out a hand. Her tongue wet her lips and Clay swallowed hard. “Let’s get some food in you. I know I need some in me. And how about we remove those ugly manacles?”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Seven
 
    
 
   Lunch was served on a back veranda. Screened in from the bugs with a large, slowly rotating fan above the stone table set in the center. The fan spun lazily in the stiflingly warm air, its blades barely making a dent in the heat. Clay looked about, expecting to see the cackling old woman, but she was nowhere. Maybe the pulleys worked all the way from the porch to the veranda, he didn’t know, couldn’t tell.
 
   Hansen sat with her back to the house, her chair facing out on the acres and acres of rough landscape that stretched to the horizon. Instead of being seated across from her, Clay was shown to a chair to her left, an arm’s reach away from her place setting. Zeus held the chair out for him and Clay nodded, took his seat, and waited for the show to begin.
 
   But instead of an elaborate spread designed to impress, and intimidate, modest platters of salted beef, thick, heavy greens, and steaming biscuits were set in the center of the table. Hansen cleared her throat as a slab of fresh butter was set next to the biscuits and Clay heard the slightest hiss of annoyance come from between Zeus’s lips as he rearranged the platters, moving them closer to Clay and Hansen’s settings.
 
   “Thank you, Zeus,” Hansen said. “This looks delicious. Can we get a pitcher of tea as well as a pitcher of ice water? Slices of yellow, if we have them.”
 
   “We do not, ma’am,” Zeus said. “We do not expect another shipment of yellow until the end of the month.”
 
   “The end of the month?” Hansen snapped. Anger fired up in her eyes then faded away as she nodded to Zeus. “Yes, of course. The Mister’s thousand head of cattle. Heaven forbid he deliver our trade early so we can maintain a civilized house. Just the tea and water then, Zeus. We will suffer without the yellow.”
 
   Zeus left and returned in the blink of an eye, both pitchers in hand. Clay figured the old man had them ready and Hansen’s request was part of their servant and master dance. There was always a servant and master dance. Clay had seen it a thousand times and expected to see it a thousand more.
 
   Clay waited until Zeus was gone before he cleared his throat and nodded at the pitchers.
 
   “Would you like me to pour?” Clay asked.
 
   “Thank you, Mr. MacAulay, that would be lovely,” Hansen replied, her eyes on him. 
 
   Clay stood and reached for the pitcher of iced tea. He looked at Hansen and she nodded. Careful not to spill a drop, he poured the tea into hers then his glasses, set the pitcher back, and settled into his chair.
 
   “Haven’t had iced tea in years,” Clay said as he raised the glass in appreciation, his eyes looking longingly at the deep amber liquid. He took a hesitant sip and sighed. “Unsweetened. The best way.”
 
   “I believe so as well,” Hansen said and sipped from her own glass. “But I do prefer a slice of yellow in mine.”
 
   “Yellow is hard to get even this close to Southwest MexiCali,” Clay replied.
 
   He set his glass down and watched Hansen for a moment. She had her face turned from him, her eyes focused on the range that surrounded the house. The fan above was useless and Clay could see beads of sweat already forming on her temple and corner of her upper lip. He had a sudden urge to reach out and wipe one of the beads from her lip, tracing the outline of her mouth down to her chin, back across her jawline, until his hand could cup her by the back of the head and turn her to him. He shook the thought away and focused on the problem at hand.
 
   He was a prisoner of a woman that commanded a vast amount of land, quite a few hired guns, and seven mechs. He couldn’t let her distract him from those facts. Clay was more than certain other men had been distracted by her and met less than favorable ends.
 
   “Try the beef,” Hansen said without turning to look directly at him. “It’s from my personal stock, kept here close on the ranch, not out on the wide open range. I make sure to monitor the cattle’s diets carefully. Wouldn’t want them to eat the wrong cactus and spoil the meat with that bitter flavor.”
 
   “Thank you,” Clay said and forked two large slices of the beef onto his plate. He took a generous helping of greens and two biscuits as well.
 
   “The butter is fresh,” Hansen said, lifting the small plate and offering it to him. That was when she looked directly at him again. “Creamy. Just the right amount of salt. It dances lightly on your tongue, coats your palate, and makes the biscuits taste like God’s own.”
 
   Clay swallowed hard. He took the offered butter and nearly bobbled the plate. The corner of Hansen’s mouth twitched slightly then settled down. Clay knifed a slab of butter and brushed it across both of his biscuits. Hansen set the plate down and began to serve herself from the beef and greens.
 
   “You are worried I’ll take your mech as my own,” Hansen stated before slicing a bite of beef and forking it into her mouth. She chewed slowly, swallowed slowly. “That is the furthest thing from my mind.”
 
   “Good, because I don’t know where my mech is,” Clay replied. “Like I said, I don’t even know where I am. I have a general idea, but if you pressed me to find myself on a map, I wouldn’t be able to.”
 
   “That watch,” Hansen said, ignoring Clay’s words. “That isn’t a normal mech pilot’s watch. I’ve seen pocket watches from almost every cavalry regiment established. Both sides, I’ve seen them. That watch isn’t like the others.”
 
   “Only one I’ve ever had,” Clay said, shrugging as he took a bite of greens. They were bitter, but seasoned well. “I’ve never seen any other watches.”
 
   Hansen glanced at him, surprised. “Is that so?” she asked. “Come now, Mr. MacAulay, surely you’ve met other mechs on your travels. They are rare, but not extinct. Iron finds iron, as they say.”
 
   “Who says?” Clay asked.
 
   “Just an expression I heard once from an old pilot,” Hansen said. “Iron finds iron.”
 
   “Huh,” Clay replied and kept eating.
 
   Hansen took a sip of her tea then pushed her plate away, indicating she was done eating even though she’d only taken a couple of bites. 
 
   Clay knew the big hit was coming. He didn’t know what it was, if it would be violence or just a life-changing request, but he knew it was coming. So he did the most sensible thing he could think of and stuffed his face with as much food as possible. Best to face whatever was coming with a full stomach, and by Hansen’s body language, it was coming fast.
 
   “Where’d you get the mech, Mr. MacAulay?” Hansen asked. “That watch. That’s special issue. Individualized. No regiment number or name on it. No markings of any kind to say which side it is from. Could have been MexiCali or could have been NorthAm. Hard to say.”
 
   Clay shrugged and kept eating. Hansen let him for a couple of minutes then placed a soft hand on his as his fork was halfway from plate to mouth. Clay looked over at her, swallowed hard again, and gave a slight shake of his head.
 
   “Won it,” Clay said. “Game of cards. I’m very good at cards.”
 
   The soft hand became a harsh talon as Hansen’s fingers wrapped around Clay’s wrist, her nails digging into his flesh. He winced, hard not to, but didn’t offer anything else to say.
 
   “I have been polite and pleasant,” Hansen said. “Offered you food and drink. Haven’t pointed a single gun at you, except your own, but that was just a friendly show. I sit you at my table and treat you like a guest. Please stop lying to me, Mr. MacAulay. The next lie will be met with a punishment you do not want.”
 
   Clay tried to pull his hand away, but Hansen’s grip was like lace made of steel. Her soft skin was in direct opposition to the brutal strength that held him tight. Clay reached out with his other hand, picked up his glass, took a long drink of iced tea, set his glass down, then nodded. Hansen slowly let go of his wrist and relaxed into her chair.
 
   “The mech is a family heirloom,” Clay said. 
 
   He unconsciously rubbed at his wrist, realized what he was doing and stopped. But not before Hansen caught him doing it. The smirk on her lips was infuriating to Clay. Partly because it said that she knew she was in complete control and had broken him, partly because it just made him want her more, which was a serious problem. Wanting a woman like General Hansen was a surefire way to end up buried up to his neck in the middle of the desert.
 
   “Family heirloom?” Hansen asked, all soft and polite again. The steel was gone. Just like that. “Your father’s? Did he fight for the MexiCali side? I’m guessing from your hat that he did. I saw your hat before Zeus took it and placed it in the closet. MexiCali, for sure. But that don’t mean much. Hats are easy to get, pocket watches like yours are not.”
 
   “The hat was my grandmother’s,” Clay said. “She was in the 12th Armored Mech Cavalry division when she was young.”
 
   “No, no, no,” Hansen said. The steel returned. “That watch is newer than those ancient campaigns. That watch is end of the Bloody Conflict tech. I know what I’m talking about here, Mr. MacAulay. I also warned you about lying.”
 
   “I’m not lying,” Clay said. “I said the hat was my grandmother’s. I didn’t say the watch or the mech were.”
 
   Hansen smiled and nodded. “My apologies.”
 
   “The mech was my mother’s,” Clay said. “When she died it became mine.”
 
   “Understandable,” Hansen said. “Most pilots decided to keep their mechs after the Conflict was over. I know both the governments of MexiCali and NorthAm preferred they not, but what were they going to do against fully armed battle mechs?”
 
   “Not a hell of a lot,” Clay said. “Except make it illegal for licensed establishments to sell fuel, ammunition, or spare parts to the pilots to continue outfitting their mechs. Hard to take a mech from a pilot, but easy to cut off the supplies needed to operate them.”
 
   “Good thing I have my own store of grey, isn’t it?” Hansen said and smiled.
 
   “Yes, it is,” Clay said. “But I do have to ask why your mechs are stripped of their weapons? Not even a blow torch.”
 
   “Against the rules,” Hansen said.
 
   “The rules? What rules?” Clay asked.
 
   “The rules of the tournament,” Hansen said. “I’ve mentioned the tournament, Mr. MacAulay. I know the Captain has mentioned it as well. Why do you think you’re here?”
 
   Clay was confused. He made no attempt to hide that fact as his face scrunched up and he thought back on everything he’d been told since he woke that morning. Yes, a tournament had been mentioned. Something about cattle needed to supply it. Something else about the Mister and locals. To be honest, he hadn’t been paying too much attention to the details. His mind had been on his predicament, not some local event that had nothing to do with him.
 
   Except it appeared the local event did have something to do with him and he silently cursed himself for not paying attention better. It was a failing that Gibbons constantly pointed out. But that was what Gibbons was for, to pay attention to the details for him.
 
   “You really don’t understand, do you?” Hansen chuckled. “You should see your face.”
 
   “Explain it to me,” Clay said and pushed his plate away. He settled into his chair, matching Hansen’s relaxed posture, and waited.
 
   “I intend to explain it all to you,” Hansen said. “But, do pay attention, will you? My schedule is tight today and I do not have the time to go over everything twice.”
 
   Clay nodded.
 
   “You are a mech pilot,” Hansen said. “A rogue with no allegiance or alliances, correct?”
 
   “I don’t consider myself rogue,” Clay said. “Independent, more like.”
 
   “Monikers, monikers,” Hansen replied. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is you are free to make your own choices about who you fight for. I am guessing that your mech is a capable machine from the look of your pocket watch. I’ve salvaged mechs that are in bad shape and the condition of their watches always matches the condition of the bigger machines. Neglectful pilots that roam the range looking for the next saloon and whorehouse, no care about the power they possess under them. Their mechs were no different than a share cropper’s roller wagon. A means to get from one place to another, one drink to another, one slit to another.”
 
   “Sounds like a horrible life,” Clay said. He was being honest. He may not have had much direction in life, but he did have a respect for the life he led. Drinking and whoring had their place, but that was New Year’s Eve, not every old day. “A short, horrible life.”
 
   “That right there,” Hansen said, wagging a finger at Clay. “A short, horrible life. Exactly my point. Experienced mech pilots are hard to find. Most of them end up dead in the gutter, horse piss pooled about them. I don’t know what it is with mech pilots and self-destruction, but they go hand in hand.”
 
   She smiled at him and her wagging finger moved closer, stopped wagging, the tip pressing under Clay’s chin. The pressure was gentle and Clay felt an electric shock ripple through him.
 
   “You are not self-destructive,” Hansen said. “You’re a survivor. A man that knows how to live out on the range on his own. A lonely life, yes, but not a short, horrible one. I need a man like you. I need your skills, your experience and expertise.”
 
   “For what?” Clay asked. “The fight is long over. If you want a war with your rival… The Mister? That’s his name? Then count me out. I don’t hire on for anything other than maybe some heavy lifting and demolition. Then I am on my way, living my lonely life out on the range.”
 
   “I don’t want war,” Hansen said. “The total opposite, in fact. The Mister and I have an agreement. A way to settle all differences and to establish the terms of trade for the coming year all at the same time. Keeps our people from fighting when they meet up in town. Yes, there might be a drunken scuffle now and again, but like I said, we have a way to settle those problems without going to war.”
 
   “The tournament,” Clay said.
 
   “The tournament,” Hansen echoed.
 
   “You want me to fight for you against the Mister in the tournament,” Clay stated. “You want me to use my mech against his since all of yours look like they can hardly take a punch without turning into a pile of nuts and bolts.”
 
   Hansen drew back, shocked. “Nuts and bolts? My mechs are far from that, Mr. MacAulay, and I take offense to the insinuation that I do not maintain my machines properly.”
 
   Clay shrugged. “Like you said, you need an experienced pilot. I am an experienced pilot. Been doing the repairs on my mech myself for a long time. I know stressed metal and warped joints when I see them. I know a strut ready to crack and a piston ready to pop. Of those seven mechs, only two are battle worthy. And it would be a short battle.”
 
   “Says the young man that has never been in battle before,” Hansen replied. She held up her hands in defense then pressed her palms to her chest. “I know, I know, I am too young to have seen battle in the Bloody Conflict, as well. True, true. But I have been attending the tournament my entire life. My father established the practice with the Mister decades ago.”
 
   “Decades?” Clay asked. 
 
   “Decades,” Hansen responded.
 
   “Then you should be a pro at this,” Clay said. “What do you need me for?”
 
   “The Mister has won the past five years running,” Hansen said. “The first four years he took a quarter of my hemp, a quarter of my cattle, and a quarter of my grey. Frustrating numbers, but livable.”
 
   “And last year?” Clay asked. “Let me guess. He asked for more than that?”
 
   “He did,” Hansen said. “Half of everything. Even took half my men. Then had them hanged.”
 
   “Hanged?” Clay coughed. “Did you say hanged? I thought the tournament was to settle disagreements. Hanging your men isn’t exactly settling anything.”
 
   “The prize of the tournament is set before the fights begin,” Hansen said. “I made the mistake of agreeing to the Mister’s terms, believing I had the winning pilots last year. I would have too. But his star pilot is just too good. I even hired a ringer, but he went down in the final bracket. Son of a bitch.”
 
   “A ringer? What’s that?” Clay asked.
 
   “You’ve never heard the term?” Hansen laughed. “You have been living all alone for a long time. A ringer is a sure bet. A winner. I found myself an experienced pilot. An old, scarred cuss of a man that said he fought in the Bloody Conflict when he was barely a teenager. Said he fought in the Battle of Carlsbad Mansion.”
 
   Clay’s blood ran cold. Hansen’s eyes narrowed and she shook her head.
 
   “You’ve heard of it,” she said. “Of course you have. The most brutal mech battle ever fought. Less than one percent of the mechs that day were able to shamble off the field of battle under their own power. Both sides took horrendous casualties.”
 
   Clay nodded. He knew of the battle. He’d studied it his entire life. Watched the vids over and over again to pass the time as his mech lumbered across the land.
 
   “Whether it’s true or not,” Hansen continued, “this ringer demolished the other pilots like they were a bunch of hemp farmers that had only operated tractors and hover tillers. One after the other, he put them down until he was the last mech standing. Thenshe came in and ended it all, like always, and the Mister had his half of everything.”
 
   “What’s the pilot’s name?” Clay asked. “You’re ringer?”
 
   “Don’t know,” Hansen said. “Never got a look at him. Wore a masked helmet while he fought. As far as I could tell, there wasn’t a masked pilot in the Battle of Carlsbad Mansion. The man was under no obligation to reveal his identity. I had his mech inspected thoroughly. Every system checked and double checked. No clue as to his identity. No hidden weapons. No illegal enhancements. He beat my pilots fair and square when I tested him. Barely had to take two steps to do it. But in the end he wasn’t enough, and I have been handing the Mister half of everything since last October.”
 
   “It’s September,” Clay said. “Not much time left before the next tournament. I can see why you need me if the pilots you’re training are all you have.”
 
   “Yes, very true,” Hansen said. “So, to formally ask and extend the respect you deserve as a mech pilot, will you sign on and fight for me in the tournament against the Mister so I no longer have to give him half of anything?”
 
   “You want to hire me as this year’s ringer?” Clay asked.
 
   “Precisely,” Hansen replied. “The man last year was good, but he didn’t have a watch like yours. I’ve got a gut feeling you are exactly what I’ve been needing. In many ways.” She gave him a smile. “Well, will you?”
 
   “No,” Clay said.
 
   “I’m sorry?” Hansen sputtered. The answer had thrown her. Her eyes went wide and she sat up ramrod straight in her chair. “Did you say no?”
 
   “I said no,” Clay replied. “I don’t fight. My mech is strictly for transportation. All I want to do is continue on to NorthAm. Just be on my way. I have no desire to die for yet again some never-ending local range squabble that has nothing to do with me.”
 
   “You wouldn’t die if you win,” Hansen said. She sighed and shook her head. “There is nothing I can do to change your mind?”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll try,” Clay said. “You’ll probably torture me or kill me or whatever. I can live, and die, with that. I don’t want to, but I made a promise a long time ago that my mech is mine and mine only. I aim to keep that promise.” 
 
   Clay leaned forward, closing the distance between himself and Hansen. The woman didn’t shrink back an inch. Clay could smell her as the breeze shifted. The light scent of simple soap, a hint of jasmine, the musk of a woman that works hard out on the land. His stomach clenched and tumbled at the same time.
 
   “I need to keep my promise,” Clay said, dead serious. “Without it there’s no point to living.”
 
   Hansen eyed him, her body shifting forward, closing the distance between them even more. The scent of soap and jasmine and sweat became stronger, but Clay didn’t pull back despite the somersaults his stomach was doing. Her blue eyes held his. She reached out and Clay fought the urge to flinch as she touched his cheek.
 
   “That is the most honest thing you have said all day,” Hansen replied. “I deeply respect that. This promise you made, it wasn’t just to you, was it? It was to someone you loved. Someone that meant more to you than your own life. I respect that as well.”
 
   “So where does that leave us?” Clay asked. “Is this my last meal or will I get a dinner?”
 
   Hansen laughed and pulled back. She slapped her thighs and stood up.
 
   “You will get dinner and even breakfast, Mr. MacAulay,” Hansen said. “That’s how long it will take my people to find your mech and bring it here. That will give you time to reconsider. You’ll be my guest until they arrive tomorrow. Once I have your final answer then I’ll decide if tomorrow’s breakfast is to be your last meal or not.”
 
   Clay stood as well. His instinct was to sock the woman. Just lay her out on the ground of the veranda and make a break for it. But he wasn’t an idiot. They had eaten alone, but they were far from being unobserved. His guess was at least two shooters, maybe even three or four, had their sights set on his chest and head at that very moment. 
 
   “You don’t know where my mech is,” Clay asked.
 
   “Yes, I do,” Hansen said and smiled. “You told me exactly where it is.”
 
   Clay started to argue then let the words fall away. She was right. Of course he had. The watch. When he’d opened it, the watch automatically sent a sub-channel signal back to the mech.  He didn’t know how, since it shouldn’t have been possible, but Hansen had tracked that signal. While he’d been eating beef and greens and sipping iced tea, her people had been rolling out across the range right to wherever Gibbons had gone to hide.
 
   “Shit,” Clay said.
 
   “Yes,” Hansen said, her smile even bigger. “Shit, indeed.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Eight
 
    
 
   The long-range scanners had been shut down. Had to be or they would have alerted half the countryside to the mech’s presence. The short range sensors were set to low power, dialed to detect only hostile movement. It was why Gibbons missed the half dozen heavy rollers that had parked themselves two ravines away.
 
   And why he missed the two dozen men and women that slowly spread out into a circle, cutting off all routes of escape.
 
   Gibbons was busy singing a song to himself, a long-forgotten hit from several centuries before. It was a bouncy tune about a man and a woman that fell in love against all odds. Most tunes were. He was into the second verse, about to dive into the chorus with full enthusiasm, anticipating the tricky change up the bridge presented, and had the cockpit speakers turned up to full blast.
 
   That was why external microphones didn’t pick up the crunch of gravel and the slip of shale as the men and women closed in on the mech.
 
   Gibbons was a capable co-pilot. Probably the best in the land. Mostly because Gibbons was the last in the land. As far as he knew, at least. In all the travels he and Clay had been through, neither of them had come across another mech that had a co-pilot like him. Every mech had just a single pilot, usually a washed-out drunk or poppy junkie. But no co-pilot.
 
   Being the last, being the only, had given Gibbons an inflated sense of self-importance. He had grown cocky in his uniqueness. Just one more reason the men and women were able to creep closer, meter by slow meter, and prepare themselves to take down the fifty-foot-tall battle mech.
 
   Gibbons flat out never saw them coming.
 
   Not until they were right on him.
 
   “Oh, crap,” he exclaimed, killing the music and bringing up the weapons system. “Crap, crap, crap.”
 
   He hadn’t seen Clay since the night before. Not since the man had climbed down and gone scouting. The first couple of hours, Gibbons hadn’t worried at all. The middle few hours he began to get nervous, but it wasn’t the first time Clay had left and taken his sweet ass time getting back to the mech. It was the last few hours that had Gibbons sweating.
 
   Until he received a ping from Clay’s watch. Biometrics said Clay was alive, healthy and not experiencing any distress. His heart rate was elevated and brainwaves showed slight stress, but that was normal for being out in the barren landscape. Sun was hot, people get thirsty, heart rate goes up, head starts to hurt, brain waves get all wiggly.
 
   Gibbons had relaxed when he received the ping and the reassuring data. He’d kicked back and settled in for however long of a wait it would be for Clay to return. If the man was on foot then it would be a full day before he returned. The ping had put him at about forty kilometers away. 
 
   So, Gibbons had found a nice ravine to hide the mech in, cranked up his favorite playlist, and waited. He had enough juice left for basic functions which included his tunes. No hurries, no worries.
 
   Until the men and women with heavy bolt rifles arrived, their barrels pointed right at him.
 
   “Halt!” Gibbons called out over the external loudspeakers. “Unidentified peoples! You will remove yourself from the immediate area at once! And take those ugly bolt shooters with you! Not liking those things at all! Go away, peoples! Go away!”
 
   The men and women paused. They looked to each other, puzzled by the request coming from the mech. Gibbons sighed, well used to folks not understanding what was going on when he spoke. He cleared his voice, which produced an unpleasant squawk of feedback from the loudspeakers.
 
   “Here’s how it’s going to go, peoples,” Gibbons continued. “You’re going to either comply, which means you get to walk away without any harm coming to you, or you are going to be stupid and keep coming at me with those dag-burned bolt shooters and I’m going to be forced to unload some seriously heavy firepower on your asses. Your choice, unidentified peoples. Your choice.”
 
   The two belt guns on the mech’s hips came to life and started to track the nearest of the strangers. Those men and women froze in place.
 
   “I am not kidding around, peoples,” Gibbons said. “You are looking at twin guns of death right there. Fifty calibers of blood and gut-spilling lead. You ever watched a belt gun rip through a human being? Not pretty. These slugs are soft. Specially made to do as much damage as possible.”
 
   The rocket launchers on the mech’s shoulders whirred to life as well. They spun about and tracked the men and women approaching from behind. Gibbons shifted the mech’s weight and heavy steel groaned as he put some space in the mech’s stance. He activated the heavy cannons and two long barrels popped from their recessed positions in each forearm of the battle machine.
 
   “Come on, peoples,” Gibbons said. “Look at this shit! I am locked, loaded, and ready to make you all into bits and pieces of flesh and bone. If you do not leave within thirty seconds, you will be bite-sized morsels for the coyotes. You won’t have time to even say a prayer to whatever god or gods you pray to. Triggers get pulled, bullets, rockets, and plasma goes a flying.”
 
   The men and women froze, but didn’t retreat. Then one of them lifted his bolt rifle to his shoulder.
 
   “You see, that right there, that is the opposite of what I am asking you to do,” Gibbons said.
 
   “It’s a bluff,” the man with the raised bolt rifle said. “Prerecorded message that runs when the scanners pick up something. We know the pilot is gone.”
 
   Gibbons muttered to himself more than a few curses about being the last co-pilot in existence. Of course they wouldn’t believe he was inside and ready to rip them all apart. If they saw Clay leave then they’d assume the mech was abandoned. His uniqueness was putting a damper on his intimidation attempts.
 
   “Wrong, buckaroo,” Gibbons said. “This is not a prerecorded message.”
 
   “It’s set to say that,” the man said.
 
   “Oh, come on!” Gibbons snapped. “Okay, okay, how about this? That woman there, the one with the turquoise earrings and yellow bandana. She’s pregnant. That little fetus is lighting up my sensors like a pocket of geothermal on a winter’s day.”
 
   The man turned and looked to his left. He squinted at the woman with the turquoise earrings and yellow bandana.
 
   “That true, Elise? You with child?” he asked.
 
   The woman shrugged. “Could be true. My time ain’t come yet this month. Couple days late. But that don’t mean I’m pregnant.”
 
   “Damn thing must be set to improvise,” the man shouted. “Some software that takes sensor data and uses it against enemies.”
 
   “Never heard of a mech doing that,” a second man said. “Maybe there’s someone else in there? Pilot could have a friend, Able.”
 
   “Just because you haven’t heard of it, Lincoln, don’t make it untrue,” the man, Able, said. “We scanned the damn thing. Scanned the whole area. Nothing but jackrabbits and rattlesnakes for miles.”
 
   “What’s a mile again?” a third man asked.
 
   “It’s like a kilometer, just longer,” a fourth man said.
 
   “Old saying,” a second woman said. “My grandpappy used to say it now and again. Where’d you hear it from, Able?”
 
   “My grandpappy too,” Able replied. “But that don’t matter. What does matter is there ain’t no one up in that mech. It’s empty and all we have to do is take it down with some bolts then bring the crawler in and off we go.”
 
   “Oh, is that all you have to do?” Gibbons said. He started up the belt guns and their heavy barrels began to whir in the hot air. “You have ten seconds to leave or what you’ll have to do is die.”
 
   “That don’t sound prerecorded,” Lincoln said. “Don’t sound like software. Sounds like the pilot got hisself a friend that stayed behind.”
 
   “Maybe he got a lover,” the second woman suggested. “Could be a queer boy.”
 
   “Hey, I’m queer,” Lincoln said. “Ain’t nothing wrong with that, Kirsti.”
 
   “Didn’t say there was, Lincoln,” Kirsti replied. “Just pointing out that maybe the pilot is queer and that’s his boyfriend up there.”
 
   “I’m not the pilot’s boyfriend,” Gibbons responded. “I’m not anyone’s boyfriend.”
 
   “See!” Lincoln exclaimed. “Ain’t no way that’s software!”
 
   “Okay, time is up, peoples!” Gibbons shouted. “Better start running or you all die! All of you! I am not messing around here!”
 
   The belt guns kept whirring. The plasma cannons on the mech’s forearms started glowing blue at the ends of their barrels. The rocket launchers locked onto their targets.
 
   But not one of the men or women moved.
 
   “Crap,” Gibbons said. The word echoed throughout the ravine. He’d forgotten to turn the loudspeakers off. “Double crap.”
 
   “See,” Able said, a wide grin on his face. “Told y’all that the scanners didn’t pick up any ammunition. Ain’t no rockets, ain’t no bullets, ain’t barely enough energy in those cannons to make them glow.”
 
   Gibbons cut the loudspeakers and started shouting as many curse words as he knew. Which was an extensive list. Scanners picking up the mech’s lack of ammunition was not good. Who the hell had that kind of tech? Gibbons studied the people’s formation and paid closer attention to the power levels in the bolt rifles. Fully charged. Only half of the men and women would need to fire the stun bolts at him and he’d be down. They knew that. They’d done their groundwork before even coming within arm’s reach of him. 
 
   Gibbons’ realized the men and women knew perfectly well he barely had enough power to play his music, let alone defend the mech. He wasn’t even sure he could stomp a few of them to death before they took him down. Not good. So not good.
 
   “Okay, okay, listen up, peoples!” Gibbons called out. Then remembered he’d switched the loudspeakers off. He turned them back on and continued. “This is how it’s going to go. I’m going to—”
 
   He never got a chance to finish. Two dozen bolt rifles shot streams of condensed static electricity at the mech’s midsection. In the brief millisecond Gibbons had to think before every system in the mech went ass up, he also realized the mech wasn’t the first these folks had taken down. Their bolt placement was too concentrated. Too educated. They knew how to disable a mech that didn’t have energy shields. Not that any mechs had energy shields anymore. Those days were long gone. 
 
   Gibbons retreated fast. Locked himself away in the stealth decks just as Clay had told him to. They could search the mech for the rest of their lives and they’d never find him. Even if they found the stealth decks themselves, they’d still never get to him. Those babies were impenetrable marvels of modern technology.
 
   As Gibbons executed his retreat protocols, the mech wobbled on its legs for a few seconds then listed to the right and fell against the ravine’s wall. The weight of the battle machine drew it to the ground and it ended up in a straight-legged heap nestled between two stacks of boulders.
 
   “Dammit,” Able growled. “It’s going to be a bitch to winch that thing out from between them boulders.”
 
   The others complained along with him. Most started walking away, heading back to the rollers. They’d have to drive all the vehicles into the ravine to get the mech out. It was never easy moving something that weighed a hundred tons. 
 
   Lincoln wasn’t one of the folks that left for the rollers. He kept his bolt rifle aimed at the cockpit of the mech, which was at eye level now that the mech was down. 
 
   “Careful,” Elise said as she joined Lincoln. “If there is someone in there, they could be armed. Don’t want to take a scatter gunshot to the belly.”
 
   “Cover me,” Lincoln said and kept going.
 
   He got to the cockpit and shoved his toe against the emergency release latch just under the hatch. It took him some wiggling, but he managed to activate it and the hatch popped open. Lincoln rushed forward, rifle barrel leading the way. He swung the weapon left to right, but didn’t see anyone. The pilot’s seat was empty and there wasn’t anyone sitting in either of the spare jump seats at the back of the cockpit.
 
   “Ain’t no one in here!” Lincoln called out.
 
   “Told ya!” Able shouted back.
 
   Elise sidled up next to Lincoln and stared into the vacant cockpit.
 
   “Huh, ain’t that something,” she said. “I guess it was software.”
 
   “Yep. Guess so,” Lincoln said. He slung his rifle over his shoulder and crawled all the way in. “I’ll ride inside. Make sure the limbs stay locked down while we transport it back to the ranch on the crawler.”
 
   “Why do you get to ride inside?” Elise asked.
 
   “Because I got here first,” Lincoln said and started to settle into the pilot’s seat even though it was canted at a harsh forty-five degree angle.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Nine
 
    
 
   There was no denying it. Clay had thought it over for hours, but he had come to the same conclusion again and again. 
 
   Once Hansen had made it very clear that Clay really had no choice about whether or not he would be fighting for her in the upcoming tournament, and had actually stated that the only way he’d be able to keep his mech, which was on its way to the ranch during all his hours of thinking, was if he did fight, Clay had relaxed considerably. 
 
   His life was out of his hands at that point. It wasn’t the first time, wouldn’t be the last time, and at least the ranch was comfortable, with a nice room made up for him and plenty of food and water. Not to mention coffee and liquor. Once more, Clay was along for the ride.
 
   But none of those facts were part of the conclusion he had come to as he lay awake in the four poster bed, his hands behind his head, the breeze of the night drifting in from the open windows, cooling the ever present sweat on his skin. No, the conclusion he had come to was that Hansen had been flirting with him from the moment he’d walked inside the ranch house. The only reason it took him so many hours to grasp that reality was that he hadn’t been sure if she was flirting to influence his decision whether or not to fight for her, or if she was legitimately flirting with him because she wanted inside his hemp trousers.
 
   Not that he didn’t want inside her own hemp trousers. General Hansen was a gorgeous woman and pretty much the same age as him. That wasn’t a luxury he’d been afforded the few times he’d stomped his mech at a border town or mountain village to find some female companionship above a local saloon. The women in those places were easily a decade or two older than him and looked it. But life on the range was lonely and listening to Gibbons drone on for hours was something he needed a break from now and again.
 
   So, he lay there, hands still behind his head, sweat still cooling on his skin, breeze still blowing and doing the cooling, his thoughts on Hansen, when the door to his room clicked and slowly creaked open. There must have been a candle burning out in the hallway because he could make out a woman’s silhouette slink inside just before the door clicked shut. Clay didn’t move. Nothing he could do. He didn’t have his revolver. No other weapon within reach. He was good at hand-to-hand combat, but mainly because he had to be to pilot a mech.
 
   “I know you’re awake,” Hansen said as she moved through the dark room and over to the bed.
 
   The moon had been out early, but by that time it was just a dim memory down by the horizon, shining across the barren world on the opposite side of the ranch house. So Hansen’s words seemed to come from a shadow that was barely visible in the bedroom.
 
   “Hard not to be awake when you’re given a choice that has to be made by breakfast,” Clay replied. “Doesn’t exactly lend itself to a restful night’s sleep.”
 
   “You could have made the decision earlier,” Hansen said, her shadow settling on the end of his bed. 
 
   Clay could make her out a little better once she was close. Head, arms, torso. But all still just a dark blur. He listened to her breathe, watched the slight movement of where he thought her shoulders were as her lungs filled then emptied. She sounded like she’d jogged to his room, the breath ragged and quick.
 
   “You feeling alright?” he asked. 
 
   “I am feeling excellent,” Hansen replied.
 
   “You usually come visit your guest prisoners in their bedrooms at night?” he asked.
 
   “No,” she replied.
 
   He sighed and sat up, letting the thin sheet he’d had on him fall away to his waist. Out on the range, traveling in his mech, Clay usually slept fully dressed. Every once in a while he’d kick off his boots and put his feet up, but that was a rare occurrence. Space was tight in his mech’s cockpit and getting his clothes on in an emergency wasn’t the most fun thing to do. 
 
   That was why he’d stripped down to nothing when he saw the clean sheets and soft bed the room had. He didn’t know when he’d get another chance to sleep in the buff and just relax. He wasn’t in any danger, at least not until after breakfast, so he indulged in the luxury and went au natural. 
 
   Hansen’s breathing became even more ragged as he leaned across the bed to get a better look at her.
 
   “Why are you here, General?” Clay asked. “Testing to see if I’d broken yet? Going to use some more of those lie detector skills you have to hurry my decision along?”
 
   “No,” Hansen said. “Nothing like that. It’s just…”
 
   Clay waited, but she didn’t continue.
 
   “This is stupid,” Hansen said as she stood up from the bed. “And don’t call me General. You don’t work for me. Not yet, at least.”
 
   “So what? I call you Hansen? Call you ma’am?” Clay asked. “Sir?”
 
   “Olivia,” Hansen said. “That’s my name.”
 
   “A little informal for my tastes,” Clay said. “You are trying to force me to be your servant. I think General is just fine.”
 
   Hansen huffed and put her hands on her hips. Clay could make that much out. He could also make out a line of fabric that cut across her thighs. Then the line disappeared as Hansen slipped something off and it fell to the floor.
 
   “Olivia,” Hansen said. “That is my name. Say it.”
 
   “Yeah, not going to,” Clay replied. 
 
   He was walking a fine line. He knew she had been flirting, and obviously wanted more since she was in his bedroom and most likely wearing absolutely zero, but there was a stubborn part of him that refused to give her what she wanted. Whether what she wanted was for him to call her Olivia or to have sex with her. 
 
   Of course, that’s what his mind said. His body was completely ready to handle the latter.
 
   “Say it,” she barked.
 
   Hansen crawled onto the bed and was shoving Clay back into the plush pillows, her body straddling his hips before he could respond in the negative. There was no hiding the fact that his body was ready any longer. General Hansen was well aware of how he was responding to her presence. She adjusted herself so that readiness was held between them, pinned to his pelvis, resting tightly against his lower belly.
 
   “Say it,” she growled as she leaned forward, her hands on his chest, holding him down.
 
   “No,” he replied.
 
   Clay’s first impression of the bed being a very comfortable place to sleep was replaced with the realization that its softness and deep cushioning also made it very hard for him to move while he had at least a hundred and twenty pounds of woman on top of him. Their combined weight sunk him right into the mattress. He could twist slightly, but really he was enveloped by comfort on three sides with a horny local despot on top of him. 
 
   A thousand wry jokes came to mind about how he could be in worse situations, but then the reality of his situation hit him full on. If he didn’t want to go through with it, if he didn’t want to have sex with her, he wasn’t sure there was a damn thing he could do to stop it. He outweighed her by well over fifty pounds, but she had all the leverage.
 
   His mind was in a panic, but his body wasn’t. It was still rip roaring ready to go. He cursed his body because it was giving out the wrong signal to a woman that had taken him prisoner. Clay considered himself a man that believed in equality. She may have been a naked woman and on top of him, but General Hansen was still his enemy. There was no other way to refer to anyone that held him against his will and was in the process of stealing his mech. 
 
   Didn’t matter if her breasts were unbelievably firm and full, not to mention just a foot from his face. Didn’t matter that he could feel her readiness below just as much as he could feel his. She was basically pulsing like a faraway star in the night sky. Her body was humming, electric, quivering over him, but at the same time solid and strong.
 
   Damn. She was in control. Full control. If she wanted to take him there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it. Not a situation he ever, ever thought he’d be in. There was only one way out.
 
   “I’ll fight,” he said. “You get your way. I’ll fight. No need to use your feminine wiles to convince me.”
 
   “They’re called breasts, not wiles,” Hansen said as she leaned closer until her full lips were hovering just over his. Her breath was hot and coming in short gasps as their noses touched. Her tongue darted out and flicked to his lips, forcing them open before withdrawing. “When I start using my wiles, you’ll know it, trust me, Mr. MacAulay.”
 
   “Clay,” he said involuntarily. He hadn’t wanted to say it, but it sort of slipped out. Just as something else of his slipped in. God dammit.
 
   “Clay,” Hansen whispered as she pressed down with her hips. 
 
   Just the once. She didn’t try to ride him. She didn’t grind and buck or move even an inch. She just pressed down with her hips and held herself there. Clay looked up in the darkness, searching her dazzlingly blue eyes for some sign of what was happening. Not that he didn’t know what was happening, he was several inches past not knowing that part. He just wanted to know what was real, what was calculated, and what the hell he could do about it.
 
   Hansen’s breathing intensified. Those dazzlingly blue eyes closed and her mouth opened as she cocked her head back. But that was all that moved. The rest of her body stayed right where it was. Almost. He could feel her throbbing around him and he could feel himself matching the pulse, an ancient rhythm. Clay supposed what was happening to him was as ancient as anything. One person being taken against their will. Caveman stuff. Except he was fairly certain, the genders were reversed back then. 
 
   Except back in those prehistoric times, the violent act at least served to propagate the species. Not that he was justifying caveman rape. He wasn’t. He wasn’t justifying anything. He was merely struggling to frame the context of what Hansen was doing to him. 
 
   Her face fell back to his and she pressed her forehead against his, twisting her head back and forth. She started to make small noises in the back of her throat. But still her hips didn’t move. Clay was completely confused. He’d been with plenty of women and every time it had been a wild, bucking experience with lots of crying out and lots of fluids everywhere and hungry mouths and hot skin on skin and all that juicy stuff. But small noises and frozen hips were well out of his experience.
 
   Then her mouth was on his and her tongue was inside his mouth and she was crying out. She was crying out into his mouth. He felt like he was swallowing screams, which he sort of was. She kept crying, crying, crying until her entire body jerked and she collapsed down on top of him. Her hips unfroze and she moved around for a few seconds.
 
   Despite his fear and confusion, Clay had his own climax. He hated himself for it. Nature had betrayed him.
 
   Clay thought Hansen had fallen asleep on top of him. Her breathing was even, calm. Her body loose and relaxed. Her skin was hot, a comforting heat that lulled Clay’s mind away from the fact he’d just been violated by a gorgeous woman. Then she rolled off of him and lay pressed against his side, her body sliding into the deep comfort of the mattress along with his. 
 
   Her fingers traced a line up and down his right thigh and he ground his teeth down as his body started to betray him again.
 
   “I’m tired,” Clay said quietly.
 
   “As am I,” Hansen said. “Go ahead and sleep. Nothing is stopping you.”
 
   He reached down and pushed her hand from his thigh.
 
   “That is,” he said. “It’s a bit distracting.”
 
   Something in his voice made her tense and she reached over and flicked on the small lamp on his bedside table. Clay didn’t know if the ranch ran on geothermal or hemp oil, but it had electricity. Hansen turned back to him and laid on her side, her elbow bent, her head resting in her hand. He tried not to meet her gaze, but she waited until he finally turned to fully look at her.
 
   “Don’t you dare tell me you didn’t want to,” Hansen snapped. She glanced down at his crotch and laughed. “If that was true then you are giving out very mixed signals.”
 
   “Spirit strong, body weak,” he said. “Don’t get me wrong, General, you are unbelievably beautiful, but…”
 
   “Olivia,” she snarled.
 
   “Sorry,” he said and shrugged. “I don’t know what to say. I really don’t. This was my first time being raped.”
 
   “Raped?” she nearly roared as she rolled off the bed and onto her feet.
 
   She stood there, her body tense with anger and Clay mentally cursed his body again. She was incredibly sexy standing that way, her hands on her hips, her legs spread wide, her body flushed with climax and anger. Those dazzling eyes that were filled with fire and murder. 
 
   Filled with murder. In that split second, Clay realized she was a thought away from having him killed. He got off the bed and stood up in front of her. They were close enough for parts to touch. Hot, sweaty parts that had been touching just seconds before.
 
   “You going to have me killed?” Clay asked.
 
   “I could,” she growled low. “I should. You are an asshole. Did you really think me coming in here was some tactic? That I do this to all my captives?”
 
   “So I am a captive then?” Clay asked.
 
   “Of course you are!” she roared. There were footfalls in the hall and she looked at the door. “Go away! Touch that doorknob and I’ll have the skin flayed off you and your body thrown to the vultures!”
 
   The footfalls retreated instantly.
 
   Clay narrowed his eyes.
 
   “For the record, you just raped me,” he said. “That was what happened. Deny it all you want, but you just came in here and came on me without my consent.”
 
   She slapped him so hard his head nearly turned one hundred and eighty degrees. Before he could stop, he’d slapped her back. Her hand went to her cheek and she bared her teeth.
 
   Then they were in each other’s arms, mouths working, bodies hot and grinding. He lifted her up and walked her back against the wall. They hit it so hard that three hung photographs fell and the glass shattered at their feet. 
 
   They joined and Hansen ground down hard. She pushed so hard that it was almost painful. Clay returned the favor by thrusting with enough force to make her cry and her body buck up a foot into the air. Her nails dug into his back as her legs wrapped tightly around his hips, stopping anymore thrusting. 
 
   Her mouth left his and she rolled her head back and laughed. He grabbed her short hair and pulled. She cried out and it was his turn to laugh.
 
   They spun about, two bodies as one, and Clay stumbled them across the room, up against another wall. More pictures fell, more broken glass. He tried to thrust, but she held him with her incredibly muscular legs. His hand left her ass where it had been gripping hard and went to her throat. A look of intense fear flashed across her eyes for a split second, but was quickly replaced by the look of hunger that had been there for most of the night.
 
   Clay squeezed. So did Hansen. The more he squeezed, the more she did. She was gasping for breath and he was gasping for relief as blood pumped, pumped, pumped, but went nowhere.
 
   Her nails dug into his back again and he let go of her throat as he cried out in pain. He could feel the blood welling up from the deep gouges she’d dug in his skin. 
 
   Again he spun and carried her across the room. They crashed into a dresser and he heard wood crack and splinter as they collided with the piece of furniture. Hansen winced as the edge of the dresser pressed into the small of her back. She reached back and shoved away and Clay lost his balance. He fell backwards and the breath was knocked out of him as his back hit the floor.
 
   She slapped him hard again. He slapped her back. They repeated that over and over. Then the wild bucking experience with lots of crying out and lots of fluids everywhere and hungry mouths and hot skin on skin and all that juicy stuff started and Clay was lost in Hansen while Hansen was lost in Clay. 
 
   They stayed there on the floor for an hour, destroying each other again and again.
 
   Then there was only stillness and two overheated, bruised and battered, completely spent bodies intertwined and unconscious. 
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   Breakfast was awkward.
 
   They’d woken up tangled together, both stiff and sore from sleeping on the hardwood floor. Hansen had grabbed the small, sheer robe she’d worn into the room, and slipped it on quickly. Then she gave him a look that was a mix between an angry glare, an honest apology, and a question of what the hell had happened. She had started to speak, but closed her mouth and had left instead.
 
   Clay had stayed there on the floor for a good thirty minutes before he’d picked himself up and poured some water into the small wash basin on the dresser. A dresser that had seen better nights. It leaned at an angle and Clay saw one of the feet had snapped off. He’d cleaned up, visited the bathroom, then risked venturing out into the house.
 
   Zeus found him instantly and led him back outside to the veranda and the table which was laden with eggs, bacon, steak, milk, coffee, toast, pastries, and an assortment of canned fruits. Hansen was sitting there, her back to the landscape, staring at him as he slowly took his seat. He felt like he was one giant bruise. He refused to look her directly in the face.
 
   He poured some coffee, sipped it slowly, set the cup down, then sucked it up and looked across the table at the woman that had done whatever she had done to him the night before.
 
   He winced as he saw the dark purple bruise that was on her left cheek and how swollen her right eye was. It was nearly closed. Her bottom lip was split and her throat was bruised.
 
   She looked about as bad as he looked. He’d confirmed his appearance in the bathroom when he’d cleaned up before leaving his room.
 
   Yeah. Breakfast was awkward.
 
   “Sorry I’m wearing the same clothes as yesterday,” he said as she stared at him. “The rest of my gear is in my mech.”
 
   “Which should be here in an hour or so,” Hansen replied. She leaned forward and rested her arms on the table. “You agreed.”
 
   “I what?” Clay asked. “Hold on. At first, I didn’t agree to a god damn thing.”
 
   “Not that,” Hansen said. “I’ve thought about that. I forced you. At first.” She put a finger to her bruised cheek. “I paid for what I did. I’m sorry.”
 
   Clay took another sip of coffee. He was swimming in deep, murky waters. He honestly didn’t know what to say. The night had been a complete mess. He was more confused than ever.
 
   “You agreed,” Hansen said again. “To fight for me in the tournament. You said it last night. I will not allow you to take it back.”
 
   “I’m thinking there may have been some coercion,” Clay said.
 
   “There was always coercion so don’t use what I did to you as an excuse to break your word,” Hansen said. She pointed at her face, her neck, then unbuttoned her shirt a couple of buttons to show the bruising on her chest. “You gave as good as you took. All I have to do is say one word to my people and they will string you up by your nuts and let you suffer for days.”
 
   She reached under the table and produced a shiny chrome revolver. Solid .45 caliber. She set it by her plate and tapped it with her fingers.
 
   “Or I could just put a bullet between your eyes right now,” she continued. “So I suggest you say you will keep your word.”
 
   “I’ll keep my word,” Clay said. “Relax.”
 
   Hansen studied him for several long, tense minutes then withdrew the revolver from the table and tucked it back where it had come from.
 
   “Good,” she said.
 
   “You are one crazy woman,” Clay said. He hadn’t meant to say it, but the words wouldn’t stay locked behind his lips. In for a penny, in for a pound. “I’ve seen a lot, some things that no person should ever see. I’ve been around crazy, insane people. You are on the tops. I just want you to know that.”
 
   “Fine,” she said, glaring. “I know that. Feel better for saying it?”
 
   “Not really,” Clay replied. “I just feel hungry. Can I eat or is this all for show?”
 
   “Eat,” Hansen said. “Fill up because as soon as your mech gets here, you start going to work. Not only are you fighting for me, but you’ll help train my other pilots.”
 
   “I didn’t agree to do that,” Clay said, slathering butter across a piece of toast. “I know last night is a bit of a blur, but I sure as hell didn’t agree to train any pilots.”
 
   “You’ll train them or last night becomes every night,” Hansen said.
 
   “I don’t think either one of us will survive that,” Clay said. “I’m surprised you can sit.”
 
   “It’s not easy,” she snapped at him. “You are training my pilots.”
 
   Clay shrugged. Hansen glared.
 
   They both started to grin at the same time then both wiped the grins from their faces simultaneously. 
 
   Clay was equal parts terrified and somewhat hopeful that what had happened the night before would become a regular thing. That brought up a mix of shame and rage then exasperation followed by complete and total confusion. He ate more toast as he tried to work out some sense of what he was feeling, other than the pain from his bruised and scraped up body.
 
   The sound of a roller pulling up in front of the house finally got Hansen to turn her laser gaze from him. She cocked her head and frowned as voices were raised, coming from around the house out front.
 
   “Excuse me,” she said as she stood up. 
 
   She was wearing a short skirt instead of trousers and Clay could see purple and blue bruises on her calves and shins. She had zero intention of letting him forget the night before. She was shoving it right in his face. She walked around the table and her hand slapped his shoulder as she passed by. It hurt like hell.
 
   That was the moment Clay realized he was the General’s bitch. Or at least she thought he was. He piled eggs onto his plate and pushed them around with his fork as he pondered the weight of his realization.
 
   Two days earlier he’d stopped his mech on a ridge, set out to find some grey, and instead he’d ended up a prisoner of some crazy lady that he was incredibly attracted to. It made his head hurt.
 
   Clay pushed his uneaten eggs away and stood up. He refilled his cup with coffee, walked off the veranda and out into the hot morning sun. As soon as he was a few meters away, he could hear angry voices on the wind, coming to him from the front of the house. He decided that was the last place he wanted to be, so he set out across the dry dirt towards a small stone shed that sat directly in front of him, maybe thirty-five meters off.
 
   The shed looked like maybe it had been an old smokehouse or something similar a few decades earlier. Hell, it could have been a century old considering how well things stayed preserved in the hot, dry air. Clay approached it cautiously, just as he approached everything in life. The building was maybe eight feet tall and six feet wide. He couldn’t tell how deep it was since he faced it straight on and the sun was bright in his eyes, blocking part of his view.
 
   What he could tell was that the shed was used. Maybe not often, but enough for there to be recent boot prints in the dirt in front of it as well as scuffs from the old wood door that looked like it could use a new hinge or two.
 
   Clay set the coffee down on a stump set by the side of the door. He grabbed the handle, but didn’t open the door right away. He listened hard, his head tilted to the side and down, his ear aimed at the weathered wood. The sounds from the front of the ranch house had gotten louder. They echoed out across the land, making it hard for Clay to hear if anyone was in the stone shed.
 
   Tired of waiting, and certain he wanted to be out of sight if things got worse out front, Clay pulled the door open and took a step inside the shed.
 
   But it wasn’t a shed so much as it was an entranceway. Wide stone steps led far down into the darkness, twisting around so Clay could only see a dozen or so before the remaining stairs were lost from sight. In Clay’s experience, a spiral stone staircase leading down into the dark was never a good thing. He began to step back out of the shed, but a harsh shout and a strangled scream from the front of the ranch house changed his mind. He had a feeling that if he faced Hansen right at that moment, she wouldn’t be near as tender as she’d been the night before.
 
   Clay found a torch and dipped it into a bucket of sticky liquid that sat at the top of the stairs. He fumbled in his pocket, but realized even if he had matches they would have been taken from him the other day. Luckily there was a strip of steel next to a hunk of flint hanging from leather thongs on the wall. Clay tucked the handle of the torch in his armpit and grabbed up the flint and steel. He struck them together twice before they produced a spark.
 
   The torch caught and flared to life, hot and bright. Clay let go of the flint and steel instantly to keep the torch’s flames from setting his arm on fire. He obviously hadn’t been the only one to ever do that, hence the leather thongs keeping the flint and steel secured to the wall.
 
   He held the torch out and down and peered into the darkness of the stairwell. He heard something. It wasn’t sounds from outside, he was certain of that. He took a few cautious steps and waited. There. A man’s voice. Weak and pleading.
 
   Clay took the stairs one at a time, making sure his boots didn’t slip and send him tumbling to the bottom in a broken heap. Twenty, thirty, fifty steps later he was at the bottom of the staircase and he quickly realized it was the absolute last place he wanted to be.
 
   “Help me,” a man whispered from a small cell set into the stone walls of the room Clay found himself in. “Please. Help me.”
 
   It was a torture chamber. No other way to describe it.
 
   Clay’s eyes went wide as he stared at the long, wood table that was set in the center of the room. It took up most of the space and had so many dark stains on it that Clay couldn’t identify the wood at all. Hanging from hooks in the walls were instruments of torture that very few people ever saw in their lifetimes. Clay had been unfortunate enough to have been in a room similar before. That had been much larger, but no more lethal.
 
   “Please,” the man whispered again from the cell.
 
   There were two cells and only one was occupied. The other was wide open, but looked like it had only recently been vacated as there were fresh stains on the stone floor as well as a bucket in the corner that looked like it hadn’t been emptied yet.
 
   “Who are you?” Clay asked as he squeezed past the huge table and approached the man in the locked cell. “Why are you here?”
 
   “Because,” the man said.
 
   He was rail thin and his skin had oozing sores all over it. There were putrid lash marks across his boney chest and his eyes wept with pus from their corners. His teeth were gone, some broken, some yanked right out. And the hands he used to grip the cell’s bars only had five fingers total. Five fingers. Half the number that should have been there. The rest were only scabbed over nubs.
 
   “Because why?” Clay asked.
 
   “Because she wants me here,” the man said. He started to sob and he reached one of the incomplete hands out through the bars at Clay. “I am her toy. We are all her toys.”
 
   Clay realized he was subconsciously rubbing at the bruises and scratches that covered his body. 
 
   Her toy… We are all her toys…
 
   “Hell,” Clay said. “Holy hell. How long have you been down here?”
 
   “I don’t know,” the man said. “Days. Weeks. Years? I don’t know. She comes at night and puts me…there.”
 
   Clay turned to where the man pointed, back to the table. There were deep knife marks and gouges in the table. The stones below were stained almost black. She had been at her game, whatever it was, for a very long time.
 
   “He taught her,” the man said. “Before he died. He taught her. I watched him do it.”
 
   “You watched him? Who? Who taught her?” Clay asked.
 
   “General Hansen,” the man said. “Before she became General Hansen. She never liked me. Never. Brought me here when he died. I’ve been here since. I’ve always been here.”
 
   “Yeah…okay,” Clay said. His guts twisted hard and he thought he’d crap himself right there. He took a couple of deep breaths and started back for the stairs.
 
   “Wait!” the man called out. “Help me! Set me free!”
 
   “Brother, I have no idea what has been going on and I plan on not finding out,” Clay said. “Sorry. But I’ve learned that when you find a person’s nasty secrets, it’s best to pretend you never found out. I’d help you, but she’d know. And if she’s been doing all of that to you then I do not want to find out what she’ll do to me.”
 
   “You will,” the man hissed. “You will find out. Eventually. Everyone does. No one is safe. No one!”
 
   He doubled over, a coughing fit incapacitating him. Clay took that opportunity to bail. He hurried to the steps and took them two at a time as he raced his way back to the surface and the sunlight. Torture dungeons were not his thing. He’d take uncertain rape and a hard beating from Hansen, but he wouldn’t wait around to get the skin flayed off his thighs. Which he knew could happen. He saw the knives hanging on the walls.
 
   He was at the last bend in the stairs when he realized there was a lot more light above than just what his torch was putting out. Two more double steps and he found out why.
 
   “I was afraid you’d find this place,” Zeus said. He had Clay’s gunbelt and pocket watch in hand. He held them out. “You are too curious. I could see that about you when you first walked in the house. Too curious. She punishes curious, no matter how valuable. Time for you to leave, Mr. MacAulay.”
 
   Clay didn’t ask questions. He didn’t hesitate a second, just traded the torch for his gear. He strapped on the gunbelt, tucked the watch in his vest pocket where it went, and looked at Zeus.
 
   “My hat?” Clay asked.
 
   “I couldn’t get it from the closet,” Zeus said, shaking his head. “She’d have seen me.”
 
   “Why are you helping me?” Clay asked.
 
   Zeus looked towards the stairs.
 
   “Because you’d be next,” Zeus said. “That man down there. He’s my son. I can’t help him. Too late for that. But I can help you. Run, Mr. MacAulay. Run and keep running. Do not look back. If you head west for about twenty kilometers, you’ll come to a farm. It’s small, but there are people there that can help you. Tell them Zeus sent ya.”
 
   Clay patted his vest pocket. “I need my mech,” Clay said. “I’ll be taking that. No need to run.”
 
   “Your mech ain’t here, Mr. MacAulay,” Zeus said. “That’s what has General Hansen so upset. Why she shot Bandt through the heart. Why she’s ordered the Captain to whip Volker and the others. The mech was gone.”
 
   “Gone? Where?” Clay asked.
 
   He started to pull his watch from his vest, but Zeus reached out and clamped a hand on his wrist.
 
   “No time to worry about your mech,” Zeus said. “Run. You can find it later, although I am fairly certain I know where it may be.”
 
   “Where?” Clay snapped.
 
   There was a shout from outside. Too close to have come from the house. Way too close.
 
   “Zeus!” Hansen voice reached them through the shed’s walls. “Where the hell are you? You better not be pampering my toy! ZEUS!”
 
   “Oh, god,” Zeus said as the shed’s door rattled.
 
   Clay threw a wicked right hook and clocked Zeus across the jaw. The old man cried out then crumpled. Clay had his pistol out and aimed at the door just as it was pulled open. The silhouette of General Hansen filled the door. Clay could see a few men and women standing back by the veranda, but none close enough to be an immediate problem.
 
   “Mr. MacAulay?” Hansen asked, legitimately confused. She looked down at the unconscious form of Zeus who was just a tangle of limbs on the stone floor. “Zeus? What have you done to Zeus?”
 
   Clay waved his revolver at Hansen, but she ignored it, just kept staring down at Zeus. 
 
   “You care to move out of my way?” Clay asked.
 
   Hansen looked up and focused on the revolver for the first time. She narrowed her eyes and stepped aside.
 
   “What are you doing, Mr. MacAulay?” Hansen asked.
 
   She didn’t give him much room, so he jammed the barrel of the revolver into her belly as he pushed past and out into the sunlight. She locked her eyes onto his and glared at him every step of the way. When he was out, he backhanded her across the face with his free hand. Hard.
 
   Hansen stumbled and went down on one knee. She put a hand to her face and wiped the blood away from the broken skin on her cheekbone. She looked down at the blood on her palm then looked up at Clay, wiping her hand clean on her trousers.
 
   “You are playing this all wrong, Mr. MacAulay,” Hansen said. “We had a deal.”
 
   “Yeah, I think the deal’s off,” Clay said. He nodded to the shed. “Last night was freaky, but it had its moments. What you have going on down there? That just ain’t for me. I’m getting out while I can.”
 
   Clay heard the distinct click of several hammers being pulled back on several pistols. He reached down and yanked Hansen to her feet, spun her about so he had his revolver jammed into her kidney and his free arm wrapped around her neck. He put her in front of him and turned to face the guns that were aimed at him.
 
   “Tell them to back off,” Clay growled, his mouth pressed to her ear.
 
   “First man or woman that kills this son of a bitch gets clemency!” Hansen shouted. “No whipping for your failure to find the mech!”
 
   Clay watched as half a dozen pistols were raised and aimed at his head. He ducked back behind Hansen even more, one eye watching Hansen’s people, one eye obscured by Hansen’s short hair. The smell of her soap brought back memories of the night before and a wave of confusion hit him. 
 
   “Put the gun down and stay with me, Mr. MacAulay,” Hansen said, her voice that soft, welcoming tone that had greeted him yesterday. “We could build something together. Take down the Mister. Have more land and resources than anyone has had in these parts in centuries. By my side, you would be a king. You would be a ruler that men and women fear.”
 
   “Yeah, not for me,” Clay said as he shoved the revolver into her back as hard as he could. She cried out in pain and he smiled. “I just want my mech and want to be gone. That’s it. A little grey to tide me over until I find a geothermal pocket. Then I’m off up to NorthAm. You’ll never see me again. Better yet, I won’t see you again.”
 
   “You loved it when I took you,” Hansen said. “Admit it. Having me on you, forcing you. It thrilled you beyond anything else ever. For the first time in your life you felt alive.”
 
   “Lady, if that was living then I’ll take death any day,” Clay said.
 
   She shook with rage and snapped her mouth around at him. He squeezed her neck tighter with his forearm and she started to gasp.
 
   “Where is my mech?” he asked. 
 
   She choked and coughed and he eased up. 
 
   But instead of telling him anything about the mech, she shouted, “SHOOT HIM! FORGET ME AND JUST SHOOT THE ASSHOLE!”
 
   Her people didn’t, of course. They didn’t have the angle to hit Clay without killing Hansen as well. And despite her words to the contrary, not one of them was going to risk shooting her.
 
   Clay pictured the buildings in his head. He looked past the pistols aimed at him and at the veranda. He mentally plotted the best route to where he needed to go. Through the house was more direct, but too many corners. Too tight a space. He’d have to go around, make a large circle to get to the garage.
 
   “Walk,” Clay spit into Hansen’s ear. “Screw around and I put a hole through your kidney. You’ll bleed out before you hit the ground.”
 
   “You do that and you’ll be full of lead before I hit the ground,” Hansen said. “This isn’t the first time a man’s held me hostage. I know exactly how this will end.”
 
   “And you’re not my first hostage,” Clay said. “I know how it ends too.”
 
   He shoved her forward with a hard knee to the back of her thigh. She grunted, but started walking.
 
   “You cowards,” Hansen said as they grew nearer to her people, the black holes of the pistol barrels staring them down. “I told you to shoot him. If he gets away then you had all better pray he kills me before he goes.”
 
   “You are not a good person,” Clay said, keeping her moving with constant shoves and nudges.
 
   “Nice people don’t last long in this territory,” Hansen said.
 
   “I didn’t say nice, I said good,” Clay replied. “You are not a good person. You are bad to the core. I knew it when I first saw you, but…”
 
   “But you wanted to screw me so you ignored your instincts,” Hansen said. She laughed. It was harsh and empty. “Men. Stupid pigs, all of you.”
 
   “Won’t argue there, considering,” Clay said. 
 
   They were parallel with the corner of the ranch house and Clay turned them sideways so they could keep the pistol-wielding men and women in sight. He risked a glance to his right and saw a headless corpse bleeding in the dirt at the foot of the house’s stairs. The Captain stood over it, a rifle in her hands. Aimed right at him.
 
   “Don’t do it, Captain,” Clay said, still moving sideways towards the garage which was about twenty meters behind the Captain. “Put the rifle down. You shoot me and this trigger gets my death squeeze. It’ll blow her apart. Trust me.”
 
   “I ain’t trusting you,” the Captain said. “She shouldn’t have either. Always thinking with her cooch.”
 
   “Shut your mouth, Captain,” Hansen shouted. “You shut that scarred mouth, you freak!”
 
   “My apologies, General,” the Captain said. She actually sounded like she meant it.
 
   “Just set the rifle down,” Clay said, ten meters closer to the garage.
 
   “Not going to do it,” the Captain said. “I’ll just keep it aimed for your eye. You best not make any mistakes, Clay MacAulay. I am damn fine with this repeater.”
 
   “I don’t doubt that,” Clay said. 
 
   He and the General were in front of the house. Hansen’s people followed them around, pistols still up, still aimed, hammers still back. 
 
   “Is there a roller in there?” Clay asked, making a quick motion with his head to the garage. 
 
   He almost caught a bullet for it. He could see the Captain’s finger tighten slightly, but then she relaxed as the moment was lost.
 
   “Garage! Roller!” he shouted.
 
   One of the men fired off a shot and the lead whizzed past Clay and Hansen’s heads. 
 
   “Yes,” Hansen snarled. “Shoot the bastard!”
 
   “Hold your fire,” the Captain said. “Jang? Put that pistol away. You’re half blind in your right eye, you moron.”
 
   The man that had fired reluctantly put his pistol back in its holster.
 
   “Good,” Clay said. “You can open the garage and bring the roller out here. Now.”
 
   Jang didn’t move.
 
   “Captain? I ain’t staying here,” Clay said. “I’m either leaving in that roller or I leave in a pine box. If I leave in the roller then you all can stay right here. If I leave in a pine box, I am for sure taking a few of you with me. Decide. Now.”
 
   “Get the roller,” the Captain said.
 
   “Don’t you dare,” Hansen snapped.
 
   “Do it,” the Captain said. “I’ll take the heat from the General. Go get the god damned roller, Jang!”
 
   Jang hesitated then took off at a run towards the garage. Clay heard the door open, the click of the roller’s latch, the hum of the engine starting up, then the crunch of the wheels as it was driven out into the open. Jang pulled it up right next to Clay and hopped out, leaving the vehicle running.
 
   “Let her go,” the Captain said.
 
   “I plan to,” Clay said, shuffling his way to the roller, Hansen pressed tight to his body. He leaned in and whispered in her ear. “You are shit in the sack.”
 
   Her entire body jerked and bucked and he shoved her away. Clay dove for the open door of the roller and landed with half his body on top of the driver’s seat. Gunfire erupted everywhere. He expected that. What he didn’t expect was for Hansen to come at him like a screaming banshee. 
 
   Yes, the taunt had been a tactic. But it was meant to unsettle her, not send her into a blind rage like a rabid harpy.
 
   Hansen grabbed Clay’s belt from behind and pulled him from the roller. He slipped and hit the dirt hard, but managed to flip himself over and get his revolver up. He fired twice. The first slug tore into Hansen’s left thigh, sending her spinning to the side and down. 
 
   The second slug missed the General completely and took the top of Jang’s head off. The man stood there for a half-second, his eyes blinking over and over, before he collapsed to his knees then fell face first in the dirt, what was left of his brain tumbling from his wide open skull.
 
   Clay scrambled up into the roller, his revolver firing again and again and again and again then clicked empty.
 
   He tossed the empty revolver onto the passenger’s seat and slammed his foot on the accelerator. Bullets whined off the hull of the roller as he aimed the vehicle straight at the shooting men and women. Most dove out of the way, but one woman, obviously wanting to be the one to kill Clay and avoid the lash, fired until her pistol was empty. Then she crumpled under the roller as Clay hit her head on.
 
   He felt the thump thump of her body under the wheels then he was free. There was nothing but open land ahead of him. Well, except for the closed gate. Clay searched the roller’s console for the weapons controls, but couldn’t find anything. 
 
   “Crap,” he said as he tensed his whole body just before impact.
 
   The roller hit the gate and tore through. The gate also tore through the roller and Clay cried out as a five foot hunk of wood shattered the windshield and pierced his right shoulder, pinning him to the driver’s seat.
 
   He didn’t slow down. He kept his foot on the accelerator and kept the roller moving as fast as it would go. Clay let go of the wheel with his right hand and let the limb dangle at his side, taking some of the pressure off the insane wound. He steered around a bend with his left arm and followed the road for about six kilometers.
 
   No one was following him. He had a pretty good idea why. It was their roller. They knew exactly where it was at all times. He could put distance between himself and Hansen’s people, but he’d never lose them as long as he was in the vehicle.
 
   When he was a good ways away, he started looking for options. He saw a bluff off to the north, hit the brakes and brought the vehicle to a stop. Scanners showed no one behind him. He had to be fast if he was going to ditch Hansen’s people. Clay grabbed the wood that had him pinned to his seat. He gripped it in both hands, although the strength in his right was minimal, more like a toddler’s than a full grown man’s.
 
   Clay shoved. The wood moved an inch. He was no longer pinned to the seat, but he was far from free of the wood. He shoved again, screamed every curse word he knew, then shoved a third time. The wood popped free. Clay screamed quite a bit more. He grabbed his revolver off the passenger’s seat, shoved it in his holster, then clamped his left hand to his shoulder as he tumbled out of the roller to the hard, dry earth.
 
   He struggled to his feet then screamed yet again. He’d been so preoccupied with the wood in his shoulder that he hadn’t noticed the hole in his belly.
 
   “Crap,” he grunted as he looked at the wide, wet stain that covered his shirt and the bottom of his vest. “Double crap.”
 
   He made it about twenty steps before he fell to his knees. Not far enough. He had to get up. Had to keep moving, get his ass to the bluff in the distance. He needed the higher ground, needed an advantage when they came for him.
 
   Up he shoved. Another twenty steps. He fell once more. Up, ten steps, fall, repeat. Five steps. Two steps. No steps. He lay in the dirt, his face pressed against the small rocks and bits of dried wood.
 
   His right arm was done. No strength there. He was able to get his left arm under him, but when he tried to push up, it felt like his insides were about to spill out beneath him. He decided to use his left hand to hold his guts in. Smart thing to do. Not that it mattered. Hansen would find him soon enough and then he’d have his guts strewn all over that table of hers in that freaky torture dungeon.
 
   At least he’d have a roommate if she didn’t kill him right away. 
 
   Clay chuckled at the thought then coughed hard. He wanted to scream from the pain, but he didn’t have the energy. Instead he rested his cheek against the dirt once again, coughed some more, and stared at the bright red spittle that he’d expelled. 
 
   The sun beat down and the heat was beyond intense, yet the world began to darken around the edges of Clay’s sight. He started to shiver all over.
 
   “Crap,” he whispered just as the darkness swallowed him up. “Crap…”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Eleven
 
    
 
   The man stood on thin, wobbly legs, an attendant on either side, ready to catch him if he fell. But despite the weak legs, which were held straight by some very severe-looking leg braces, the man never fell. For fifty-eight years he’d dealt with his traitor legs and not once had they beat him and sent him to the ground. 
 
   Not while he was in charge. And he was always in charge.
 
   But there was a first for everything, and the wobble in his legs increased as he stared up at the marvel before him. His attendants saw the uncertainty of his stance and they gave each other a glance, neither sure how to proceed since this was a new occurrence. 
 
   The man turned his head back and forth, giving his attendants a wide smile and a confident look. They both relaxed and let the man stand there and have his moment.
 
   “Never thought I’d see a sight like this again,” the Mister said as he pointed up at the mech that had been hauled into the massive garage just seconds earlier by his people. 
 
   A crutch dangled from his forearm as he continued pointing. It was made of heavy duty metal and had a cuff that wrapped itself around his arm so it wouldn’t come loose if he stumbled or fell. Which he never did, of course. But he was a man that didn’t believe in stupid risks. Regular risks, risks that couldn’t be helped were fine, but stupid ones were abhorrent. And leaving your crutches unsecured when they were your stability and reason you could move from Point A to Point B would be a stupid risk.
 
   So the crutch dangled from his forearm as he pointed up at the mech and rested his weight on his other arm and the crutch that it held.
 
   “Do you know what you have here, boys and girls?” the Mister laughed. “Do you see what you have brought me?”
 
   No one answered. They weren’t expected to. The men and women waited until he was ready to continue.
 
   “That there is Fighting Iron,” the Mister said, shaking his head in disbelief. “One of the elite machines from back in the day. This ain’t any old iron, no sir. This is a battle mech supreme built to kill and keep killing until there is nothing left to kill.”
 
   “Or it runs out of ammunition,” Able said as he walked up to the Mister and handed the old man a tablet. “Here are the specs. Did a full workup before we loaded it onto the crawler. No ammo, no pilot. Systems went completely dark about halfway here. That thing ain’t got a spit of juice left in it.”
 
   The Mister took the tablet in his hand and typed in a quick code. Able kept his head averted so he didn’t accidentally see the code. That was not a healthy accident. A chime sounded and the Mister gave the tablet back.
 
   “Thank you, Able,” the Mister said. “I have transferred the data to my personal system. I’ll look it over later.”
 
   “It’s been around, that’s for sure,” Able said. “Lincoln rode inside it and checked the travel logs before it up and quit on him. Been down to the Brazilian Empire, all the way up through MexiCali, Southwest and now Northeast. It may have come from NorthAm originally, but we ain’t 100% sure since those logs were archived and like I said, it ran out of juice.”
 
   “I don’t need logs to tell me where this beautiful machine has been,” the Mister said. “Because it has been everywhere.”
 
   “Do you know it, sir?” Lincoln asked as he sauntered over next to Able.
 
   The Mister turned and fixed him with his cold gaze.
 
   “I know it, yes,” the Mister said. “I know it well.”
 
   Lincoln nodded like he understood, but it was obvious he didn’t. Obvious because no one understood. They just nodded as if they did and looked up at the massive machine. 
 
   “Give it juice,” the Mister said. “But strip the weapons first. I don’t want any residual defense protocol to fire up and destroy my garage. Understood?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Able said as he nodded then turned and started barking orders.
 
   The Mister looked at Lincoln and raised an eyebrow.
 
   “You may want to assist him,” the Mister said.
 
   Lincoln jolted and took off after Able without saying a word. Putting space between himself and the Mister was the priority. 
 
   “As soon as that mech is powered up and secured have someone fetch me,” the Mister said to his right hand attendant. 
 
   The man had no name except for Right. The second attendant was known as Left. Didn’t matter what names they were born with, they were Right and Left until the day they died or the day they were no longer the Mister’s attendants. That was usually the same day since no one quit a job the Mister assigned. Not willingly, at least.
 
   The Mister put crutch in front of crutch, then foot in front of foot, and slowly made his way to the wide open doors of the huge garage. Right and Left stayed close, but gave him plenty of room to move. He could have lashed out with a crutch and missed them completely, but they were still close enough to catch him if needed.
 
   Once outside in the heat of the day, the Mister stopped and closed his eyes. He turned his face up to the boiling sun and sneered. He liked to taunt the sun. He liked to taunt anything that dared to presume superiority over him. The sun, the moon, the Earth itself; the desert range, the towns and settlements in Northeast MexiCali, the other landowners and self-proclaimed rulers of the territory. 
 
   There was nothing like a good taunting to get the blood pumping. 
 
   With that in mind, he activated his com as he walked towards a row of a dozen mechs, all being serviced by techs as the pilots climbed the fifty feet up to their cockpits. Training, training, training. It was never done.
 
   “Magdalena?” the Mister called over the com. 
 
   “Yes, Mister?” a strong, alto voice replied. 
 
   Not masculine in any way, but not a high-pitched feminine voice, either. It was powerful and resonated in any ear that heard it. The Mister smiled the smile he always smiled when he heard the voice for the first time each day. 
 
   “Do the pilots know today is the cut?” the Mister asked.
 
   “They do, sir,” Magdalena replied. “They know that only six of us will be allowed to fight in the tournament. I have informed each that they are to go full out and fight as if their lives depend on it.”
 
   “Which they do,” the Mister said.
 
   “Which they do,” Magdalena echoed. “All pilots have prepared their last words in case they do not make the cut. Each one has said they will be honored when you read their words during their remembrance ceremonies.”
 
   “They will be dead when I read those words, not honored,” the Mister said.
 
   “Sir? Must the losing pilots die?” Magdalena asked. It was not the first time she’d asked the question and the Mister knew it would not be the last time, either. “I find it such a waste. Training new pilots is not an easy task.”
 
   “Losers do not deserve a second chance,” the Mister said. “That is why I take as much as I can each year when I win the tournament. The losing landowners of the territory deserve only enough to keep them stable throughout the year. But not enough for them to grow stronger. Stability is good for everyone, but strength is only good for me. I win so I get all the strength.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Magdalena replied, her voice making it obvious she still did not agree with the answer that she always got in response to her question. “I am finalizing our expectations for the next tournament. I’ll have you read them before I send them out to the other landowners. Would you like me to prepare a separate set for General Hansen since she is hosting this year’s tournament? Perhaps a reminder that the previous year’s winner has final say in any disputes, not the host leader?”
 
   “I do not believe you need to remind the General of those terms,” the Mister replied, his eyes locked on to every movement of the dozen mechs as the techs pulled back thick cables and hoses while the pilots got through their pre-fight checklists. “She is a smart woman and knows the stakes if she steps out of bounds.”
 
   Magdalena began to speak, but stopped. The Mister waited patiently for her to say what she wanted to say. It was a trait he liked about the woman. She never spoke unless she had thought her words through thoroughly.
 
   “I have received some information about a mech pilot being picked up by General Hansen’s people,” Magdalena said finally. “It is almost certainly the pilot that belongs to the battle mech we just took possession of.”
 
   “That would be a logical conclusion,” the Mister said. “Is the man or woman alive?”
 
   “It is a man and he was alive as of this morning,” Magdalena said. “But he has escaped the General and is out on the range somewhere. Should we perhaps go look for him?”
 
   “That would be a logical conclusion as well, Magdalena,” the Mister responded. “So why are you hesitant?”
 
   “Because General Hansen will be looking for him as well and I would hate for our search parties to cross paths and for there to be any incident or incidents,” Magdalena said. “We are within the all-out truce window and if one of our men even spits at one of the General’s men then she will have the right to retaliate without consequence from us. The other territory landowners will back her up even if they hate her as much as we do.”
 
   “Good point, my dear,” the Mister said. He thought about it for a couple of minutes and Magdalena waited patiently, the sound of her breathing a small comfort in the Mister’s ear. “We let her have her fun with the pilot. We have the mech and that is all that matters.”
 
   “Very well, sir,” Magdalena said.
 
   “But keep me informed,” the Mister said. “I want to know if he is found or if he is not. Can our source handle that?”
 
   “Without issue,” Magdalena said.
 
   “Good, good,” the Mister replied as the mechs began to lumber across the ground and out into the wide open range that spread as far as the Mister’s eyes could see.
 
   “I am sorry to cut this short, but I need to concentrate on piloting now,” Magdalena said. 
 
   “Very well, my dear,” the Mister said. “You can send the list of expectations to the other leaders after the fights. No need for me to double check them. I trust you completely.”
 
   “I will update you as to the other landowners’ responses once I hear back from them,” Magdalena replied. “Good day, sir.”
 
   “Good day, my dear,” the Mister said as his eyes focused on one specific mech. Her mech. 
 
   He snapped his fingers and a small roller was by his side in less than ten seconds. He climbed into the passenger seat as Right and Left climbed into the cramped backseat. The driver looked over at the Mister. 
 
   “Follow the mechs, boy,” the Mister said. “I refuse to miss a second of this.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” the driver said and took off after the stomping mechs, keeping enough distance so that the impacts of the battle machines’ footfalls didn’t rock the roller too hard.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twelve
 
    
 
   The mech pilot checked her controls, making sure each limb was fully responsive to her motions and movements. While the machine could be worked just as any roller, with simple forward and back, left to right commands, it was a mech so it was designed to mimic the movements of humans. Specifically, the movements of the pilot inside the cockpit.
 
   Once satisfied that the controls were in working order, the pilot stood up from her seat and plugged a cable into receptors on each of her limbs as well as the base of the helmet she wore. With the special integration control suit connected to the mech’s directional systems, the pilot lifted each leg, checked that the response time was immeasurable, as it should be, then swung her arms left and right, and confirmed that they reacted in less than a tenth of a millisecond. 
 
   The mech’s piloting system was designed to be a complete and full extension of the pilot. If the pilot threw a punch in the cockpit then the mech threw a punch in the exact same way without even a hint of a lag between actions. 
 
   The system was simplified from what it had been when the mechs were part of cavalry divisions. Then the mechs had weapons systems, defensive shields, long-range sensors, full coms, and scanners that could tell the pilot every last detail of their opponent. But with the Bloody Conflict long over, the mechs had been stripped of everything that wasn’t essential to a good, old fashioned brawl.
 
   They were fifty-foot-tall bruisers and meant to throw punches, lash out with wicked kicks, grab, tackle, crush, smash, break. No longer did they fire a thousand bullets a second or launch rocket propelled grenades from their shoulders. The mechs didn’t fire up plasma cannons, they didn’t scan their opponents’ defenses, they didn’t run intricate algorithms to see where an opponent might have structural stress points. No, the mechs hit until the other mech fell down and didn’t get up.
 
   Which was exactly what the mech pilot planned on doing as she secured her body inside the cockpit and made sure her fists were the mech’s fists and her feet were the mech’s feet. A few warm-up jabs, a low-kick, mid-kick, high-kick, an uppercut, a few bounces on her toes, and the mech pilot knew her machine was hers and would react as she reacted, act as she acted, attack, destroy, kill, as she attacked, destroyed, killed.
 
   The eleven other mechs were in the throes of their own warm-ups when the Mister’s roller came into view and stopped well outside the field of combat. The mech pilot saw him and turned her machine to the roller, executing a stiff bow at the waist. The others quickly followed. 
 
   The Mister’s face appeared on the screens in every cockpit and the mech pilot concentrated on the old man’s face as her com screen came to life.
 
   “Eight and four,” the Mister said.
 
   It was a simple command, letting the mechs know which of them would be up first. The winner of the fight would step aside and wait for the first round of battles to be done while preparing for the second round. The second round was simply for bragging rights, as was the third and final round. It was the first round that determined who would go to the tournament and who would commit ritualized suicide in order to avoid an eternity of shame.
 
   Dead or alive, as the Mister always said, shame followed a soul everywhere. 
 
   The mech pilot, Magdalena Bunting, snapped her mech to attention when the number eight was called. That was her. That was her mech. She and it were number eight. She stepped out of the line of metal giants and waited for number four to present itself. That mech stepped out, the two faced each other, gave short bows, then stomped out into the range so they had plenty of space to fight without encroaching on the observing mechs. 
 
   Or encroaching upon the Mister and his roller.
 
   Bunting’s com crackled to life and she heard the distinct, cocky voice of mech number four’s pilot, Huong.
 
   “It’s all too bad,” Huong laughed. “I am going to miss seeing your tight ass wriggle into that uniform each morning, Bunting.”
 
   “I know,” Bunting replied as she directed extra energy into her leg pistons. “But maybe there will be some other asses you can stare at when you get to the afterlife.”
 
   “Ha ha,” Huong said. “Like I’m the one that’s going to go down.”
 
   “Oh, it’s exactly like that,” Bunting said.
 
   The two mechs reached the combat zone and again they bowed. Then the machines straightened up and both spread their arms and legs in battle stances.
 
   “Begin,” the Mister called calmly over the com.
 
   No hesitation, no waiting to see what the other would do, the mechs attacked each other with full force. Bunting had been prepping her legs for an intricate move that involved bunching the pistons until they were at full strain then releasing them so she could get another twenty meters of height out of her first attack jump. It appeared that was exactly what Huong had planned as well.
 
   The two mechs launched into the air, each with a fist back and a fist extended, like they were statues of gods from a long-forgotten civilization. Huong’s back fist came forward first, its metal knuckles aimed right at Bunting’s cockpit. Bunting brought up her extended fist, bending the arm at the elbow, and blocked the punch before any damage could be done.
 
   Both mechs landed hard, facing away from each other, their metal bodies kicking up a sixty-foot cloud of red dust. Huong was the first to turn, but Bunting was the first to strike and land a blow.
 
   As Huong’s mech twisted around for another attack, Bunting simply kicked backwards, extending the mech’s left leg straight out, sending the huge foot colliding with the heavily armored area at the small of Huong’s mech’s back. It was a spot that contained a junction of gears, rotors, servos, motors, pistons, and a ton (literally) of important parts that attached the lower half of the mech to the torso. Without the armor, Huong’s mech would have been crippled instantly and Bunting’s job would have been all but done.
 
   But the spot was armored, for obvious reasons, and heavily enough that instead of incapacitating the mech, it only sent it flying forward. Huong was a decent enough mech pilot that he was able to turn the momentum from the blow into a forward roll. He ducked his right shoulder, let his legs tumble over him, then twisted and came up fast, fists ready.
 
   Bunting executed her own forward roll, putting some space between her mech and Huong’s. Unlike Huong, Bunting kept her mech down low, crouched close to the ground, fists held up in front of her cockpit. She waited for Huong to come at her, but he held his ground, his mech towering over her, shoulders squared. The two battle machines waited there, the dry, scorching heat of the day turning the surfaces of their metal monsters into blinding reflectors. 
 
   Huong proved to be the least patient of the two pilots. He quickly demonstrated that by charging Bunting’s crouched mech, a head-on attack that looked suicidal at first glance. But Bunting knew Huong, had fought by his side in the tournaments for years, fought by his side as the Mister sent out mechs into the range to intimidate and keep the locals, and weaker landowners, in line. She knew how the man thought, she knew how he fought, she knew how he tried to be deceptive.
 
   He was total shit at deception.
 
   Bunting waited for him to make his move which he did with almost perfect predictability. Huong sent a kick towards Bunting’s left side, but it was a feint. It was always a feint. She knew the real attack was coming from the right and she wasn’t disappointed when she saw his right shoulder begin to swivel as he prepared to launch an overhand right punch down at her. Huong expected her to dodge the left attack and go right. She did the opposite.
 
   Instead of dodging right away from the kick, Bunting threw herself into the attack and grabbed Huong’s leg, pushing upright out of her crouch, bringing his mech with her. Off balance and bent at an awkward angle, Huong tried a desperate move and changed the trajectory of his right hand punch so it became a sweeping haymaker aimed at Bunting’s midsection.
 
   Bunting knew he would do that also. The man had aggression and bloodlust as his main skills, not intelligence and strategy. She spun her mech’s bulk inside the haymaker, letting the arm wrap around her as she bent the still-held leg at an even more awkward angle then sent a flying elbow into his midsection as she put her mech’s back to Huong’s front.
 
   The crunch of metal was ear splitting. Gears began to whine and servos overheated and burnt to a crisp as Bunting shattered the armor plating protecting Huong’s middle. One hard twist and Huong’s mech had a mangled leg and was seriously messed up in the belly. Pistons popped and hydraulic fluid spurted out in stuttered, broken geysers, blackening the red dirt at the mechs’ feet. 
 
   Bunting heard Huong cursing over the com. She ignored his threats of sexual violence and jammed her left fist into the soft spot she’d created in Huong’s midsection. She didn’t yank any of the mechanics out, which she could easily have done, but instead kept pressing her fist inside until she found the main support struts of what could be considered the mech’s spine. She gripped them hard in her fist then lifted.
 
   A warning claxon rang out in Bunting’s cockpit as the strain on her mech’s arm was reported to her by the automatic sensors and safety systems. The strain of lifting another mech by one arm was considerable and half of the console in front of her eyes was nothing but red warning lights flashing again and again. But just as she knew how Huong fought, she also knew how much of a beating her mech could take. She continued to lift Huong’s mech off the ground until he arm was at a forty-five degree angle. 
 
   Then with one quick jab, she sent the damaged machine flying across the desert. Its middle basically destroyed, the mech collapsed in around itself as it flew through the air. Huong continued to curse and threaten Bunting, but she cut the com and watched in silence as the mech hit the ground on its ass and half a ton of metal went flying in all directions. 
 
   There was a long, high whistle and Bunting switched her com back on in time to hear the Mister clapping. She also heard Huong screaming that he was still in it, that his mech was operational and the fight wasn’t over. The Mister laughed, but agreed and ordered the fight to continue. Bunting sighed in irritation since it was obvious to anyone with two eyes that Huong wasn’t getting up anytime soon.
 
   Except he surprised her, the first time in a long time, and somehow managed to get his mech to stand on two feet. It was a wobbly, weak stance, and Bunting would have laid good money that a not very strong wind would send the machine toppling to the ground. But Huong was up, the Mister had given his ascent, and Bunting still had work to do. She would have to put her irritation aside and end things quickly.
 
   “You don’t have the balls, Bunting,” Huong taunted. “You’re just a pair of tits that needs metal around her to feel strong and tough. Out in the real world, on the ground without mechs, I’d stomp you into dust. You’d be a bloody puddle of pussy and—”
 
   He never got to finish as Bunting sent a roundhouse kick into his cockpit. Huong’s mech was too damaged to even attempt to avoid the hit. There was a short scream and then the mech collapsed to the ground, sparks and flames issuing out of the cockpit before it had settled into the red dirt.
 
   Bunting laughed as she approached the burning mech and stood over it, subconsciously putting her hands on her hips, her mech mirroring the movement. Huong had disengaged all safety protocols in his mech. That was how he’d been able to get it to stand back up. How he thought he could get away with that move, Bunting had no idea. The Mister strictly forbade that type of action since it led to the needless destruction of a perfectly good mech.
 
   Which was what was happening as Bunting stood and watched. The mech below her burned, some of the flames white with heat that surpassed the surface of the sun. Every bit of geothermal energy stored in the mech’s power cells was igniting and releasing at once. Bunting had seen it before and knew the machine wasn’t in danger of exploding. It was in danger of fusing with the sand and dirt and turning the combat field into glass. 
 
   But that was the other mechs’ problem, the ones still waiting to fight. Her fight was done.
 
   Huong’s screams filled the com system, but Bunting couldn’t cut them off that time. The Mister had forced an override so the rest of the pilots could hear the dying man’s agony. The Mister wanted them to be very aware of what failure sounded like.
 
   Bunting was used to that. She’d seen plenty of failure. After all, she’d been the tournament champion five years running.
 
   Slowly, she checked her systems, seeing what damage Huong had caused. Nothing too major. Easy repairs.
 
   “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t destroy my property, Magdalena,” the Mister said over the com. “But a job well done. I expected nothing less.”
 
   “My apologies for wasting a good mech, sir,” Bunting said as she piloted her mech off the field and back in line with the rest.
 
   “The cost of doing battle,” the Mister said. “Now…five and six. Get out there and show me who is hungry for the win.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Thirteen
 
    
 
   Gibbons was fuming pissed off.
 
   Left alone by his pilot, the power cells dangerously low. No word or nothing from Clay for hours turning into days. Forced to hide the mech in some dirty ravine like he was a fugitive. Set upon by a bunch of range trash looking to scavenge the mech, forcing him to flee to the safety of the stealth decks. 
 
   Why? So Clay could make his trek across the Northeast MexiCali desert to get to NorthAm. And what was in NorthAm? Nothing better than what they had found in the Brazilian Empire or in Southwest MexiCali. Clay just wouldn’t listen. Grass was always greener to that guy. Always.
 
   Gibbons fumed. 
 
   He checked the systems using a backdoor router the stealth decks had access to. Everything was shut down except for navigation. Whoever the range trash was, they were pumping geothermal into the power cells, bringing them up to full while they searched the mech system by system. 
 
   Gibbons risked a little eavesdropping and activated the internal coms. The power surge was minimal and shouldn’t alert anyone to his presence. Especially since the two techs in the cockpit were so focused on what the navigation system had to say.
 
   “This thing has been up and down the Ams,” Tech One said. “Look at these pictures. Where the bloody hell is that?”
 
   “Fuego something,” Tech Two replied. “Tip of Argentina.”
 
   “Argentina?” Tech One cried, jumping at the name. “Is this thing hot? Is it?”
 
   “Relax, relax,” Tech Two said. “No residual radiation is detected. Able was smart enough to check that before he and his crew brought this thing back here. Can you imagine what the Mister would do if Able’d brought a hot mech cooking with rads into the garage? We’d be seeing a man get the skin whipped off his balls. The Mister would do it himself. Contaminate the whole place and ruin any chance at winning the tournament this year.”
 
   “The Mister wants this mech for the tournament?” Tech One asked.
 
   “What? No. I don’t know. Maybe,” Tech Two replied. “Doesn’t matter what he wants to do with it. Not our job to question. We’re here to see what systems work and what don’t. We get the ones that don’t go online and then let the Mister sort out what he wants to do with this beauty.”
 
   “What’d he call it? Some special type of iron?” Tech One asked.
 
   “Fighting Iron,” Tech Two answered. “Back in the Bloody Conflict there were all types of mechs. Most were used for transporting cargo through rough terrain. There were plenty of mech cavalry divisions as well. Battle machines designed to kick ass.”
 
   “This is one of them?” Tech One asked.
 
   “No, this is something better,” Tech Two said. “Of the battle mechs, there was a special class that was outfitted like no others. Fighting Iron. You saw them belt guns and rocket launchers, right?”
 
   “Right. But battle mechs had them things.”
 
   “This baby also has some plasma cannons and probably all kinds of other things that normal battle mechs don’t got,” Tech Two said.
 
   “But the Mister can’t use none of them in the tournament,” Tech One said. “No weaponry. That’s the rule.”
 
   “He don’t need weaponry,” Tech Two said. “We’ll strip all that out. Put it on some rollers. Be badasses on the range. If the Mister wants this baby for the tournament, it’s because the thing has doubly reinforced struts all throughout its structure. The joints are armored. The hull is some alloy that was outlawed a few centuries ago, but the powers that were brought it back to fight in the Bloody Conflict. Technically, by treaty law, the Mister should destroy this thing just because of that alloy. Worse than the poly, is what I heard.”
 
   “Worse than the poly? No way,” Tech One replied. “Poly gets in yer blood and gunks up your body. How can metal be worse?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Tech Two said. “But it is.”
 
   “This thing don’t look like it’s made of special metal,” Tech One said. “Got rust and divots and pits in its hull.”
 
   “That’s camouflage,” Tech Two said. “Supposed to look like that.”
 
   Gibbons chuckled to himself. He wished the hull was all camouflage. Some was, but most of it wasn’t. Real rust, real pits, real dents and dings and gouges. He and Clay had been up and down the Ams like the tech had said. That kind of travel is hard on any machine, even Fighting Iron like his mech. Not even a biochrome hybrid can stop the passage of time and what it does to metal.
 
   “Hold on, what’s this?” Tech Two asked. “Do me a favor and fire up the com system, will ya?”
 
   Tech One nodded and flipped a few switches until the com console was filled with red and green flashing lights. He frowned at them then smiled when they all turned green and became solid. Flashing is bad. Red and flashing is worse. All green and not flashing is always best.
 
   Except there was one light that refused to stay green. It winked back to red, flashed a couple of times, then returned to green.
 
   “This what you’re looking for?” Tech One asked, pointing at the light that refused to be good.
 
   “That’s it,” Tech Two said. “Someone’s either listening or this thing has a faulty circuit somewhere.”
 
   “Great,” Tech One said. “Takes forever to track down a faulty com circuit.” He fumbled at his belt and removed a small orb. It was about the size of a large cherry, perfectly round and shiny black. “Good thing I got this.”
 
   “Whoa, where did you get that?” Tech Two asked, his voice filled with awe and jealousy. “That’s a drain hunter. A freaking drain hunter. Those things cost half a year’s salary. No way you could afford that. The Mister buy it for us to use?”
 
   “The Mister didn’t buy it and it’s not for us to use, it’s for me,” Tech One said. He held the orb up in front of Tech Two’s face. “It cost more than half a year’s salary. More like three quarters. But I didn’t have to pay a dime. Won it.”
 
   “Won it?” Tech Two asked, the awe gone and replaced by suspicious incredulity. “At what? Being the biggest idiot on the range?”
 
   “No,” Tech One snapped. “Cards. In Haggie’s Saloon. Won it off a couple of strangers passing through Del Rado. They was using counterfeit scrip and Haggie was gonna blast them to Hell with a scatter gun, but I held her off. Said I’d search them for anything valuable. Found this.”
 
   “Hold on, hold on,” Tech Two said. “Haggie just let you walk out of there with a drain hunter? The way the wiring is in that piss hole? She’d have slit ten men’s throats to get one of them marbles in her hand.”
 
   “Well, she didn’t see it, did she?” Tech One laughed. “I palmed it and showed her the fancy belt knife one of the men had on them. She snatched that out of my hand so fast I had to count my fingers after to make sure she didn’t take one with.”
 
   “She has no idea you got a drain hunter?” Tech Two asked.
 
   “Nope,” Tech One said. “Nobody does.”
 
   “That so?” Tech Two asked.
 
   “Hey, now, stop looking at me like that,” Tech One said, his voice shaky and annoyed. “I’m showing ya, ain’t I? Gonna share with ya, ain’t I?”
 
   Tech Two tapped the rebel light that had just gone back to flashing red for two seconds before returning to a safe green.
 
   “Then use it,” Tech Two said. “Let’s see it in action. Ain’t no use to neither of us if it’s just gonna sit in your hand like that. Track down this circuit then we’ll use it on the whole mech. Find all the faults.”
 
   “And all the secrets,” Tech One said. “I bet an old beauty like this has lots of secrets.”
 
   “I bet it does,” Tech Two agreed.
 
   Gibbons cut the com. He scrubbed any trail his listening would have left. Or he hoped he did. A drain hunter wasn’t something to sneeze at. He knew those tools well. They’d been used by both sides after the Bloody Conflict. Used to go through every single Fighting Iron left after the treaty was signed. No more co-pilots after that.
 
   If those boys figured out what it was really for, he’d be in a lot of trouble. And stuck in the stealth drives meant he couldn’t escape that trouble. Maybe once the mech was at full power, he might have a chance. But until then he’d just have to hope and pray the two techs were as stupid as they had sounded. Even with a drain hunter, they probably couldn’t find their own dicks, let alone find him in the stealth decks.
 
   Still… 
 
   Gibbons began sorting through all the data that was with him in the stealth decks. The mech had survived the purge after the treaty, so there had to be a record of how he’d resisted the drain hunter back then. He wished he could remember, but everything was fuzzy after the Bloody Conflict. Fuzzy until Clay found him and brought him out of hiding. Or he found Clay. Fuzzy, all of it.
 
   Gibbons set to work, knowing he was on the clock. Even if the techs were morons, they still had coincidence and probable luck on their side. Gibbons had hours or seconds to prepare for discovery, he didn’t know which. He attacked the data as if he had seconds. It was the only way to be sure.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Fourteen
 
    
 
   A memory. 
 
   Hot and painful.
 
   It slammed into Clay’s mind and he sat bolt upright. The world was nothing but darkness and pain. His vision exploded with flashing lights and swirling colors. He was used to it. Getting knocked out as much as he had in his life, he knew concussion lights when he saw them.
 
   He felt around and discovered he was on a bed. No, not a bed, more of a cot. He was naked and had a long deer hide blanket covering most of his body. His shoulder was pure agony, but that was nothing compared to his belly.
 
   His guts felt like they’d been split open and his insides replaced with fire ants. Carefully, he pushed the deer hide blanket aside and looked down at his belly. The light was too dim for him to make out much other than a wide strip of bandages wrapped about him. 
 
   They glowed with the hint of iridescence which had him worried. Contaminated hemp?  If so then his belly was not just full of fire ants, but enough rads to cook him from the inside out.
 
   He leaned closer, careful not to move too fast or bend too far, and peered at the bandages. After a couple seconds of inspection, Clay sighed with relief. The bandages weren’t hot with rads. It was cave lichen. It looked like it was made into a paste and spread liberally under the bandages and along the edges. Old range trick. Fought off infection and alerted anyone to possible rot by changing colors if the flesh started to spoil.
 
   That realization made Clay look closer at his surroundings. Pitch dark except for the glow from his bandages and also a faint glow from more lichen up on the ceiling. It was the ceiling to a cave. He wasn’t in a hut or some cellar, although it had the smell of a cellar, he was in a cave.
 
   Memories of his flight from General Hansen and the destruction of the roller flooded back to him. He reached up and touched the bandages on his shoulder tenderly, careful not to press too hard for fear of passing out from the already close to unbearable pain. Flashes of his escape from the vehicle and out into the range rolled across his mind. He remembered seeing a bluff far off. He’d tried to reach that bluff, but no dice.
 
   Yet, by the smell, feel, look of where he was, maybe someone came along and helped him to the bluff. Of course someone helped him. His wounds didn’t clean and bandage themselves. But was he in the bluff, tucked away in a secret cave or was he somewhere else? Maybe taken kilometers away to some ravine or mesa? 
 
   He didn’t know. Not a clue. All he knew was that he hurt all over, especially in two places, and he needed to pee bad. Like real bad. Like close to wetting the cot if he didn’t get up off his ass and find a chamber pot or piss hole.
 
   He slowly moved his legs over the edge of the cot. He placed his bare feet on the cave floor and sighed at how cool the ground was. He wanted to lie down and let the cool stone fill his body. Anything to fight the fire of agony that roared through him.
 
   Fever?
 
   He felt his forehead, but couldn’t tell. If he was fevered then his hand would be just as hot as the rest of him. His thinking wasn’t muddled, so he ruled out fever, although he didn’t outright reject it. Lichen paste is good, but it wasn’t a cure all. Infection was a looming specter, always.
 
   Clay stood up and waited for the cave to stop spinning. He took one step, stopped. Took a second step, stopped. The third, fourth, and fifth steps came one after the other then he had to stop and take a few breaths before he could go on with steps six, seven, and eight. 
 
   In all it took close to two dozen steps before he reached the wall of the cave. He hoped he was near some corner, a spot where he could relieve himself without soiling the entire space. But hopes had to wait, Clay needed to piss and he was about to let loose where he stood.
 
   It was not easy. The muscles in his belly, the ones that helped squeeze that bladder of his, were not exactly fully intact. He whimpered as he let loose a stream of hot, acrid piss against the cave wall. His head swam again and he reached out to place a hand against the wall. Steady, or as steady as he could be in his state, Clay sighed with immense relief as his bladder slowly emptied out.
 
   “I should make you clean that up,” a woman said from behind him.
 
   Clay yelped, spun about, sent piss streaming everywhere, yelped again, spun back, yelped some more, put both hands on the cave wall, and just shook his head. Nothing he could do about someone sneaking up on him so he just let the piss flow and flow until he was empty.
 
   “Peekachu’s ghost,” the woman said. “I leave you alone for fifteen minutes and you pee everywhere like a puppy. What the hell is the matter with you, mister?”
 
   “Clay,” Clay said, turning around. He was naked and had piss all over his feet. Giving the woman his name wasn’t exactly going to compromise his position. “You the one that fixed me up?”
 
   “I am,” the woman replied.
 
   She held a single candle and by the smell it was beeswax. A rarity. Clay’s eyes flicked to the candle’s flame and the woman followed his gaze.
 
   “We have about seven different colonies in the rocks here,” the woman said. “Not something we like to share with the rest of the range, but not exactly a secret either.”
 
   “Should be,” Clay said. “There are more than a couple of folks that would kill you to get a hold of a viable colony of bees.”
 
   The woman laughed hard and long at his words. Clay frowned, but didn’t take offense. Not the first time a woman had laughed at him like that, wouldn’t be the last. He shuffled his way back to his cot and eased down. The woman was still laughing as he managed to get his legs back under the deer hide blanket. Clay settled into the cot and waited for her to stop with the laughing.
 
   “Feel better?” he asked as she wiped tears from her eyes and walked over to him.
 
   “That was what I was going to ask you,” the woman said. “But since you were able to get your ass off that cot and piss everywhere then I assume you are feeling much better. Wasn’t sure you were going to make it there for a while.”
 
   “How long of a while?” Clay asked. “Where am I? How many hours have I been out?”
 
   “Hours? Seriously?” the woman asked. 
 
   Clay was afraid she’d start laughing at him again as she shook her head back and forth, but she gulped air and fought it. Downright courteous.
 
   “Not hours,” the woman said. “Not even days. Weeks.”
 
   “I what? Weeks?” Clay gasped. “You have to be shitting me.”
 
   “I ain’t,” the woman said. “Two weeks and a day. The first three days we had the priest in here praying over you. He was certain he’d have to help your soul onto the next realm. But I had a feeling you had fight in you. You got away from General Hansen. Most men don’t make it out of that ranch house. And if they do, they only get so far then end up in her fun chamber. You got all the way out, and in one of her rollers!”
 
   She laughed some more, but not at him. 
 
   Clay studied her face and was pleasantly surprised to see she wasn’t some weathered old crone. Not that it mattered much, he wasn’t exactly in the mood for female companionship. Not after…
 
   “You alright?” the woman asked. She grabbed a stool by the head of the cot and set the candle on it then crouched down next to him. She placed her hand to his forehead and nodded. “Fever’s gone. What’s that look you gave me? Do I have something on my nose? I checked for boogers before I came in.”
 
   “Boogers? What? No,” Clay said. “I was just remembering my time with General Hansen. It’s something I’d like to forget.”
 
   “She’s a piece of work,” the woman said. Then she held out her hand. “Nasta. I kind of run things around here.”
 
   “Clay,” Clay replied, shaking her hand.
 
   Her skin was rough, callused. She was used to hard work and didn’t mind people knowing. No hint of the scent of lotion or salve for the many cuts and scrapes he felt as he shook. No hint of perfume on her either, just the smell of a woman’s sweat mixed with the musk of hot sun and a couple of days since the last bath.
 
   Clay wasn’t exactly repulsed by the smell.
 
   “My britches stay on, pilot,” Nasta said.
 
   “Excuse me?” Clay replied. “Not sure where you’re getting at there.”
 
   “Right,” Nasta said and smiled. “Just wanted you to know that you won’t be getting any action here. I have way too much work to do to deal with some horny wanderer.”
 
   “Nope, no worries there,” Clay said, holding his hands up. He winced as the skin around his shoulder stretched and pulled. “Ow.”
 
   Despite her warning, Clay couldn’t help but make a quick assessment of her physically. Full chested, that was obvious, although she kept herself wrapped tight. That was obvious as well from the way her deer hide shirt shifted across her body. The woman was ready for action. He’d never met a woman that bound herself that wasn’t either preparing to run or to fight. Or both.
 
   Her eyes were a golden brown, flecks of green throughout. Her hair was long and straight, tied up in a careful and secure ponytail. She wore hemp trousers, or britches as she called them. No shoes, just sun-darkened bare feet that looked like they had enough calluses on them to walk over a field of scorpions without feeling a single stab.
 
   Her nose was small, piggish, but not repulsively so. Clay had seen a whore down in the Brazilian Empire that looked like someone had cut of a hog snout and it glued right above her mouth and below her eyes. It hadn’t bothered him so much that he didn’t still pay. But she was half price, which was nice.
 
   Cheeks were covered in dark freckles that complemented her dark skin nicely. Her lips were a thin, severe line in her face, but there was an upturn at each corner that showed she liked to smile. The laughing had already confirmed that, though.
 
   “You done?” Nasta asked, a mocking look in her eyes. “Want me to stand up and twirl for you? Maybe lift my shirt so you can make sure my backside is to your liking?”
 
   “Not a fan of male attention?” Clay asked. But before she could respond, he continued. “Hold on. You called me pilot. How the hell do you know I’m a pilot?”
 
   “Took you long enough to catch that,” Nasta said. She fished in her trousers pocket and pulled out Clay’s watch. “This was a giveaway.”
 
   Clay snatched it from her, but she didn’t look offended at the force he used. He thumbed it open and stared at the insides. Dark. No lights, no hint that it had any power left at all. Which was bad. Very bad. It meant one of two things. Yes, it could mean two of two things, but Clay doubted it.
 
   “Has it been dark all this time?” Clay asked.
 
   Nasta shrugged. “No. It went dark about a day after you got here. Hasn’t lit up since.”
 
   Clay didn’t have to ask how she had gotten it open. His hand had been at her disposal for two weeks and a day. All she had to do was put his thumb to the catch and it would have popped right open.
 
   Dark for two weeks. Active for a day after they found him then nothing. It didn’t mean the watch was dead, but it easily meant that his mech was dead. Or completely out of power. Or…
 
   Gibbons. He could have severed the connection on purpose. But that would have meant he was tucked away in the stealth decks and worried of being discovered. But for two weeks? If he was out of power and stranded out in the desert then he would have kept the watch active so Clay could find him. That meant the mech had been captured and Gibbons didn’t dare reconnect the link. Whoever had the mech would want the watch. 
 
   The mech wouldn’t run without the pilot having the watch. Or if Gibbons issued an override on all systems and gave someone access. But Gibbons would never do that. It would mean his death the second a strange pilot realized what he was. They would have purged that system and wiped him out.
 
   Or tried. That was what the stealth decks were for.
 
   “You sure are having quite the thought conversation with yourself there,” Nasta said. “Want to share, pilot?”
 
   “Clay,” Clay said. 
 
   “I know,” Nasta replied. “You told me. But I’m going to keep things formal until I know exactly who you are. We have feelers out with the locals. Also with our sources among Hansen’s people and the Mister’s people, since those are the two closest ranches. I have word getting around Crawley and Burnwood’s people, as well as Mrs. Feathergorge, Lovesnuff, and Grapple Dapple. If you are mixed up with any of them, I will find out.”
 
   “You already know I’m not mixed up with Hansen,” Clay said. “Wait, did you say Mrs. Feathergorge? That’s an unfortunate name.”
 
   “Ain’t it though,” Nasta laughed. “And I don’t know that you aren’t mixed up with General Hansen. That woman has been trying to smoke us out for a couple years now, but with no luck. You’d be the perfect little mole to stick in our group. Dying man that has just escaped her ranch. Cute guy that probably has the women fawning over those rugged looks whenever you set foot in a town or village. Just perfect.”
 
   “I’m no mole,” Clay said. “Not gutshot like this. Too risky.”
 
   “Which makes it even more perfect,” Nasta said. “Not that I believe you are. No way for Hansen to know we’d have a patrol up on that bluff. No way she could even possibly plan for that. Dumb luck we came across you. “
 
   “I’m not in a cave in that bluff I saw?” Clay asked. “So where am I?”
 
   “No, not yet,” Nasta said. “We have a lot of talking to do before you learn where we live.”
 
   “We? Want to clue me in on who this we is?” Clay asked.
 
   “Part of the talking,” Nasta said. “Later. For now, tell me what you were thinking about there a second ago. It had your eyes all scrunched up and you were chewing on your cheek. Deep thoughts.”
 
   “Nothing,” Clay said. “Just thinking about my situation.”
 
   “Really?” Nasta laughed. “I’m not some dumb broad. You can fool a housewife that’s no good except to squeeze out ugly pups for her husband. Me? Nope. I ain’t having any of those lies, pilot. You had a far-off look, a reaching look. You were thinking of something that either happened a long time ago or something that may be happening now, but you just don’t know where. If you were thinking about your situation here, your eyes would have been roaming, studying this cave, looking for clues and hints as to where you’re at.”
 
   “You some people expert?” Clay asked.
 
   “I am,” Nasta said. “People expert. People leader. People savior.”
 
   “Wow, no ego there,” Clay said.
 
   “Says the mech pilot,” Nasta replied.
 
   “Whatever that means,” Clay said. “Confidence is not the same as ego.”
 
   “Right back atcha,” Nasta said and gave him a wink. “You hungry?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Clay said. “I think so. Probably. My belly hurts so much that I can’t tell.”
 
   “I’ll bring you some water and a tincture to take care of that pain,” Nasta said. “You allergic to poppies or have any history of addiction?”
 
   “Not that I know of,” Clay said.
 
   “Good,” Nasta replied and nodded. “Wouldn’t want to have had you detox only to get you hooked again. We have a strict no poppies rule here except for medicinal purposes. Junkies talk. I, we, can’t afford that.” She smiled at him. “Be right back.”
 
   “Looking forward to it,” Clay said.
 
   He watched her go and could swear she put a little wiggle in her walk just to mock him. Didn’t matter to him. It was a nice wiggle.
 
   Clay turned his attention to the dead pocket watch in his hand. He closed the lid and flipped it over. His thumb pressed gently at a hidden depression just next to the side seam and the back. The back plate slid up a fraction and Clay helped it all the way off with his fingernail. It was a long fingernail. He needed a trim.
 
   He checked the inner workings of the watch and was happy to find everything in good condition. The crystal wasn’t broken, the few gears it had were locked together snuggly, the reactor was slightly warm, so he knew it hadn’t died.
 
   That meant that the connection with his mech had been severed on the mech’s end, not because the watch was broken. Gibbons was in trouble. His mech was in trouble. He was in trouble if both of Gibbons and his mech were in trouble. There was a lot of trouble stemming from such a little watch.
 
   Clay closed the watch up and went to tuck it in his pocket, but realized that he had no pockets. He had no clothes. Want to keep a person from wandering around? Leave them buck naked under some deerskin in a dark cave. If that person has the choice of staying under the deer hide blanket or wandering about with his junk hanging out, he’ll pick the blanket.
 
   It was only a couple of minutes before Nasta was back. She had another woman with her, but Clay couldn’t make her out as she stayed by the small opening to his cave, hidden from sight by the shadows that the small candle couldn’t reach.
 
   “This is Firoa,” Nasta said. “She’s going to make sure you weren’t lying about being addicted to the poppies. Firoa has some experience with that sort of thing and she’ll know the moment the tincture kicks in whether or not you’re a junkie.”
 
   “She can tell that from over there?” Clay asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Firoa replied. Her voice was all grunt and gravel. “No junkie can hide the ecstasy of a fix.”
 
   “Well, that’s true,” Clay said. “Seen my share. They downright come close to creaming in their trousers when they get that first hit.”
 
   “Exactly,” Firoa said. “You can fight it, but you’ll lose. The poppies always win. Always.”
 
   “Not gonna fight anything if this tincture helps my guts feel better,” Clay said. “And my shoulder.”
 
   “Mostly your guts,” Nasta said as she handed a small, blue bottle to Clay with one hand and held a clay mug in her other. “Drink that down then you can have your water. Sometimes a tincture will make folks sick, so I’d rather you retch on an empty stomach than one that has just been filled with water.”
 
   “Bottoms up,” Clay said as he took the blue bottle, popped the cork with his teeth, spit the tiny cork across the cave, and downed the bottle’s contents in one quick gulp. “Oh, shit, that tastes nasty! Give me the damn water!”
 
   “Hold on,” Nasta said. “Waiting thirty seconds for the retching.”
 
   “If I retch it’s because of this taste in my mouth!” Clay snapped. 
 
   “Be nice, pilot,” Firoa growled. “Don’t get pissy with people that have been wiping runny shit from your ass for the past two weeks.”
 
   Clay sat there with his mouth wide open and tongue sticking out. It was the best way to minimize the godawful taste that coated his mouth.
 
   “No retching,” Nasta said and handed Clay the mug.
 
   He downed it in two gulps. Then regretted that as his stomach started to churn. 
 
   “You gonna puke?” Nasta asked. “I was gonna tell you to sip, but it was all over before I could say anything.”
 
   “Not gonna puke,” Clay said and waited before he said anything else. He’d only been half truthful about the not gonna puke statement. He wasn’t one hundred percent sure he was right. “Okay. Okay. Staying down.”
 
   He sighed and laid back in the cot. His belly had already started to go numb, as had his extremities. His shoulder still screamed at him when he shifted, but the constant thrum of pain wasn’t there as much.
 
   He closed his eyes and let the poppies get to work.
 
   “Smells like piss in here?” Firoa said just as Clay started to drift off into an opiate-induced sleep. “Why does it smell like piss in here?”
 
   Those were the last words Clay heard before he was happily escorted from the land of the conscious.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Fifteen
 
    
 
   When Clay awoke, the light in his cave was different. There was a bright glow to it, red and orange and alive. It took him a few seconds of blinking and staring straight up before he realized it was sunlight. The cave wasn’t completely isolated. Somewhere outside the small opening was the rest of the world and it blazed with a brilliant sunset.
 
   Or sunrise. Depended on which way the cave faced.
 
   How long had he been out? Clay wasn’t sure. He slowly sat up and was relieved that his belly didn’t protest by trying to separate from his body and crawl away. It hurt like ten kinds of Hell, but not as bad as when he’d first woken up.
 
   “There you are,” Nasta said, sitting on a stool with her back up against the cave wall. “Have a nice nap?”
 
   “How long?” Clay asked. 
 
   “Day and a half,” Nasta said. “You slept through all of yesterday and almost all of today. Hungry?”
 
   “Starving,” Clay said. 
 
   “I’m sure you are,” Nasta said. “You’ve been living off broth spoon fed to you for two weeks. You aren’t that muscled guy you were when we found you. Nothing but stringy tendons and loose skin now.”
 
   “You know how to flatter a guy,” Clay said and swung his legs off the cot. “Care to help me up so I can take a piss?”
 
   “Sure,” Nasta said and got up from her stool. She set a book aside and gave Clay a small smile. “This time we have a pot for you to piss in.”
 
   “Fancy,” Clay said.
 
   She crossed the cave with a utilitarian grace that reminded Clay of someone. Each step was intense and purposeful, but also effortless. She looked like a dancer on point, but with the soles of her boots firmly planted on the ground. Hmmm, boots, not bare feet.
 
   “Still not taking off these britches for you, pilot boy,” Nasta said.
 
   “Not what I was thinking,” Clay said. “You ever spend some time with the West Hills Rangers?”
 
   Nasta stopped dead in her tracks. 
 
   “I take it that’s a yes,” Clay said. It was his turn to give a small smile. “I’ve known some Rangers in my time. You move like them.”
 
   “You’re wrong,” Nasta said. “I was never one of the West Hills Killers.”
 
   “Killers? Oh,” Clay said. “Full slave or just a dent?”
 
   “Full slave,” Nasta said. “And that is the last I say about that. Tread lightly, pilot boy.”
 
   “Clay,” Clay said.
 
   “I know your damn name,” Nasta hissed as she reached Clay and helped him hobble over to a large pot by the far wall. “Need me to hold it for you or do you got this?”
 
   “I got this,” Clay said and took charge of his bodily function. “Sorry for the observation. I didn’t know you were one of their slaves.”
 
   “No way you could,” Nasta said and shrugged. She turned and leaned her back against the cave wall so she faced Clay while he pissed. “It wasn’t as bad a time as some have had with the West Hills Killers. My owner was kind in his own way. Never used me for his bed. He wasn’t exactly bent that way, if you get my drift. Kept me around for show. Helped keep the other killers from guessing he liked the dick and not the twat.”
 
   “West Hills boys are not fans of deviants,” Clay said. “Not that I’m saying he was a deviant. I ain’t one to judge nobody about who they share their junk with. Just saying I’ve shared a campfire or two with some Rangers and they aren’t exactly quiet on how they feel about folks that fit outside their norm.”
 
   “I’ve seen things,” Nasta said.
 
   “I’m sure you have,” Clay replied. “You have a code?”
 
   Nasta stared at him as he shook himself off. Then she rolled up the sleeve of her shirt and showed him the faded blue tattoo on her left forearm. Three numbers followed by three letters then three more numbers. A nine code.
 
   “Holy hell,” Clay said. “You were with the Commandant himself?”
 
   “Before he died and a new man took his place,” Nasta said. “That’s when I decided to leave. I thought the Commandant would release me in his will, but he gave me to the next man. I wasn’t having any of that. The new Commandant is a lowdown, disgusting—”
 
   “Yeah, I met him,” Clay said. “You dodged a bullet, a hot poker, and quite a few whip lashes to your privates.”
 
   “Yeah,” Nasta said. “I did.”
 
   Clay turned slowly and shuffled back to his cot. He looked at the bright line of sunlight that was slowly creeping up the wall.
 
   “Got you some clothes there,” Nasta said, pointing to a bundle on the foot of the bed. “Let’s get you dressed and I’ll show you one hell of a gorgeous sunset.”
 
   “Sounds like a deal,” Clay said.
 
   He couldn’t do much of his own dressing. Shaking the pee off his willy was about as much exertion as he could manage, so Nasta had to help him step into the old, but clean, hemp trousers. The shirt had small bone buttons on the front and almost as difficult to get on as the trousers, but at least it wasn’t a pullover. Clay went cold at the thought of pulling a shirt down and across his shoulder. Just getting the sleeve up and buttoning the shirt he had was sweat producing.
 
   Nasta stayed close to Clay, her hand only an inch from his elbow, but he was able to make it out of the cave and into a wide, bright tunnel on his own power. Nasta nodded towards the end of the tunnel and Clay gasped. He had no idea how high up they were, but it was high. And the view was incredible even from where he stood.
 
   They moved as close as Clay’s weak legs would carry him, which was about three meters away from the mouth of his cave and about twenty meters from the mouth of the larger, tunnel cave they stood in. Nasta dragged over an empty pony keg and offered it to him. Clay gratefully sat down and tried to situate his ass cheeks on the grooved metal depressions of top of the empty keg. 
 
   He managed some bit of comfort then just stared out at the massive sun that was setting before him. It seemed to take up the entire mouth of the tunnel cave, all fiery oranges and sharp yellows.
 
   “No matter how many times I see it, I never get tired of that sight,” Nasta said. “It can pull me out of the worst funk ever with just a glance.”
 
   “I believe that,” Clay said. 
 
   They sat there in silence for several minutes as the far-off sun dipped lower and lower on the horizon. Clay could see the outlines of a mountain range and he tried to orient himself, but he didn’t know the local area well enough to pinpoint his location. Once the sun was almost gone, and the blue sky was nothing but pinks and purples and a combination of the two that hadn’t been defined yet as far as Clay knew, he turned and looked at the woman that sat on the ground next to him.
 
   “Nasta?” he asked.
 
   “Yes?” she replied.
 
   “Who are you?” he asked. “What are you doing here?”
 
   She looked up at him and Clay could see the debate behind her eyes. She didn’t trust him, and there was no reason she should, but she had nursed him back to health for two weeks, so she felt an obligation towards him. That obligation was in direct conflict with whatever it was she was doing there in the big cave.
 
   “How many of you are here?” Clay asked. He looked back behind him and noticed at least a half dozen other smaller cave openings besides his. “I’ve met Firoa, but are there others? There have to be. You hinted at them.”
 
   “There are others,” Nasta said after a long while. The sun’s laser light show had almost completely disappeared and the sky was taking on the inky indigo of night. “You’ll meet them. For now, it’s just me.”
 
   “And Firoa,” Clay said.
 
   “Yes, and Firoa,” Nasta replied. “Except she really doesn’t like you, so I doubt you’ll see her again.”
 
   “Okay,” Clay said and nodded. “But what are you doing here?”
 
   Nasta sighed. “Saving people. People that are lost or have escaped or just can’t handle the MexiCali and NorthAm bullshit anymore.”
 
   “NorthAm? What does that have to do with anything?” Clay asked. “I was headed to NorthAm when all of this happened.”
 
   “Yes, I want to talk to you about all that happened,” Nasta said. 
 
   “Answer my one question first and I’ll open up like a book,” Clay said. “No searching through the table of contents needed.”
 
   Nasta frowned at the analogy and Clay shrugged. 
 
   “A couple dozen centuries ago there was something called an Underground Railroad,” Nasta said. “They helped escaped slaves travel from wicked lands to free lands. That is what I do. I help others that have been owned against their will to get to lands that are free for everyone. Cold, but free.”
 
   “Where is that?” Clay asked. “NorthAm is all that is above the MexiCali Republics. Where else is there to go? The Continent won’t take refugees any longer. The Orient has been closed off since before the Bloody Conflict.”
 
   “There is a place,” Nasta said. “Above NorthAm.”
 
   “Above NorthAm? You’re joking,” Clay said and laughed. “All that’s above NorthAm is frozen rock and icebergs. Right? That’s what they’re called? Icebergs?”
 
   “They are called icebergs,” Nasta said. “But above NorthAm is still land. Unclaimed land where anyone can be free.”
 
   “Above NorthAm? What land is above NorthAm?” Clay asked.
 
   “Just islands,” Nasta replied. She scrunched up her face. “Cold ass islands that can’t really sustain much life, but people are working hard to change that. They have grow domes for food and have dug into the earth for shelter. The one thing the area has is unlimited geothermal. More power than NorthAm and the MexiCali Republics combined.”
 
   “Really?” Clay asked, shocked at the revelation. “And NorthAm doesn’t want it all for itself?”
 
   “Too much work,” Nasta said. “They would expend almost as much energy mining, containing, and transporting the geothermal as they would gain. Best to leave the area alone and let all the rebels, revolutionaries, and misfits take it over.”
 
   “You realize as soon as there is any type of solid infrastructure up there, NorthAm will come knocking and take it all away, right?”
 
   “The thought has crossed all of our minds,” Nasta said. “But steps are being taken to insure that doesn’t happen.”
 
   “If NorthAm wants it to happen then it will happen,” Clay said and laughed.  
 
   “Maybe, maybe not,” Nasta responded.
 
   The last of the sunlight was completely gone and the tunnel cave was dark with shadows. Clay could see the flickers of candlelight on the tunnel walls as those in the back caves began to get ready for the night. He still didn’t hear any voices and that bothered him, but he knew it was because there is one rule amongst slaves: keep your mouth shut and stay quiet or you will incur the wrath of your owner. 
 
   “Tell me your story, pilot boy,” Nasta said, standing and offering her hand to Clay. “I’ll have Firoa bring some supper to us while we talk.”
 
   He took the hand and stood up, his legs nothing but pins and needles. It took a couple of seconds to get the feeling back and once he did, he started in on his story. Or, at least the story from when he parked his mech and went to take a look at an impossible water tower filled with an impossible amount of grey.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Sixteen
 
    
 
   By the time Clay had told Nasta everything he knew about his time at General Hansen’s ranch, his head was pounding, his shoulder was way past grumpy and full-on pissed off, and his guts felt as if the fire ants had decided they wanted to be molten lava ants. Clay was not pleased with the evolutionary steps they were taking.
 
   Plus, the food Firoa had brought consisted of a thick root vegetable soup and some flatbread that may have been used as armor during the Bloody Conflict. Nasta gave no apologies for the provisions and Clay didn’t complain. At least not until his belly started to complain. 
 
   “You should sleep,” Nasta said. “You are going to need your rest. We have somewhere to go soon.”
 
   “Only place I am going is to find my mech,” Clay said.
 
   Nasta gave him a knowing look and nodded. “I figured that would be your response. Which is why that’s exactly what I am going to help you do.”
 
   Clay started to speak, but couldn’t quite find the words. It took him a couple of tries before he was able to spit out, “And why would you do that? Why would you risk your life to help me get my mech back? That doesn’t help you or your cause in any way.”
 
   “Actually, it does,” Nasta said. “It’s complicated, but getting you your mech may be the best way for me and my people to help open new ways of travel up to and through NorthAm.”
 
   “Don’t look at me,” Clay said. “My mech only has two jump seats in the cockpit. And it’s not exactly inconspicuous. I get stopped at every border and every checkpoint. It’s why I go cross country half the time, just to avoid some bored guard and his damn clipboard. They always have clipboards. No tablets, just old and ancient clipboards.”
 
   “I don’t want to use your mech as transportation,” Nasta said. “But we’ll talk more tomorrow and over the next couple of days while you rest up for our little trip.”
 
   “What trip?” Clay asked.
 
   “To Del Rado,” Nasta said. “Right into the heart of things. I know some people that have the resources to get you your mech back.”
 
   “What do they want in return?” Clay asked.
 
   “Tomorrow,” Nasta said.
 
   She stood and picked up the empty dishes, juggling those and her candle as she gave Clay a quick nod then left the small cave, plunging everything into darkness.
 
   Clay had his own candle with a small flint and steel set, but he decided to leave the cave dark. He was exhausted, his body hurt, and Nasta’s mysterious offer was churning his brain like butter. He needed sleep. Desperately.
 
   He worked his way painfully under his deer hide blanket and settled his head on the hemp fiber pillow he’d been given. He stared up into the pitch blackness of the cave’s ceiling and waited for sleep to take him. He was so tired he knew as soon as he closed his eyes he’d be out. So he closed his eyes.
 
   He wasn’t out. Sleep did not take him. It mocked him, laughing just out of reach.
 
   Escaped slaves and land barons and rapey generals filled his mind. It all spun together, shoved aside occasionally with a stab of panic and fright at the thought that his mech was probably being disassembled and Gibbons was about to be found out and eliminated from existence. 
 
   Clay had only known a life with mechs. He’d lived out on the open range, whether it was the MexiCali Republics or down south in the Brazilian Empire, his life had been that of a mech pilot’s life. He didn’t know how to do anything else. He didn’t farm, couldn’t track anything without his scanners, didn’t have any skills that a shopkeeper or respectable businessperson would want. Not that he thought he could handle being stuck in one place, doing the same job over and over again, day in and day out, until he died. 
 
   No, he’d been forced to do the same thing again and again once. Once. It wouldn’t happen again. He preferred the thought of running screaming right out of the tunnel cave and plummeting to his death. A much better way to check out of life than shackled to a dawn to dusk job or being someone’s dent.
 
   Which meant, as his subconscious had intended for him to figure out, that no matter what Nasta had planned, Clay had to agree to do it. If it meant getting his mech back and keeping Gibbons from oblivion then he was prepared to do anything. Well, almost anything. No, pretty much anything. Okay, not quite anything. Maybe anything. Maybe not. 
 
   That back and forth filled his mind until the elusive sleep finally tapped him on the forehead and took him for the night.
 
   When he woke up the next day, he was ready to face the world. Mentally. His body was still total shit.
 
   It took him three days of rest and eating to get enough strength to put on his own clothes without wincing and convince Nasta he could handle a trip into Del Rado.
 
   She was almost as antsy to get Clay’s mech back as he was. She had broken her promise of telling him why the next day, and had ignored his asking for two more days, but Clay wasn’t going anywhere. And he had the upper hand. If she wanted his mech for something, eventually she would have to tell him what that something was. All roads led to Clay getting the answer. 
 
   But first, he found himself in an ancient joke of a roller on the road to Del Rado.
 
   “You need me to punch holes in a mountain,” Clay said, enjoying a game of guess the reason and annoy Nasta at the same time as the two of them sat in the backseat of the ancient roller while Firoa drove. “Or, hold on, you want me to dig you a swimming pool, but up on top of the mesa where you guys are hiding. That’s it, isn’t it? Mesa top swimming pool.”
 
   “No,” was all Nasta said as she rolled her eyes and looked past Firoa through the roller’s windshield at the desolate landscape.
 
   It wasn’t just Firoa up front. A man named Hank sat in the passenger seat, a wide array of weapons spread across his lap and at his feet. He hadn’t said a single word to Clay back in the caves and hadn’t said a single word since they hit the road. Clay wasn’t sure if that was just his personality or if the man was some kind of mute. 
 
   What Clay did know was the man was a magician when it came to weapons. He could simultaneously disassemble a carbine while reassembling a revolver. And he could do that while also oiling and sharpening two blades at once. It was enough of a show to almost distract Clay from annoying Nasta. Almost.
 
   “World’s largest game of leap frog,” Clay said and clapped his hands. “That’s it. That has to be.”
 
   “We obviously want you to fight,” Firoa snapped from up front. “So stop being an ass.”
 
   “Fi,” Nasta admonished. “Let the pilot have his fun.”
 
   Clay still hadn’t gotten Nasta to call him by his first name. He was still the “pilot” or “pilot boy.” It added fuel to his fire of annoying the woman as much as possible.
 
   The roller rumbled on over the rutted track that served as a road in that part of the open range. Eventually, they’d hit a better road which would connect to an even better one that led directly into Del Rado. But for that moment, they had to deal with the constant bouncing and jiggling of the roller as potholes and gouges in the dirt played havoc with their wheels.
 
   Yet even with all that chaos, Hank never bobbled or dropped a single weapon. Impressive.
 
   “Where’d you learn all that?” Clay asked Hank. The man didn’t respond. Didn’t even twitch at Clay’s words. “Hey, dude. Were you in the military? MexiCali or NorthAm?”
 
   Still no answer.
 
   Clay leaned forward, even though it hurt to do so, and tapped Hank on the shoulder. The man whipped around and Clay found himself faced with a loaded .44 revolver and a very sharp knife. The former was aimed at his heart while the latter was a hair’s breadth from his jugular.
 
   “Hank is deaf,” Firoa said with great amusement. “You don’t want to spook him.”
 
   “I am seeing that,” Clay said, both hands up in the air. “Can he read lips?”
 
   Hank nodded.
 
   “Sorry,” Clay said. “Didn’t mean to startle you. My bad, man.”
 
   Hank nodded again and the pistol and knife disappeared faster than Clay could track. But Hank still watched him, his eyes narrowed and questioning.
 
   “Were you born deaf?” Clay asked.
 
   Hank nodded.
 
   “Where’d you learn to handle weapons like that?” Clay asked. “Military?”
 
   Hank shook his head. He made a sign with his right hand.
 
   “What?” Clay asked.
 
   “His uncle taught him everything he knows,” Nasta said.
 
   Hank’s attention shifted to Nasta and she repeated what she had told Clay. Hank nodded and smiled. Then the smile went away and he turned back in his seat. He started cleaning another set of weapons. Clay leaned forward and tried to count them all, but there were just too many and Hank was fast. The man had a weapon torn apart, cleaned, put back together, and stowed in a large case at his feet before Clay could barely even identify the weapon.
 
   “His parents were slaves,” Nasta said. “Hank was born deaf because of a beating his mother took while pregnant. She’d dropped her mistress’s favorite tea cup and was whipped and tortured for three days because of it.”
 
   “One of the MexiCali Republics?” Clay asked.
 
   “Brazilian Empire,” Nasta said. 
 
   “Oh,” Clay said and nodded. The BE was not a place where a slave stepped out of line. They had very strict caste rules. 
 
   “His parents escaped when he was five, but they were tracked down in a couple of days,” Nasta said. “Hank was able to hide in a rotting log. His uncle found him a week later, licking the log for water and eating the bugs that crawled around him.”
 
   “How the hell did his uncle find him?” Clay asked.
 
   “Malcolm was one of the first to help people escape north,” Nasta said. “He knew he couldn’t save his sister or brother-in-law, so he retraced their escape route and found Hank. Taught him everything he knew.”
 
   “So this Malcolm was military?” Clay asked.
 
   Nasta nodded. Clay could see she was holding something back.
 
   “What?” Clay asked.
 
   “Malcolm was EM,” Nasta said. “He lived a double life of torturing the people he needed to save. Once he was able to get Hank north and with us, he took his own life.”
 
   “And took out six members of the Empire’s court,” Firoa said.
 
   “That was him?” Clay asked, shocked. “He was the Escuadron de la Muerte traitor?”
 
   “He wasn’t a traitor!” Firoa snapped and the roller swerved as she whipped her head around to glare at Clay.
 
   Hank tapped her shoulder and pointed forward. Firoa reluctantly returned her attention to the road ahead.
 
   “Hey, I didn’t mean anything by it,” Clay said. “That was what the newswire was calling him. I remember because news like that rarely gets out of the Brazilian Empire. They clamp down on bad press pretty fast.”
 
   Firoa slowed the roller and came to a stop at a crossroads. 
 
   “Shit,” she muttered as they all looked at a small roadblock.
 
   Three women and two men stood by the makeshift barrier, each holding a high-caliber automatic rifle. A woman walked towards the roller and Firoa lowered the window.
 
   “Let’s see your travel papers,” the woman demanded.
 
   “Sure thing,” Firoa said, her voice dripping with contempt and sarcasm.
 
   She handed the woman her papers and the woman made a big show of reading them over carefully. She nodded and handed them back.
 
   “The rest of you. Papers. Now,” the woman ordered.
 
   “Here you go,” Nasta said as she leaned forward and handed over three sheets of worn and ratty-looking paper.
 
   The woman snatched them out of Nasta’s hand and checked them over. She gave Hank a hard glare then turned the glare onto Nasta. She handed two of the papers back, but held the last one like it was a winning lottery ticket.
 
   “This is expired,” she said to Clay. “I should report you to the local constabulary. How about you step out of the roller and come have a chat with me and my colleagues.”
 
   Clay stared at her, but didn’t answer.
 
   “You stupid or something?” the woman snapped. “Get the hell out of the roller.”
 
   “Who are you with?” Nasta asked. “Which of the landowners do you work for?”
 
   “None of your damn business,” the woman said.
 
   “That’s not quite true,” Nasta said. “If I don’t know who you work for then I don’t know who to complain about. We have a big meeting in Del Rado and our boss is going to be mighty pissed if we’re late. I just need to know your boss’s name so I can have my boss give him or her a call. I’m sure it will get worked out amiably, but you just never know out here on the range.”
 
   “You didn’t have a boss designation on your papers,” the woman said.
 
   Clay could see the rest of the roadblock group getting antsy. Two of the men gripped their rifles tighter and one of the women started to walk towards the roller, her rifle up and aimed directly at Firoa.
 
   “We’re employees, not slaves or dents,” Nasta said. “We aren’t owned so we don’t have to put our boss’s name on our papers.”
 
   “Then what is his name?” the woman asked.
 
   “Who says it’s a him?” Nasta replied. “And I asked you first.”
 
   The second woman stopped directly in front of the roller and kept her rifle squarely on Firoa. Clay could smell violence in the air. Nasta was doing her best to deflect with a solid offense, but Clay knew the woman wasn’t going to just let them roll on without a good reason.
 
   “I gotta poo,” Clay said.
 
   Firoa and Nasta turned and looked right at him, their eyes wide and confused. Hank followed their gaze and gave Clay a questioning look. The woman outside the roller leaned in and shook her head.
 
   “I’m sorry, what did you say?” the woman asked.
 
   “I gotta poo,” Clay said. “My butt hurts. Stingy butt. I gotta poo now. Gonna poo my pants. Gonna poo my pants! GONNA POO MY PANTS!”
 
   He slammed a fist against the side of his head. Hard. The thud echoed in the roller loud enough to make Firoa and Nasta flinch. Hank gave Clay a sly grin.
 
   “Goota poo!” Clay yelled and slammed his fist against his head again.
 
   Hank started signing like crazy then reached out to grab Clay’s hand, but Clay pulled away fast.
 
   “No! Gotta poo! Giotta poo!” Clay yelled as Hank slapped at him, trying to get a hold of Clay’s fists.
 
   “Sweet mother of Hell,” the woman outside the roller said. “Bunch of retards.” She stepped back and slapped the top of the roller. “Get the hell out of here. Freaks. Just go. I better not see you this way again today. Stay over in Del Rado if you know what’s good for you.”
 
   “We’ll have to come back through tomorrow,” Firoa said, her voice raised so she could be heard over Clay’s shouting and Hank’s thrashing. 
 
   “I’m off tomorrow,” the woman said. “You’ll be someone else’s problem. Now get!”
 
   Firoa didn’t say another word, just hit the accelerator as the men and women at the roadblock moved the barrier out of the way. They stared at the roller as it eased by and kept staring until the vehicle was lost from sight over a hill.
 
   “They should drown scum like that at birth,” the woman said to the others as they moved the barrier back in place. “Taints the gene pool.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Seventeen
 
    
 
   Rollers, mule-drawn wagons, people on horseback, short four-legged mechs, bicycles, even a man riding an ancient looking ox, clogged the one road into Del Rado. Firoa gripped the wheel with tight knuckled fists, her annoyance at the delay written on her face and in her body language.
 
   “Deep breaths,” Nasta said to her. “Don’t get riled up before we’re even in the town limits.”
 
   “Look at this guy,” Firoa snapped, pointing out at a man that was riding something that looked like a skateboard, but had huge all-terrain wheels and a small motor strapped to the back. “What is that? What use could that be out here on the range?”
 
   “Putter stick,” Clay said. “All the kids use them down in Southwest MexiCali.”
 
   “Well, this is Northeast MexiCali and that thing looks stupid,” Firoa grumbled. “And it’s in my way.”
 
   Nasta sighed and looked over at Clay as Firoa kept cursing and complaining.
 
   “That was fast thinking back at the roadblock,” Nasta said. “But stupid.”
 
   “How’s that?” Clay asked.
 
   “The simple minded are a burden around here,” Nasta said. “Most bosses have them killed before they can grow up. The worst ones make the parents do it themselves.”
 
   “Hansen would be in that category,” Clay said. “They do the same down south, but only if the simple ones can’t perform any duty like digging ditches or hammering nails. If the person can at least clean a toilet then they get to live.”
 
   “I know,” Nasta said. “In those bunk houses for the retarded. But this isn’t south. This is Northeast MexiCali. Things are rougher up here.”
 
   “No shit,” Clay said as he rubbed his shoulder. 
 
   “Just be careful what you make up, okay?” Nasta said. “In fact, best to let me do all of the talking. The folks we’re meeting don’t like strangers. I’ve dealt with them for a while now and they are your best shot at getting your mech back. But let me handle the negotiations.”
 
   “Gladly,” Clay said. “I’ll be in the saloon at a table with a bottle of booze watching the show. There is a show, right? Tell me the saloon here in Del Rado has dancers.”
 
   “There’s a saloon,” Nasta said. “That’s where we’re meeting.”
 
   “Convenient,” Clay said.
 
   “Anonymous,” Firoa said, taking a break from shouting at the eclectic traffic to join the conversation. “Too much noise and chaos happening for anyone to pay attention to us.”
 
   “Maybe,” Clay said. “My experience is there are always at least three people in a saloon that see everything. The bartender, the bouncer, and the madame. You got enough scrip to hand them if they get curious? A wad of scrip will make any one of them folks forget all about us.”
 
   “Better,” Nasta said and pulled out a small black bag from her pocket. She opened it and Clay glanced inside to see a good amount of shiny stones.
 
   “Are those…?” he asked.
 
   “They are,” Nasta said. “Uncut emeralds, but emeralds. High grade. Perfectly good for optics and com systems. Push a gigawatt of geothermal through one of these and you double your energy efficiency.”
 
   “Yeah, I know how they work,” Clay said. “I’ve got half a ton in my cargo hold just in case.”
 
   Nasta stared at Clay. Firoa brought the roller to a halt and turned to stare as well. Hank only looked around, puzzled by why they had stopped.
 
   “A half a ton?” Firoa asked. “Of emeralds? A half a ton of emeralds?”
 
   “Yeah,” Clay said. “Not that I can spend them. They are tech rocks only. Let’s say that I may have borrowed them without asking. If I, or anyone, were to spend them as currency, they’d be tracked down fast and that would be that. So they stay in my hold.”
 
   “Who’d you borrow them from?” Nasta asked.
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Clay said. “Because whoever has my mech has the emeralds now. I doubt I’ll ever see them again.”
 
   “A half a ton?” Firoa said again. “No wonder you wanted to get up to NorthAm.”
 
   “Nope, that’s not the reason,” Clay said. “Not even close.”
 
   A man rode by on a horse and slapped the top of the roller with a rolled-up whip.
 
   “Keep it moving, folks,” he said, a bright, shiny star on his chest. “Park this piece of crap or get the hell outta here.”
 
   Firoa got the roller moving again, ignoring the hollers and shouts of derision that followed them. She drove them halfway through town then turned into an empty alley. She maneuvered the roller around a pile of trash and came to a wooden garage door. Two honks of the horn and the door opened up.
 
   “Who’s he?” a girl about thirteen asked as Firoa pulled into the garage, killed the engine, then got out and stretched.
 
   “Nunya,” Firoa replied.
 
   “Funny,” the girl said and sneered. “Nunya? Like none ya business? You’re so cute, Fi. Ha farting ha.”
 
   “Your mom around?” Firoa asked. “I want to make sure the roller’s safe here. Lot of folks in town today. Lot of out of towners that may be casing unprotected garages like this.”
 
   “Please,” the girl said. “This garage ain’t unprotected.” She produced a sawed-off pump action shotgun from under her dress, racked a shell into the chamber, and rested the barrel on her shoulder. “Thieves be coming here, but they don’t be going out.”
 
   “Put that hog leg down before you blow your darned head off, Amelie,” a woman said from the top of a set of stairs at the end of the garage. 
 
   The woman was dressed in nice, but worn, riding pants. Her shirt was silk and tucked into the waist of her pants, pulling the top tight against her chest with enough buttons undone to make things interesting. A revolver was holstered on each hip, but with the butts pointed out, cross draw style. She wore shiny black boots with silver threading and what looked like diamond studs. Her hair was bright red and pulled up into a bun on top. 
 
   “Mrs. Ventura,” Nasta said as she got out of the roller. She motioned for Clay to follow and he did. Hank stayed right where he was. “This is the pilot I was talking about, Haggie. Are they here yet?”
 
   “Inside,” Mrs. Ventura said, giving Clay a full scan, her eyes tracing every feature of him, up and down. “You can leave the roller, but you’ll need to enter from the front. Can’t look like I’m favoring anyone around here, can I?”
 
   The woman was in her mid-to-late forties and looked healthy as anyone Clay had ever seen. Her skin was pale, as most redheads’ skin was, but she didn’t have a single freckle anywhere he could see. Smooth and silky as her shirt. 
 
   She caught Clay studying her and her right hand crossed her waist to pat the pistol on her left hip. 
 
   “I ain’t for sale, pilot,” Mrs. Ventura said. “Neither is my baby girl there. But you head inside and get yourself a drink and I’ll send one of my working girls over to your table. I think I know what you like.”
 
   “You probably don’t,” Clay said. 
 
   “I probably do,” Mrs. Ventura replied. “I been in the skin game all my life, mister. I could tell you what you like down to the size of a woman’s nipples and how deep her cooch goes.”
 
   “Peekachu’s ghost,” the girl, Amelie, cursed. “Why you gotta say stuff like that, Ma?”
 
   Mrs. Ventura held out a hand and Nasta hurried over. She dumped half the emeralds into the woman’s waiting palm and closed the bag fast, tucking it back into her pocket before Mrs. Ventura could guess how many rocks were left inside. 
 
   “Nice and raw,” Mrs. Ventura said as she bounced the emeralds in her hand. She tucked them away inside her silk shirt and gave Clay a wink. “Best hurry up. Tables are filling up fast inside. All these folks here for the tournament.”
 
   “That’s not for a couple of weeks,” Clay said.
 
   “If you consider next week a couple of weeks,” Mrs. Ventura laughed. “You sure you’re a mech pilot? Doesn’t seem like your math is all that good. Takes math to be a pilot, if I ain’t mistaken.”
 
   “He’s been injured and out of it for a spell,” Nasta said.
 
   “Shoulder and guts, I see,” Mrs. Ventura said. “You be careful, pilot. You grunt too hard and you’ll hurt that belly of yours. Those abdominals still need some mending.”
 
   Clay started to respond, but just nodded instead. The woman knew how to read a body. Maybe she did know his type of gal. 
 
   “What do they look like?” Nasta asked.
 
   Mrs. Ventura shrugged. “Like you’d expect. Huge sombreros and bandoliers. They might as well put an advertisement in the paper letting everyone know who they are.”
 
   “Hold on…sombreros and bandoliers?” Clay asked, his gaze shifting to Nasta. “Bandanas? Red ones tied around their necks?”
 
   “That would be them,” Mrs. Ventura said. 
 
   There were some gunshots from far out in the street and Mrs. Ventura started making a shooing motion. 
 
   “Go on now,” she said. “I want this garage locked tight. Your roller will be safe here and I’ll keep Amelie, or one of my girls, on lookout for you. Any of you get in a scrape, you high tail it back around here. Don’t even think about coming through this back door. That’s for me only. But, you make it here and we’ll keep you hidden until it blows over. Then you are on your way. You didn’t pay for no long term stay.”
 
   “Thank you,” Nasta said. “We’ll be in and out before nightfall, I hope. If not I’ll let you know and we’ll pick the roller up first thing in the morning.”
 
   “Not gonna stay in my establishment?” Mrs. Ventura asked.
 
   “Too conspicuous,” Nasta said.
 
   “You’re way past that, I’d say, but whatever,” Mrs. Ventura said. “Now go.”
 
   Nasta gripped Clay’s arm and led him from the garage and into the alley. Firoa and Hank followed behind once Hank had filled a large duffel bag with weapons and strapped it to his back. Clay kept giving Nasta a hard look, but she ignored him until they were out of the alley and out onto the street.
 
   “Sombreros and bandoliers with red bandanas around their necks,” Clay hissed, pulling his arm free from Nasta’s grasp. “Are you kidding me?”
 
   “They have strategic value and know all the routes up and down the both lands,” Nasta said. “From the Empire up through the Republics.”
 
   “You stupid, stupid woman,” Clay said.
 
   Firoa had a pistol up under Clay’s jaw in a flash.
 
   “You say that again and I empty that already less than full head of yours,” Firoa snarled.
 
   Hank disarmed Firoa with a flick of his wrist and had the pistol in his hand before the woman could even blink. He gave Firoa a stern look and shook his head.
 
   “There a problem here, folks?” the man on horseback with a badge asked. “Did I just see a six-shooter pressing into the soft parts of that man’s skull?”
 
   “No, sir,” Nasta said. “Just some friends goofing around.”
 
   “Goofing around,” Clay said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name, sir?”
 
   The man glared at Clay then gave him a thin smile. “Sheriff Trang. And you are?”
 
   “What are you doing?” Nasta whispered out of the side of her mouth.
 
   “What was that?” Sheriff Trang asked.
 
   “I’m Horatio Longfellow,” Clay said. “Out of San Decisco. You may have heard of my father, Gertrude Longfellow? Big man in the rubber band business.”
 
   “No, Mr. Longfellow, can’t say as I has heard of him,” Sheriff Trang replied. “That would be a hard name to forget. His first name is Gertrude?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Clay replied, a huge shit-eating grin on his face. “It was his grandmother’s name. We’re a tight knit family.”
 
   “Sounds like it,” Sheriff Trang said and scrunched up his face. He tapped his fingers on the pommel of his saddle as his horse snorted a few times. “Well, you folks have a good time here in Del Rado. Stay out of trouble and we’ll get along just fine.”
 
   “That’s our aim, Sheriff,” Clay said. “Longfellows aren’t known for trouble. We’re a delicate people.”
 
   That made the sheriff snort a harsh laugh. He tipped his hat and turned his horse around, intentionally against the traffic that clogged the street. 
 
   “Y’all have a good day,” the sheriff said, his eyes already locked onto a group of kids on putter boards harassing an old man and his wife a couple blocks away.
 
   They waited until the sheriff was gone before turning and stepping onto the raised sidewalk that fronted each row of buildings up and down the street.
 
   “What the hell was that?” Firoa asked. “Horatio Longfellow?”
 
   “With a father named Gertrude,” Clay said. “Throws off a curious lawman every time. No one wants to get involved with someone whose father is named Gertrude. Makes them feel tainted and dirty.”
 
   “I feel tainted and dirty and I know it’s all bull,” Firoa said.
 
   Hank laughed and patted Clay on the shoulder. Clay’s bad shoulder. Clay winced, but gave Hank a smile. The man must have been reading lips the whole time.
 
   “Inside,” Nasta said as she pushed open one of the double doors that led into the saloon. “I do the talking. These people are skittish as it is and I don’t want—”
 
   “What you don’t want is anything to do with them,” Clay said as he grabbed Nasta by the arm as soon as they were inside the saloon. “This is a big mistake. You have to trust me on that.”
 
   “I don’t trust you on that,” Nasta said. She plucked Clay’s hand from her arm. “I barely know you, pilot boy. I don’t really trust you on anything. But you have the last piece of a puzzle I have been working on most of my life. This works out and we all get what we want and you can be on your way by the end of next week.”
 
   She pushed through the crowd, leaving Clay with his mouth hanging open.
 
   “End of next week?” Clay called out. “What the hell does that mean? What’s the end of next week?”
 
   “The tournament, stranger!” a wild-haired drunk shouted in his face. 
 
   Hunks of dried beef and spit flecked Clay’s cheeks and Clay gave the man a shove away which sent his shoulder into a painful spasm. He worked his way through the crowd until he came to where Nasta, Firoa, and Hank stood. They faced a group of men and women seated at a table only a hand grab’s distance from the small stage set against the saloon’s back wall. The men and women were dressed in miscellaneous trousers and shirts, but they all had three things in common: wide sombreros on their heads, bandoliers of bullets across their chests, and red bandanas tied around their necks.
 
   “Goddammit,” Clay muttered as he stepped up next to Nasta. “Anonymous, my ass.”
 
   “This is him?” a large woman asked. She regarded Clay with complete contempt. “Don’t look like he could stand up to a three-year-old’s tantrum let alone pilot a mech.”
 
   The woman had exactly three teeth, two of which were capped in gold. Clay rolled his eyes.
 
   “Goddammit,” Clay muttered again. He looked at Nasta, but the woman wouldn’t meet his glare. “Comunistas? You’re involved with goddamn comunistas?”
 
   “She sure is!” the large woman cackled. “And now you is too! Viva la revolucion!”
 
   The others at the table lifted their tankards of beer and shouted, “Viva la revolucion!”
 
   “Goddammit,” Clay said for a third time. “Fucking comunistas.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Eighteen
 
    
 
   Clay wanted to make a grand exit, shove his way through the crowd, and bolt out onto the Del Rado main drag. He wanted Nasta to know he intended to have no part of anything where comunistas were involved. But the saloon was so crowded, and his guts were hurting bad enough, that he only made it about two meters before she caught up to him.
 
   “Clay!” she yelled from behind him. “Clay! Stop!”
 
   No one in the saloon cared that she was yelling, they didn’t even care as the comunistas continued their chant of “Viva la revolucion!” another six times before yelling at a waitress to bring them more pitchers, many more pitchers. The crowd only cared about the drinks in their hands and the barely clad women and men that had stepped out onto the stage.
 
   Clay ignored Nasta’s shouts, although the fact she used his name and didn’t call him pilot boy was not lost on him. He tried to aim for the saloon’s doors, but the crush of the crowd drove him in the opposite direction and he found himself shoved up against the end of the bar. 
 
   He caught the bartender’s eye and held up three fingers. The man nodded and poured three fingers of brown liquor into a dirty glass and slid it down the bar to Clay. Everyone at the bar lifted their glass to let the drink pass as if they’d choreographed and rehearsed the move for days. Clay knew Haggie Ventura wasn’t going to go broke anytime soon with solid regulars like that.
 
   “Clay!” Nasta shouted from his side. 
 
   “Hey there, little lady,” a fat drunk said. “You looking for some companionship?”
 
   Nasta nut punched him and he went down hard.
 
   “Damn,” he gasped. “No need to be rude.”
 
   “She can’t help it,” Clay said and fished around in his pockets for coins or scrip. But, of course, he didn’t have any. He noticed the bartender giving him the stink eye and returned the look with a wide, disingenuous smile.
 
   “They hang folks that can’t pay their bar tabs around here,” Nasta said as she slapped down a pile of scrip on the bar and pointed at the bartender.
 
   The man smiled and slid a full bottle down the bar. More well-rehearsed choreography from the locals and the bottle came to a stop right by Clay’s drink, a second glass following right behind. The scrip was grabbed up and passed from hand to hand down to the bartender without a single slip being pocketed. Solid regulars indeed.
 
   “They hang folks that can’t pay their bar tab everywhere,” Clay said. He picked up his drink and downed it in one gulp. His belly turned to pure fire instantly, but he refused to let the pain show on his face. He wouldn’t give Nasta the satisfaction. “That’s a universal offense, I’m fairly sure.”
 
   Nasta filled her glass and downed it, drinking twice as much as Clay in one swallow.
 
   “What’s your beef with comunistas?” Nasta asked.
 
   “Beef? I got some beef right here,” the fat drunk said as he got back to his feet, obviously having forgotten the previous few seconds of pain.
 
   He went down even faster with the second nut punch.
 
   “Don’t like them,” Clay said and filled his glass with more liquor than Nasta had.
 
   He took a breath, downed the booze, coughed hard, put the back of his hand to his mouth, then tried to casually set his glass down on the bar. He missed and it fell to the sawdust covered floor. A new glass appeared almost as fast as the first one broke. Clay gave a thankful nod to the bartender.
 
    “You can’t ever trust comunistas,” Clay said. “They will double cross you in a second all in the name of their revolucion.”
 
   “Viva la revolucion!” the comunistas called out from their table by the stage and the entire bar echoed the cheer.
 
   “Goddammit,” Clay said and filled his and Nasta’s glasses. “They are fighting some revolution against who? Who are they fighting? The powers that be? The bourgeoisie? Whatever that is. The landowners? The Empire and the Republics? They don’t even know, Nasta!”
 
   “They know,” Nasta said. “They are fighting for the people.”
 
   “The people? What people? You? Me? Who?” Clay asked as he pointed his glass at her. “They don’t fight for me or for you, trust me. They just like wearing those stupid costumes and shouting viva la revolucion.”
 
   “VIVA LA REVOLUCION!”
 
   “Goddammit! Shut up!” Clay yelled.
 
   “Stop it,” Nasta snarled. She downed her drink at the same time Clay downed his. “You are going to get us shot or knifed or hanged. Calm down and come back to the table. Listen to what they are offering then make up your mind. You only have to deal with them long enough to get your mech back. I’ll be dealing with them long term, so what do you care?”
 
   “I don’t,” Clay said. “Except to keep my skin attached to my body.” 
 
   He filled and drank, filled Nasta’s glass and she drank. The two of them stared at each other over their empty glasses. The world was a little softer in Clay’s eyes and he felt the liquor start to whisper in his ear.
 
   It said, “Go with it. Screw the comunistas. You need to find your mech and Gibbons. And you need to be nice to Nasta. She’s a good person and damn if she doesn’t look hot in those trousers.”
 
   “Shut up,” Clay said.
 
   “What?” Nasta replied. 
 
   “Nothing,” he said. 
 
   Nasta grabbed the bottle by its neck and pushed it into Clay’s chest. “What’s it going to be, pilot boy?”
 
   “Okay,” Clay said, taking the bottle. “I listen. That’s it. But only about the business at hand. If any of those morons start in about the proletariat and the collective needs of the people, I’ll put a bullet between their eyes.”
 
   “Will you now? With what? Hank is holding your pistol in his bag, pilot boy,” Nasta said and smiled. “And I’m not giving you mine.”
 
   “You call me Clay or no deal,” Clay said.
 
   “Fine,Clay,” she replied. “You cool enough to come talk? Or should we get another bottle?”
 
   “Both,” Clay said. 
 
   He snapped his fingers and pointed over at the table where the sombreros were hard to miss. The bartender wrinkled his nose and nodded then tossed a bottle at a passing waitress and shouted instructions to her. Clay gave the man a thankful nod and followed Nasta back through the crowd to the table.
 
   Extra chairs had been pulled up to the table, which wasn’t hard since most everyone in the saloon were on their feet, clapping and stomping as the half-naked women and men on stage danced some half-assed choreography that was less rehearsed than the regulars at the bar. But that wasn’t really the point. The point was for the crowd to see some soft and hard bits as the dancers gyrated and bent over. 
 
   No one cared that their chairs had been absconded with and set around the table where a bunch of sombreroed fools kept toasting their revolucion. No one except Clay. Nasta had to force him to sit down with a firm grip on his bad shoulder.
 
   “Comrade!” the large woman said as Clay took a seat. “You do not approve of our movement? Why is that? We are here to free the people from the shackles of the oligarchy! You are one of the peoples so that means you will be freed as well! Viva la revolucion!”
 
   The cheer went up, but was confined to the table as the crowd had moved on, their attention on the now fully naked dancers that were busy waggling their bits and pieces around the stage.
 
   The waitress arrived with the bottle and waited as Nasta handed her more scrip. The waitress stared at it then stared at Nasta until the woman fished out more for the tip.
 
   “See that? That right there is why we fight, comrade,” the large woman said to Clay. “A woman like that should not have to parade around in her underwear so she can earn tips for doing a day’s work. We fight so the workers of the world can make a fair wage and be free of the chains of capitalism.”
 
   “The workers of the world, eh?” Clay laughed. “Have you even been out of this territory? What do you know of the workers of the world?”
 
   “I know what my brothers and sisters tell me,” the large woman said, shaking off Clay’s accusatory and argumentative tone. “They tell me of limbs being lost, of lives destroyed by illness from horrible working conditions. They tell me of women and children kicked into the cold as husbands and fathers are conscripted into manual labor and lost from their lives. They tell me about human trafficking and open slavery that has become the norm across the globe. They tell me of slaves being butchered and left for the vultures to feast upon because their owners tire of them. That is what I know of the workers of the world.”
 
   “But what do you know personally?” Clay asked. 
 
   The large woman leaned across the table and pointed a finger at him.
 
   “What’s your name, comrade?” she asked. 
 
   “What’s yours?” Clay shot back.
 
   “Willow Bentbranch,” the large woman said. “You?”
 
   “Clay,” Clay said. He poured a glassful of liquor and sipped from it, his eyes locked onto Willow’s. “And the only reason I’m here is because you can get my mech back for me.”
 
   Nasta grunted and closed her eyes. She took the glass out of Clay’s hands and downed it before slamming it into the table, her eyes filled with fire. 
 
   “That’s not being cool, Clay,” Nasta said. She focused on Willow. “Listen, I apologize for the pilot here. From what I know, he’s been out on the range a while and hasn’t had to deal with civilized people for a long time.”
 
   “Show me some civilized people and I’ll deal with them,” Clay said.
 
   Nasta grabbed one of his fingers and bent it to the side at a very awkward angle.
 
   “Ow, ow, ow!” he cried. “Okay, okay, I’ll be cool.”
 
   Firoa snickered and gave him a sneer then gave Nasta a smile. “Wish you would have let me do that,” she said.
 
   Hank was busy watching the stage show and ignored everything happening at the table, the duffel bag secured between his feet.
 
   “I cannot help those that refuse to help themselves,” Willow said, spreading her hands wide on the table. She gave Nasta a sad, condescending smile. “We would love to help you and your cause, but we have very specific demands in order to do that. If your pilot refuses to cooperate then we have nothing more to talk about. I will drink with you, since you are a comrade that understands our collective struggle, but our business is over unless I know the pilot is in.”
 
   “Can you get his mech back for him?” Nasta asked.
 
   “We can,” Willow said. “But why? We have our own mech that he can use.”
 
   “You what?” Clay asked, leaning forward in his chair. “Your own mech I can use for what?”
 
   “Quiet,” Nasta said. She patted Clay’s hand until he leaned back. “That is a generous offer, but he needs his mech if we are going to make a deal. You have to agree that a mech pilot in his own mech is better than a mech pilot in a strange mech, yes?”
 
   “I agree with that, comrade, but we do not have his mech,” Willow said. She smacked the man that sat next to her in the chest. “Tell her.”
 
   “We don’t have his mech,” the man said as he straightened his bandolier. “We have a different mech.”
 
   “Then I am confused,” Nasta said.
 
   “Join the freaking club,” Clay snorted.
 
   Hank laughed hard and all eyes turned to him as he slapped his hands on his thighs. Everyone followed his gaze and stared at the act being performed on the stage. It involved some very intricate contortions. It was hard to tell where one person began and another ended. Although everyone seemed to end in a very enthusiastic young woman on stage left.
 
   Everyone turned back to the business at the table, forgetting the entertaining violations occurring up on stage. Except Hank. He kept his eyes locked onto every gyration and grunting pelvic thrust.
 
   “In our last communication, I said I had a mech pilot for you, but he needed his mech back,” Nasta said, focused entirely on Willow. “You said you needed a mech pilot and could get his mech back for him. You specifically said you had the resources to retrieve his mech. There was no misunderstanding with that. So what is the problem now?”
 
   “No problem, but you are wrong about the misunderstanding,” Willow said. “We can get his mech for him but he has to use our mech to do it. If he wins the tournament then we can demand that the Mister give back the mech he has taken to his ranch. The winner of the tournament gets to set the terms of the spoils. Those are the rules.”
 
   Nasta frowned and leaned back in her chair, her arms crossed and her brow deeply furrowed. Firoa did the same and the two women looked at each other, a silent communication being spoken between them.
 
   “How do you get to enter the tournament?” Clay asked before anyone spoke again. “It’s for landowners only, right? That’s what I understood from my fun time with General Hansen.”
 
   The comunistas all hissed at the name. Clay rolled his eyes.
 
   “Puta whore,” Willow said. “That woman is nothing but lies.” Then she shrugged and nodded. “But, yes, only landowners can enter the tournament. That is why we have purchased eighteen acres of range land and even put some cattle on it. We are now landowners and eligible to enter the tournament. We have the land, we have the mech, and all we need is the pilot.”
 
   “Oh, you have got to be joking,” Clay laughed and laughed hard. “Comunistas are now landowners? Am I the only one that sees the irony in this?”
 
   “What’s your mech like?” Nasta asked when her and Firoa’s eye contact conversation was over. “Is it in good condition?”
 
   “The best,” Willow replied. “I have had it looked over by six different mechanics. All support the revolucion so I know they were honest in their assessments. It will hold up in a fight, no problem.”
 
   Nasta looked over at Clay. “What do you think?”
 
   “About what?” Clay asked. “This isn’t what was promised to me. I never agreed to fight in the tournament and I certainly never agreed to use some strange mech I haven’t even seen.”
 
   “We can fix that!” Willow announced and slammed her palms on the table, nearly knocking the liquor bottle off into Clay’s lap. “We will take you to it now!”
 
   “Yippee,” Clay said and twirled a finger in the air. “But you aren’t listening to me, flower girl.”
 
   “Ah, you have guessed my heritage,” Willow said and smiled.
 
   “Wasn’t hard,” Clay said. “But I think you have your movements mixed up. The Flower People are for peace, not revolucion. Whoever named you forgot to pin the guidelines to your crib when they dumped you in the gutter.”
 
   “That’s harsh,” Firoa said, but she was smiling.
 
   “All movements are one,” Willow said, the smile gone. “And we cannot have peace without a fight.”
 
   “You are killing me here,” Clay snickered. “Here’s what it comes down to, so listen closely. I want my mech, not your mech. If you want me to fight for you then the only way that is happening is if I’m in my own cockpit with my tons of metal around me. Not your tons of metal. Mine.”
 
   “Come see the mech first,” Willow said. 
 
   “Don’t see how that will change things,” Clay said.
 
   “Maybe not, but if you see what we have prepared then you may decide that winning the tournament is easier than going to retrieve your mech,” Willow said.
 
   Clay let out a long, annoyed breath.
 
   “Fine, let’s look at your mech,” Clay said. “A look only. If I don’t like it then there’s no deal. I’ll figure out how to get my mech back myself.”
 
   “Clay, if you don’t fight for the comunistas then they won’t open their routes to our needs,” Nasta said, leaning in close and speaking directly into his ear. 
 
   It wasn’t a whisper since whispers were impossible over the noise of the saloon, but it was intimate communication and Nasta’s warm breath on his skin chipped away at some of the obstinacy he felt towards the whole situation. He slowly turned his head and her face was right there, an inch from his own. Her eyes peered into his and he didn’t flinch.
 
   “Those routes your only needs?” Clay asked.
 
   Nasta held her position then nodded slowly as she drew back.
 
   “Yes,” she said.
 
    Clay rubbed the stubble on his cheeks with both hands then pushed up and away from the table.
 
   “Fine, fine,” he said. “We look at your mech. But you will listen to my professional opinion. If I don’t think it’s combat worthy then there is no deal. I don’t care what cause or movement or whatever it impacts. If I say the mech can’t fight then it can’t fight. Got it?”
 
   No one replied. In fact, no one was even looking at Clay. All eyes were locked onto a spot behind his right shoulder.
 
   “What?” Clay asked and turned around.
 
   He came face to scarred face with the Captain.
 
   “Hello there,” the Captain said. “I was just coming over to speak to some suspected cattle rustlers and look what I found instead.”
 
   Clay never saw the punch coming.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Nineteen
 
    
 
   Strength wasn’t exactly Clay’s strength at that moment.
 
   He’d had a hard couple of weeks. His body felt like hell and he was quite drunk, if he did say so himself. Not that he did say so himself since he was too busy lying in the beer and liquor soaked sawdust at the feet of the Captain. 
 
   His jaw hurt almost as much as his shoulder and guts. He rubbed at it and tried to speak, but he didn’t get a chance as a boot connected with his temple, sending him tumbling against the table where the comunistas and Underground Railroad folks still sat, staring in disbelief. The Captain leaned down and picked Clay up by his shirt, dragging him away from the table and back through the crowd.
 
   A crowd that could give a shit about some drunk being hauled across the floor by the Captain. They knew her, all of them did, at least by reputation. The drunk was on his own.
 
   “Hey…” Clay mumbled as his heels thumped on the saloon’s uneven boards. He struggled to right himself, to get free of the Captain’s grip, but he just didn’t have it in him. “Hey…”
 
   “Oh, this is rich,” the Captain said. “Rich, indeed. The General is going to be so happy. Yes, he is. So happy.”
 
   “General’s…a girl…” Clay muttered. “Not a…he.”
 
   “General Hansen is a woman,” the Captain snapped. “Show some respect, you lazy, double-crossing coward.”
 
   “Huh?” Clay asked as he saw the saloon doors come into his view. Only two groups of people stood between him and the street outside. “What?”
 
   The Captain gave him a hard slap across one cheek then a backhand across the other. She pulled him close, face to scarred face, and showed him her yellowed teeth.
 
   “You are General Hansen’s property, boy,” the Captain said. “Time to go back to your owner where you belong.”
 
   The Captain shoved through the groups of people and was at the double doors when the saloon echoed with an earsplitting crack. The woman stopped and let Clay fall to her feet as she pulled her pistol and spun about.
 
   Clay was able to push up onto his elbows and the crowd parted down the middle from the Captain to the table where the comunistas and the undergrounders sat. But one of them wasn’t sitting. He was standing upright, a shotgun aimed up at the ceiling, plaster dust raining down on him from the holes he had put in the cheap tin that lined the space above. Hank regarded the Captain with a blank, almost bored look.
 
   “That’s a big gun you got there,” the Captain said. “But it’s pointed in the wrong direction.”
 
   The Captain had her pistol aimed right at Hank, her hand steady. Clay could see the tension in her finger as it began to squeeze the trigger. But another crack rang out and the pistol went flying from her hand. The Captain cried out and clutched her hand to her chest then turned to regard the woman standing on the stage with a revolver in each hand. 
 
   “You know the rules, Captain,” Mrs. Ventura said. “No gunfights inside my saloon. You want a showdown, you take it outside and make it official. I already sent a runner to find Sheriff Trang.”
 
   “I’m right here, Haggie,” Sheriff Trang said from the double doors. “Had a feeling this one was going to be trouble.” He nodded down at Clay. “Smelled it on him.”
 
   The crowd was developing whiplash as they turned their heads from the Captain to Hank, up at Mrs. Ventura, over to Sheriff Trang then down at Clay and back to the Captain.
 
   “I have a legitimate claim on this man,” the Captain said. “He was caught trying to thieve grey from our water tower. That gives us jurisdiction over his person. General Hansen has ordered me to bring him back alive, so no showdown is needed.”
 
   “Proxy!” Clay shouted. “I call proxy!”
 
   He gained enough wits and strength to point over at Hank.
 
   “I’m not going back with this woman so I make that man my proxy,” Clay said. “He can shoot for me in the street.”
 
   The Captain glared at Clay and almost brought a boot back to kick him again, but she stopped herself and held out her injured shooting hand.
 
   “I’m in no shape for a showdown, Sheriff Trang,” the Captain said. “I probably won’t be able to wipe my backside for a week.”
 
   “You agree to be this man’s proxy?” Sheriff Trang asked as he ignored the Captain and his eyes went to Hank.
 
   Hank cocked his head. Firoa came up in front of him and signed what the sheriff had said. Hank nodded.
 
   “Yeah, he’ll be this dumbass’s proxy,” Firoa said. “I don’t why, but he will.”
 
   Hank made a series of signs. Firoa smiled, but didn’t say anything until Hank glared at her and pointed the shotgun towards the Captain.
 
   “He says that he’ll do it because he’s sick of looking at this ugly bitch’s face every time he comes into town,” Firoa said.
 
   “Oh, Peekachu’s ghost,” Nasta moaned.
 
   “I call for my own proxy!” the Captain shouted. “Nuggins!”
 
   “What?” a man called from the far end of the bar where he was busy feeling up a working woman that giggled at his pawing with vacant, blank eyes. “I’m busy right now, sir.”
 
   “Get unbusy!” the Captain shouted. “Ain’t you been paying attention to anything that has been happening here?”
 
   “Not really,” Nuggins called out, his attention still on the tits and ass before him. “What’s up?”
 
   “You’re my proxy, stupid!” the Captain shouted. “Gonna need you to kill some deaf boy for me!”
 
   “Right now?” Nuggins asked.
 
   “Right now!” the Captain hollered. “Then you can dip your wick in any one of Haggie’s fine ladies. My treat.”
 
   “Damn, you got yerself a deal, sir!” Nuggins whooped.
 
   He pushed the whore away and shoved up to the front of the saloon. He caught sight of Clay still on the floor and grinned.
 
   “Hey, I know you,” Nuggins said. “I didn’t think you was deaf though.”
 
   “Not him, idiot,” the Captain said, grabbing Nuggins by the neck and turning him towards Hank. “That one. The big dummy.”
 
   Hank obviously read the Captain’s lips that time because he took a step forward and almost squeezed the trigger of the shotgun, but Firoa intervened and calmed him down.
 
   “I wouldn’t call him that again,” Firoa said.
 
   “Listen, we really don’t want any trouble,” Nasta said as she stood up and tried to decide who to talk to first. “This was a misunderstanding. Simple as that.”
 
   “Too late for backing out now,” Sheriff Trang said. “Your boy here called for a proxy and one was provided. The Captain called for a proxy and one was provided. The showdown is happening now. I want to get this over with and be home by ten, if y’all don’t mind. Been a long day and tomorrow is fixing to be longer.” He pointed a finger at Nasta. “And if you ain’t looking for trouble then I suggest you don’t associate with comunistas. I mean, look at them damn hats. Cheeses and crackers.”
 
   “Clay, stop this,” Nasta pleaded as she pushed through the crowd towards him.
 
   “Like the sheriff said, it’s too late,” the Captain snarled as she put herself between Nasta and Clay. “The proxy will die, and per the rules of engagement and showdowns in Del Rado, Mr. MacAulay will die as well.”
 
   “Not with Hank as my guy,” Clay said and slowly, painfully got to his feet. “The man knows his guns.”
 
   “Oh, Clay,” Nasta said. “You have no idea what you’ve done.”
 
   “Not my first showdown, Nasta,” Clay said. “I know exactly what I’ve done.”
 
   “No, you don’t,” Nasta said. “Hank is a great shot. At close range. But he’s near sighted and refuses to get glasses. He won’t be able to see Mr. Nuggins, let alone be able to draw and put a bullet in him.”
 
   “Just Nuggins, ma’am,” Nuggins said. “But I thank you kindly for the courtesy of adding a mister to my name.” He ogled Nasta from top to bottom. “Maybe when this is over you and I can celebrate. Maybe a threesome with that fine lady at the end of the bar.”
 
   He gave the whore a wave and she gave him one back then belched.
 
   “Are you insane?” Nasta snapped. “There will be nothing to celebrate if you kill my friend.”
 
   “Oh, right, good point,” Nuggins said. He shrugged and looked around. “So we doing this or what?”
 
   “Outside. Now,” Sheriff Trang ordered.
 
   The Captain sneered at Clay then led Nuggins outside as the saloon basically emptied in three point one seconds. 
 
   “We stand with you, comrade,” Willow said as the comunistas filed past him and out with the rest of the crowd.
 
   That left Clay, Nasta, Hank, and Mrs. Ventura in the saloon. Even the dancers and the bartender had vacated.
 
   “Did you say he’s near sighted?” Clay asked.
 
   “Yes,” Nasta replied. “Severely.”
 
   “But he read the Captain’s lips,” Clay argued.
 
   “No, he read the lips of the people close by that were repeating what the Captain said to their neighbors,” Nasta said. “It’s a trick he’s learned over the years.”
 
   “You have to be kidding me,” Clay said and rubbed his swelling jaw. “I’m dead.”
 
   “Nah,” Firoa said. “You still have a chance. You’ve got mech pilot eyes, right?”
 
   “I don’t know what that means,” Clay said.
 
   “You have keen vision,” Firoa grumbled. “That’s what that means. You be Hank’s eyes. Tell him where to fire and he’ll fire there. He won’t miss. The rules say you can stand by your proxy’s side during the showdown. That’s your chance.”
 
   “Yeah, we’re dead,” Clay said.
 
   “Quitter,” Firoa said and left the saloon.
 
   “You want me to have that roller of yours ready to go?” Mrs. Ventura asked, still standing on the stage, hands holding her revolvers. “I think you’ll need to leave in a hurry when this is all over. Sorry your plan didn’t work out, Nasta. Sometimes that’s how the wind blows.”
 
   “This all blows,” Nasta said.
 
   Hank patted her on the shoulder and shook his head. He signed for a couple of seconds, making Nasta smile.
 
   “What did he say?” Clay asked.
 
   “He said to just point him in the right direction and he’ll win,” Nasta said. “He must have been reading Firoa’s lips.”
 
   Hank turned to Clay and gave him a thumbs up. 
 
   “Yeah, okay, buddy,” Clay said, returning the thumbs up. “I’ll point you in the right direction.”
 
   Despite probably the entire town, including all of the visitors there for the coming tournament, lining both sides of Del Rado’s main street, there wasn’t a peep or whisper to be heard. The spectators stood silently as Clay and Hank walked down the steps in front of the saloon and out into the dusty street. 
 
   Nuggins and the Captain were about thirty meters away, heads bowed as they conversed about the showdown. Clay watched them for a second then turned to Hank so they were facing each other.
 
   “You see them?” Clay asked.
 
   Hank leaned around Clay’s head, squinted, then nodded.
 
   “Really?” Clay asked.
 
   Hank shook his head and held up a hand, seesawing it back and forth.
 
   “So they’re just a blob, right?” Clay asked.
 
   Hank nodded.
 
   “Okay, we can work with that,” Clay said. “I’ve had my targeting system go down in the middle of a foggy night and I’m still standing.” He put both hands on Hank’s shoulders. “Read my lips closely, okay? This is how you are going to handle it. I know my showdowns and there are always rules and procedures. I’m going to make a request. Go with it.”
 
   Hank gave him a puzzled look, but nodded.
 
   “Hey, Sheriff?” Clay asked as he turned to find the man in the crowd. 
 
   The man was back sitting on his horse at the mouth of an alley that was perpendicular with the center spot between the two fighting parties.
 
   “What is it, Mr. Longfellow?” the sheriff asked. “Or is it Mr. MacAulay? Not sure now.”
 
   “MacAulay,” Clay replied. “Sorry for lying earlier.”
 
   “I’m used to it,” Sheriff Trang said. “What do you need, MacAulay?”
 
   “More light,” Clay said. “The sun has pretty much set and these oil lamps are casting some mighty nasty shadows on this street. Makes it hard for both shooters to see.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Nuggins called out.
 
   “Shut up!” Firoa shouted.
 
   “Well, my guy isn’t,” Clay said. “Can we get some reflectors out here? Maybe brighten things up a little? I’d hate for the reason a poor spectator catches some stray lead to be because there just wasn’t enough light to see by.”
 
   That got the crowd whispering. Sheriff Trang noticed it immediately and started barking orders to find the big storm lights and reflectors. It took about fifteen minutes for everything to get set up. Clay smiled at the thick geothermal cables that ran to the spotlights that had been spaced every few feet up and down both sides of the street.
 
   “That to your liking, MacAulay?” Sheriff Trang asked as the last light was switched on.
 
   “Yes, sir, it certainly is,” Clay said and smiled. “But could you move that one there just a bit forward?”
 
   Clay pointed to the light about a foot behind Nuggins’ right side. A man ran over and pushed it forward so it was exactly parallel with Nuggins.
 
   “That good for you, Captain?” Sheriff Trang asked.
 
   “Don’t matter to me,” the Captain said, patting her man on the back. “Nuggins can shoot the wings off a fly blindfolded.”
 
   “I ain’t tried it blindfolded,” Nuggins said.
 
   “Any other requests you want to make to drag this out, MacAulay?” Sheriff Trang asked.
 
   “No, sir,” Clay said. “We’re ready.”
 
   Clay leaned in close to Hank so there was no mistaking what he was going to say. He mouthed the words, not making a single sound, and Hank smiled then nodded. Clay smiled back and patted the man’s cheek. He walked over to where Nasta and Firoa were standing by the steps to the saloon.
 
   “You aren’t going to stay there and direct him?” Nasta asked.
 
   “I already did,” Clay said. He placed a hand on Nasta’s shoulder and squeezed. 
 
   She reached up and took his hand in hers, holding it tight as if her life depended on it. He was surprised and looked down at her, but her eyes were locked on Hank.
 
   “I’m going to count to three and then you two will fire,” Sheriff Trang announced then sighed and shook his head. “Dammit. No, I ain’t. Not with a deaf shooter. Shit. Who’s got a handkerchief or bandana?”
 
   The comunistas all raised their hands. Sheriff Trang pointed at one and made a gimme gimme motion with his hand. The comunista ran over and handed the sheriff her red bandana. He held it up and looked at Nuggins. Nuggins just stared blankly at him.
 
   “When he drops it, you fire,” the Captain said before she moved off to the side of the street.
 
   “Got it,” Nuggins replied.
 
   The sheriff looked down to Hank and the man nodded to him.
 
   “Then here we go,” Sheriff Trang said. 
 
   The whole street held their breath. Three seconds went by and the sheriff dropped the bandana. Two shots rang out then a third. A woman screamed, a man screamed. The crowd went wild.
 
   Sheriff Trang pulled his scatter gun and shot twice into the air and the chaos calmed downed. Everyone cleared the street and he walked out to the man that lay dead.
 
   “Well, that settles that,” he said as he nudged Nuggins’s body with his boot. There was a huge hole in the center of the man’s chest and his right hand was a mangled mess. “I guess that means… Hey! Where the hell did the Captain go?”
 
   Everyone looked about, but the scarred woman was nowhere to be seen.
 
   “Dammit,” Sheriff Trang said.
 
   He left Nuggins’s body in the street and walked the length of the road down to where Hank was standing while Clay slapped the man on the back over and over. 
 
   “Looks like you don’t get your full spoils,” Sheriff Trang said to Clay. “But I’ll keep an eye out for the woman. She’ll get her dues.”
 
   “Thank you, Sheriff,” Clay said, holding out his hand.
 
   The sheriff ignored the offered hand and instead jabbed a finger under Clay’s nose.
 
   “Now you and your friends get out of my town,” Sheriff Trang snapped. “I don’t care what reason you have to be here, you’re done in Del Rado. You have thirty minutes to conduct your business, settle up any tab inside Haggie’s place, and be outside town limits or I put some lead in you myself. We understood?”
 
   “Clear as a bell,” Clay said. 
 
   “Good, because see that woman over there? The one bleeding?” Sheriff Trang snapped. “That’s the mayor’s wife. She caught a stray bullet to her leg when your boy shot the gun out of Nuggins’s hand. Ain’t your fault, ain’t your boy’s fault, but you’ll take the blame once the dust settles and the mayor finds out why his wife will walk with a limp the rest of her life.”
 
   “We are gone,” Clay said. 
 
   There was some honking and the crowd parted so a roller could get through. Firoa was driving and Nasta was already inside. They waved at Clay and Hank to move ass.
 
   “Come on,” Clay said, grabbing Hank by the arm and pulling him to the roller. “See ya around, Sheriff.”
 
   “You goddamn better not,” the sheriff replied as he flipped Clay off and headed to where the mayor’s wife was howling and crying, a throng of folks surrounding her as a doctor slit her dress and tended to her leg.
 
   Clay opened the back door of the roller and pushed Hank inside. He followed in and slammed the door then reached up and patted Firoa. 
 
   “Perfect timing,” he said. “We should probably go.”
 
   Hank flapped his hands and Nasta turned around, read his signs, then pointed down at her feet.
 
   “I have your duffel right here,” Nasta said.
 
   “Sorry things didn’t work out with the comunistas,” Clay said.
 
   “We aren’t done with them yet,” Nasta said and gave Clay a harsh smile. “We’re going to meet them out on the range and see what kind of mech they have.”
 
   “We’re what?” Clay asked. “You have to be joking.”
 
   “I’m not,” Nasta said. “I didn’t want to do this, because I find it less than honorable, but you have forced my hand. Clay MacAulay, I am calling in a life debt. I saved your ass now you’ll help save ours.”
 
   “Goddammit,” Clay growled as he leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. “No fair.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty
 
    
 
   It took them an hour and a half to reach the rendezvous point. Once they left Del Rado, they had to circle around and head the opposite direction that they had come in from. Clay watched the sky darken, darken, darken, until it was nothing but an inkwell filled with bits of glitter. Hank snored lightly next to him in the backseat, his head tilted back and mouth open, a streamer of drool headed straight for his chin.
 
   “You got a handkerchief up there?” Clay asked.
 
   “Will a bandana do?” Nasta laughed.
 
   “Funny,” Clay replied. “Wait, you don’t actually have one, do you?”
 
   “No,” Nasta said, handing back a clean rag. “Hank uses this to clean his guns.”
 
   Clay took the rag and dabbed at Hank’s drool. Least he could do since the guy risked his life in a showdown for him. As he tossed the rag back to Nasta, Clay wondered if he owed Hank a life debt. Being beholden to the undergrounders wasn’t exactly part of his life plan. But whatever worked to get his mech and Gibbons back was good with him. 
 
   He knew the second he was in his cockpit he would be long gone anyway. Adios, Northeast MexiCali and hello NorthAm. Take care of some business there and it was new life, new start, new Clay MacAulay.
 
   “Around the bend there then look for an antelope trail,” Nasta said to Firoa. “There’s a wide arroyo where they stashed their mech.”
 
   “An arroyo?” Clay asked. “You mean a canyon or seriously deep ravine, right? An arroyo will be too shallow to hide a battle mech.”
 
   Nasta didn’t respond and Clay began to worry. Not that he hadn’t been worried before, but the feeling that hit his wounded guts was different. Alarm bells were going off in his head and he had the distinct feeling he was not going to like what they found in the arroyo.
 
   Firoa took the turn and bounced the ancient roller along a barely visible trail. Even with the headlights on, and a spectacular moon high in the sky, the shadows from the nearby mesas made traversing the trail a tricky event. Firoa navigated the deep ruts and the stray boulders like an expert. Until they came to a small rockslide that distinctly said the rest of the way would be on foot.
 
   Before they got out, Nasta opened Hank’s duffel bag and started handing back weapons. To Clay’s surprise, Hank was wide awake and smiling. He took a small leather bag from Nasta, opened it, and began reloading his revolver. Clay took a nice-looking carbine, military issue with a collapsible stock and an LED light under the short barrel. He flicked the light on and off a couple times to make sure it worked then gave Nasta a thumbs up and stepped out of the roller.  Then he gladly took his own holster and pistol as it was offered to him by Hank.
 
   “Nice to see this again,” he said.
 
   Firoa had a scatter gun in each hand and she held the barrels pointed down like she didn’t have a care in the world. The tension in her shoulders said different, though. Clay hoped the woman didn’t shoot her feet off if things got tricky.
 
   Nasta had a hell of a hand cannon gripped in both hands. She held it out in front of her, letting it lead the way as she started walking around the rockslide that had blocked the roller’s travels. 
 
   “Let’s go,” she said.
 
   Firoa was right behind her and Clay looked over his shoulder to see if Hank was ready. But he was gone. Not a sign of the man. Clay shrugged and followed the women, knowing Hank hadn’t ditched them. The man was taking the initiative to cover their asses during the meeting. Good call.
 
   They made it around the rockslide and only had to walk about a half kilometer until they reached the edge of the arroyo. It was a big one, deeper and wider than most empty gulches, but it wasn’t even close to thirty feet high on either side. Yet the mech that stood on the flat bottom of the dry riverbed was well hidden.
 
   Clay cursed to himself. His gut feeling had been right. The whole situation was a giant mess.
 
   “That’s a cargo mech!” Clay shouted. “A freaking cargo mech! Used to haul equipment and shit!”
 
   “Keep your voice down,” Nasta snapped. “Sounds carry out here.”
 
   “You know what else carries? That freaking thing!” Clay growled, pointing at the four-legged mech that squatted in the arroyo. “It carries crates and boxes! It is not a battle mech!”
 
   “All we could get ahold of,” Willow said as she stepped out from under the mech and looked up at them. “But to an experienced pilot like you a mech is just a mech, right?”
 
   “What? No!” Clay yelled. “A mech is not just a mech!”
 
   “Keep your voice down,” Nasta hissed. “We don’t know who may have followed us out here.”
 
   “No one followed us,” Firoa said, looking offended. “I got us here without company. I don’t know about them though.”
 
   “We’re clean,” Willow said as her people joined her. A couple of them were wiping the legs of the mech with heavy duty rags, as if that would make it more effective in combat. “How about you all come down here and see what this machine can do?”
 
   “Fuck all, that’s what it can do,” Clay grumbled under his breath. He watched as Nasta and then Firoa worked their way down a steep path cut into the arroyo’s side. He sighed and followed. “A mech is just a mech. Please.”
 
   Once down in the arroyo the mech looked a lot different. It looked worse. Clay nearly started to cry when he saw the pits and gouges in the metal. And the rust. So much rust. It wasn’t like his mech which was designed to look rough. He’d taken great care in creating the facade of neglect. But this? This was real neglect, real damage that had gone untreated for years upon years.
 
   “Oh, I can’t wait to hear what it sounds like when it’s powered up,” Clay said, running his hand along a crack in the left foreleg of the machine. 
 
   “Dandelion? Go start her up,” Willow ordered. 
 
   An extremely tall and skinny woman nodded and jumped to. She climbed up one of the legs and popped open the cockpit hatch. She was lost from sight for quite a few minutes before the mech’s engines rumbled to life. They coughed and groaned then smoothed out, but Clay could hear the weakness in the power cells almost immediately.
 
   “Care to climb up and have a look at the controls?” Willow asked.
 
   “Have, uh, Dandelion, was it? Yeah, have her send the lift down,” Clay said and patted his shoulder. “Climbing is not my thing right now. Been a rough evening.”
 
   “Yes, well, the lift doesn’t work at the moment,” Willow said. “I have my best mechanic on it, though. Crystal? Where’s Crystal?”
 
   A man came walking out from behind one of the rear legs, his face coated in grease. Actually, his whole body was coated in grease. Only his eyes shown white in the bright moonlight.
 
   “Yeah, Willow?” Crystal asked. “What ya need?”
 
   “This is Crystal Leafblower,” Willow said to Clay. “He is the best mechanic we have.”
 
   “Good for Mr. Leafblower,” Clay replied. He really hated comunistas. Especially ones that had co-opted names from the Flower People. Mixed causes bugged the hell out of him.
 
   “Is the lift operational?” Willow asked.
 
   “The lift? Why would I be working on the lift?” Crystal asked. “You said to prioritize. I’ve been hammering this back strut into place for the past three hours. Worked on the cooling system before that.”
 
   “Cooling system? What the hell is wrong with the cooling system?” Clay asked. “No, wait, don’t tell me.”
 
   He studied the mech for a few seconds.
 
   “This is a Haverschmidt 1800 Cargo Mech,” Clay said. “They were put into use early in the Bloody Conflict, but relegated to behind the lines duty once they realized that the machines couldn’t handle deployment into the theatre. Cooling system ruptures in the sixth elbow coupling when used in reverse too often. That the problem? The sixth elbow coupling?”
 
   Crystal moved closer and squinted hard at Clay in the dim light.
 
   “You know your mechs, son,” Crystal said. “Yes, that is precisely the problem.”
 
   Clay realized the man was way older than the rest of the comunistas. Had to be in his seventies, at least. But his eyes were bright and clear and there wasn’t a trace of the confusion old timers get at that age. 
 
   “I better know my mechs,” Clay said. “That’s the whole reason I’m here.”
 
   “Yes, well, most young ones like you only care about the battle mechs,” Crystal said. “You like the glory of combat.”
 
   “I do like the glory of combat,” Clay said. “But I come from mech people. Been in my family for generations, going back before the Bloody Conflict.”
 
   “That so?” Crystal asked and his eyes twinkled. “How far back?”
 
   “A ways,” Clay said.
 
   “Biochrome or poly? That far back?” Crystal asked.
 
   “Back,” Clay said.
 
   “Hmmm,” Crystal mused. “You may have something more to you than a cocky swagger.”
 
   “He ain’t even got a cocky swagger,” Firoa said. “Man can barely stand upright for more than ten minutes.”
 
   “Not going to argue there,” Clay said. “But I don’t have to stand upright to pilot a mech.” He waved his hand at the machine in front of him. “Especially not one like this. Cargo mechs don’t have suit integration. All hand and foot controls from the pilot’s seat.”
 
   “True,” Crystal said. “But you’ll need stamina if you plan on fighting with this baby.”
 
   “I don’t,” Clay said. “Sorry, folks, but that is not in the cards. I’ve seen the mechs that General Hansen has. They aren’t anywhere near as good as mine, but they are battle mechs. Stripped of weapons, but in fighting shape. This isn’t even in walking shape.”
 
   “We walked it here, didn’t we?” Willow huffed. She pointed a finger at Clay. “You need to stop finding excuses and start being a little more positive or there is no deal.”
 
   “There is no deal because there is no mech,” Clay said. “I’m not trying to be difficult—”
 
   “Yeah, right,” Firoa grunted.
 
   “—but no matter how good I am, this thing ain’t gonna win a single fight,” Clay continued. “Put me in there and I’m just a dead pilot sitting. You all have me here because I’m the expert, right? Well, listen to the goddamn expert for a second and hear what I am saying. This. Mech. Sucks. Balls.”
 
   “I don’t know about balls,” Crystal said, looking hurt by the statement.
 
   Willow took her hat off and threw it in Clay’s face. He caught the sombrero before it hit the ground and tossed it back at her. It sent a wave of pain through his shoulder, but he ignored it. Pain was not his number one problem at that moment. Getting out of an impossible situation was. 
 
   “You ain’t no mech pilot,” Willow said. “I finally figured it out. This was all a lie. A way to lure us in so we’d what? Be forced to make a new deal just to save face?”
 
   “Save face from what?” Nasta asked. “That doesn’t make sense, Willow.”
 
   “It sure does,” Willow said. “Tell me,comrade, who did you sell us out to? That why that Captain was there? You told her about us borrowing a few hundred head of cattle? That it? Have you no honor? How you could sell us out to a person like that, I just don’t know.”
 
   “Sell you out?” Nasta asked. “Why would I sell you out? You aren’t in hiding. You were sitting at a front table in Haggie’s saloon for everyone to see, all dressed up in your revolucion costumes.”
 
   “Costumes? Costumes!” Willow yelled. “How dare you! These are the uniforms of the people! We are the freedom fighters the world needs to finally be rid of the capitalist pigs that have turned this world into a cesspool of greed and destruction!”
 
   “Yeah, I am more than sure the cesspool has been around for a long, long time,” Clay said. 
 
   “And so have we!” Willow shouted. “The comunistas have been here always! We are the thorns in the sides of all that—”
 
   “Shut up,” Clay said as he pulled his pocket watch from his trousers. He held it out as he thumbed open the case. “See. I’m a mech pilot. You don’t get one of these for participation.”
 
   “Let me see that,” Crystal said and held out his hand.
 
   Clay went to give it to the old man, but stopped. He stared down at the open face of the pocket watch and blinked a few times. It was on. There was power running through it and he saw system status after system status running across the tiny screen. 
 
   “It’s a fake,” Willow said. “That is why he refuses to hand it over.”
 
   “I’m not handing it over because it hasn’t been working lately,” Clay said and looked over at Nasta. “It’s back on.”
 
   “It’s back on,” Nasta said. “You can find your mech.”
 
   There was a note of sadness in her voice.
 
   “Yeah, I can,” Clay said and turned his attention to Willow. “Looks like I don’t need your help, after all. I can track my mech down and activate it remotely. Gibbons will walk it right out of wherever it’s being held.”
 
   “Gibbons? What’s a Gibbons?” Crystal asked. “You have a co-pilot in your mech?”
 
   Clay didn’t respond.
 
   “If you are relying on a co-pilot then you can kiss any plan you have goodbye,” Willow said. “We know where your mech is. It’s being held by the Mister. Our sources say they are stripping it down to be fight ready. The Mister intends for his best pilot to use your mech in the tournament. That means your co-pilot is being held captive at the best or dead and left for the coyotes at the worst.”
 
   “Buzzards would be worse,” one of the other comunistas said.
 
   “Yes, buzzards would be worse,” Willow agreed.
 
   “Gibbons is fine,” Clay said. “He knows how to hide.”
 
   Crystal stepped directly in front of Clay and narrowed his eyes. “You telling us that Gibbons is what I think Gibbons is?”
 
   “I ain’t telling you a damn thing, old timer,” Clay replied. “Except that I don’t need your help. So get out of my way. I have a mech to retrieve.”
 
   Clay started to press his thumb to the center of the watch face, but stopped. He glanced at the cargo mech, confused. It wasn’t moving, but Clay distinctly felt the ground thumps of a mech moving across land close by.
 
   Crystal’s eyes went wide and Clay could see the old timer felt them as well. Clay’s and Crystal’s eyes both looked down at the pocket watch.
 
   “Who had this?” Crystal asked. “Anyone else have a hold of it for a spell?”
 
   “General Hansen,” Clay said.
 
   “Tracker,” Crystal said.
 
   “Shit,” Clay replied.
 
   “But the General would have found the caves if she put a tracker in that,” Firoa said.
 
   “No power,” Nasta said. “It didn’t turn on until now.”
 
   “Shit,” Clay said. He looked up at the mech then at Crystal. “Weapons?”
 
   “No,” Crystal said as she shook his head. “Weapons aren’t allowed in the tournament so I never put none on.”
 
   “Shit,” Clay said. “Gimme something here, old timer. What about cable rockets? It has to have those for support with heavy lifting.”
 
   “Yes, but—”
 
   “Cargo claw? Cutting torch?” Clay asked.
 
   “Yeah, I suppose it does have all that, but I haven’t checked them,” Crystal said. “I was told to—”
 
   “Prioritize, I know,” Clay said. “Priority number one is to get me up in this mech. It’s our best bet. You all get to your rollers and get the hell out of here while I buy us all some time.”
 
   “I’m coming with you,” Nasta said.
 
   “Bull,” Clay replied. “I don’t need a co-pilot with this puppy. Go with Firoa and Hank and get gone.”
 
   The man seemed to materialize from the night as his name was mentioned. Hank was signing at a furious pace and Firoa stared at his hands, her face getting more and more worried with each sign.
 
   “Three mechs,” Firoa said. “And four rollers. The mechs are tournament ready, no weapons visible, but the rollers are loaded. Heavy cannons on top of each.”
 
   “How’d they get here so fast?” Nasta asked. “The General’s ranch is opposite of this area.  It should have taken them hours…”
 
   “The Captain,” Clay said. “She called in the mechs when Nuggins lost the showdown. They were probably looking for us this whole time and the second I opened the watch they were able to zero in.”
 
   “You can’t fight three mechs with this, can you?” Nasta asked.
 
   “No,” Clay said. “But I can lead them away from you all. Once I know you are safe then I’ll ditch the mech and hide in some badger hole until it’s safe to call you.”
 
   “Call them, not me,” Nasta said. “I’m going with you.”
 
   Clay started to argue, but knew they didn’t have time, so he just nodded and looked at Crystal.
 
   “Cargo winch work?” he asked.
 
   “It does,” Crystal said. “Oh, right. I’ll lower it down so we can get you up in there.”
 
   “Thanks,” Clay said.
 
   “And I’m coming with as well,” Crystal said.
 
   “Comrade, no!” Willow barked. “You are too valuable to the cause!”
 
   “This boy may know mechs, but this young lady don’t,” Crystal said, pointing first at Clay then at Nasta. “The mech starts breaking and they’ll need a mechanic on hand to rig it so it don’t shut down on them.”
 
   “Thanks,” Clay said again.
 
   The ground was shaking even harder and Clay knew they had only a couple minutes before three mechs came down on them like angry gods from the clouds.
 
   “Run,” he said. “Run far and fast. Don’t look back. We’ll be fine. I promise.”
 
   “Gonna hold you to that, pilot boy,” Firoa said. Hank nodded in agreement.
 
   Clay started to say something smartass, but stopped himself. He saw the fear in both Firoa’s and Hank’s eyes. Neither of them had been in a situation like the one that was about to hit them. He nodded and gave them his most serious look.
 
   “I’ll keep her safe,” he said.
 
   “Oh, shut the hell up,” Nasta snapped. “Sexist asshole. I’ll be the one keeping you safe. How do you plan on getting out of the mech in order to run and hide? With your oh, so healthy body?”
 
   “Good point,” Clay said and held out a hand.
 
   Nasta looked at it then took it and shook.
 
   “We keep each other safe,” Clay said.
 
   “Peekachu’s ghost, I’m going to throw up,” Firoa said before she grabbed Hank and headed off back to the roller.
 
   “Is she ever pleasant?” Clay asked.
 
   “Depends on your definition of pleasant,” Nasta smiled.
 
   “The positive definition,” Clay said.
 
   “Then no,” Nasta replied.
 
   “Didn’t think so,” Clay said. “Ready?”
 
   “Ready,” Nasta replied. 
 
   They looked at Crystal and he nodded then ran to the rear legs and the controls to activate the cargo winch. Time to get into the cockpit and go fight some mechs.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty-One
 
    
 
   The rollers preceded the mechs by about fifty yards, careful to keep a steady pace so they didn’t fall behind and get crushed by the huge feet of the tall battle machines. The drivers aimed the vehicles straight for the arroyo while the gunners moved their weapons back and forth, back and forth, scoping the area for their prey. 
 
   Two heavy belt guns, one on each side of a roller, with a heavy cannon on top, made the vehicles just as deadly as their towering, walking companions. But even with the armaments, it was impossible for the rollers to overcome the size difference. They may have had enough firepower to bring down ten mechs, but in the end they were just rollers. Six-wheeled trucks that ran off hemp diesel, nothing more.
 
   So when Clay came up out of the arroyo, he knew what he had to do. The rollers were the first concern. Take them out and it was all hand-to-hand combat. Or hand-to-foot combat since his cargo mech didn’t have hands, just four feet, one on the end of each leg. He used those legs to not just scramble up and out of the arroyo, but to send several small boulders rocketing towards the rollers. The smaller vehicles dodged them easily, as Clay knew they would.
 
   “Keep an eye on that scanner,” Clay called to Nasta as he piloted the cargo mech along the edge of the arroyo, running it parallel to the line of vehicles coming at them. “Tell me the second you see their cannons start to power—”
 
   He didn’t get a chance to finish as four pulse beams blasted the ground in front of the cargo mech, ripping the dry earth apart, shattering rocks and tearing a deep trench open about forty feet long.
 
   “Look out!” Crystal shouted from his seat behind Clay.
 
   Unlike Clay’s battle mech, the cargo mech had seats for a crew of five: the pilot, co-pilot, cargo arm and winch operator, and two seats for either labor or security, depending on the cargo and the haul mission. Crystal sat in the cargo operator’s seat while Nasta sat in the co-pilot’s seat. Clay was smack dab in the middle, his hands running the directional controls while his feet controlled the brakes and throttle. 
 
   Clay saw the trench rush towards them and he yanked back on both control sticks while also pushing the throttle all the way to the floor. The cargo mech leapt into the air, its back legs straining against the sudden surge of power and the new angle of the huge machine. They were airborne and over the trench before Crystal’s warning was fully out of his mouth.
 
   Two heads turned to regard Clay and new respect filled the cockpit. Both Nasta and Crystal stared at him, jaws hanging open, eyes wide with disbelief.
 
   “I didn’t think this thing could do that,” Crystal said. 
 
   Clay ripped the control sticks to the left and then pushed them forward, sending the mech into a frontward diving roll as the next barrage of cannon fire ripped into the ground around them. Nasta screamed as her world was turned upside down for a split second then gained control of herself as the mech was suddenly righted and charging towards the vehicles.
 
   “Didn’t think it could do that either,” Crystal muttered. “When you need me?”
 
   “Get that cargo arm ready,” Clay said as he brought the mech parallel with the attacking rollers once more. “Don’t deploy it until I tell you to. One second too early and we’ll end up torn apart before we can even get a chance to take these guys down.”
 
   The heavy belt guns sent thousands of rounds towards the mech, and Nasta tried not to scream as the metal hull shook with the impacts of the large caliber bullets. Clay only narrowed his left eye at the impacts. He kept the mech moving straight ahead, eyes locked onto a spot a few meters ahead.
 
   “This thing won’t hold up much longer against them bullets,” Crystal said. “Looks like we may be losing hydraulics in the rear right leg.”
 
   “Won’t need it too much longer,” Clay said.
 
   “We won’t?” Crystal and Nasta asked at the same time.
 
   “Nope,” Clay replied.
 
   “But we haven’t hurt a single one of them,” Nasta said. “Do you know something I don’t?”
 
   “I know a lot of things you don’t,” Clay said with a smirk on his face. “Especially when it comes to battle tactics with a mech.”
 
   He jammed his foot on the brakes and the mech slid to a stop right before a pile of huge boulders. 
 
   “Grab as many as the claw can handle.” Clay said to Crystal. “Lift them high above us and make it look like we’re going to throw them.”
 
   “We ain’t gonna do that?” Crystal asked as he activated the cargo arm and spun it out from the rear hatch of the mech’s main cargo hold.
 
   The arm was nearly twenty-five feet long and made of thick interlocking pieces of metal. It was similar to a rattlesnake’s spine with dozens or articulated ribs that allowed the arm to twist and bend at pretty much any and all angles. The claw itself, a four-fingered mechanism, was about ten feet long and wide. Crystal opened the claw and grabbed up half a dozen large boulders. He lifted them up over the mech and angled the claw arm so it looked to any casual observer like the boulders were about to be flung at the attacking vehicles.
 
   More gunfire, more cannon blasts.
 
   A claxon rang out and Clay flinched. The machine was falling apart too soon. He needed just a couple more minutes and he’d be able to take on all four rollers and the mechs without a problem. 
 
   “Clay,” Nasta warned. “I am seeing a lot of red lights. This console here is nothing but red lights. That isn’t good.”
 
   “No, it’s not,” Clay said. “But don’t worry. I’ll keep us together long enough to do what we need to.”
 
   Clay watched the rollers come straight for them. He opened a small hatch by his right elbow and tapped at the hidden keypad inside.
 
   “Thank you for entering the override code,” a warbling computerized voice announced in the cockpit. “How may I assist you?”
 
   “What the holy hell?” Crystal called out. “Didn’t know it still had a working computer.”
 
   “It does,” Clay said. “It’s not an AI which is good considering what I’m about to do, but it’ll be help enough to make sure we get out of here alive.”
 
   “Get out of here?” Nasta asked. “What do you mean? Are we done fighting?”
 
   “We were done before we hopped in this cockpit,” Clay said. “I told you this was not a battle mech. It never stood a chance. I just needed to know what it was capable of before I finalized my plan.”
 
   “What may I assist you with?” the computerized voice asked once more.
 
   “Self-destruct protocol,” Clay called out. “No override. Set for two minutes.”
 
   “Two minutes?” Crystal shouted. “Are you crazy?”
 
   “I’d rather be alive and stark raving mad than dead,” Clay said. “How about you?”
 
   “Never had to make the choice before,” Crystal said. “First for everything, I guess.”
 
   “I don’t understand what you are trying to do,” Nasta said. 
 
   “You don’t have to,” Clay said as he unstrapped and stood up from the pilot’s seat. “You just have to jump. And help my ass up when we hit the dirt. This is going to hurt. A lot.”
 
   “We’re bailing?” Nasta asked.
 
   “Unless you want to stick around in this rust bucket and get blown to bits when it self-destructs,” Clay said and gave her a kind smirk. “You have to trust me, Nasta. This is our only hope. A mech like this isn’t going to last much longer than the self-destruct countdown anyway.”
 
   “Okay,” Nasta said as the countdown started and the computerized voice began to echo shrilly in the cockpit. “I guess it’s best to die trusting you than to die with doubt in my heart.”
 
   “You should needlepoint that,” Clay said and held up his hands before she could admonish him. “Kidding. I’ll get Firoa to do it.”
 
   That got a smile from Nasta. She unhooked her straps and stood up as well. “Now what?”
 
   “You ready to throw some rocks?” Clay asked Crystal.
 
   “Sure am,” Crystal said. “Just give the word.”
 
   Clay grabbed the back of pilot’s seat as two cannon blasts slammed into the mech’s hull. Smoke began to fill the cockpit.
 
   “You see the space between the rollers and the mechs?” Clay asked.
 
   “Yes, sir, I most certainly do,” Crystal said. 
 
   “Put all of those boulders right there,” Clay said.
 
   “Not at the rollers?” Nasta asked.
 
   “Don’t need to,” Clay said. “This baby will take care of them. They’ll be on us in just a few seconds as it is.” He clapped Crystal on the shoulder. “Bombs away.”
 
   Crystal nodded and let loose with the cargo claw. The arm stretched out over the top of the mech and the claw opened wide, sending the boulders flying through the desert night air. The rollers all took defensive measures, just as Clay knew they would.
 
   “We go now!” Clay shouted and pulled at Nasta, heading to the cockpit door that led directly onto the main cargo hold. “We get the hell off this thing and hide our asses. Then we wait for the dust to settle and see where we’re at.”
 
   Nasta didn’t argue, just let Clay tug her along through the cargo hold to the winch line at the back hatch. He clipped her to the winch line and waited for Crystal to catch up. Once he had the old man clipped on, Clay hit the hatch controls and the back of the mech opened wide to reveal the stand of boulders he had piloted them up against. 
 
   The mech rocked as thousands of bullets hit the hull. But there were no cannon impacts. Those weapons were busy trying to shred the boulders that were flying up and over the rollers. The mech shuddered and Clay almost lost his footing, but he held steady long enough to slam a palm against the winch controls and then shove them all out into the open air.
 
   The line raced towards the ground. It was going much too fast for them all not to be seriously hurt when they reached the ground.
 
   “Jump!” Clay yelled as he pointed at the pile of boulders. “Get over the pile and get your heads down!”
 
   Bullets whizzed past them. There was a sting of pain across his hairline and he felt the warm trickle of blood start to make its way down his forehead. 
 
   “Jump, dammit!” Clay yelled as he unhooked himself from the line and eyed the boulders in front of him. It was an easy enough task to shout at someone, but not so easy to do for oneself. The boulders weren’t as close as he had thought. “Just do it!”
 
   Nasta unhooked and leapt from the line, her arms outstretched as she reached for the boulders. Clay was about to jump as well, but he saw that Crystal wasn’t moving at all.
 
   “Come on, old timer!” Clay yelled. “Jump!”
 
   The line kept dropping fast and Clay had about three seconds before the point of no return. The first second ticked by and Crystal hadn’t acknowledged him. Clay began to yell again, but Crystal’s body rotated enough to see there was no reason to do so. The man’s chest was an empty cavity, dripping blood and bits of lung matter out onto the ground below. 
 
   “Shit,” Clay growled as he bunched his muscles, aimed for a flat spot on one of the boulders, and launched himself clear of the line. He had liked the old timer. 
 
   Clay hit the boulder hard and his shoulder, not to mention basically every other part of him, screamed out in protest. Pain wracked him and he thought he’d pass out right there and then. But consciousness hung on long enough for Clay to scramble hand over hand across the flat boulder. He grabbed onto the one above him and hauled his ass up onto it, coming face to face with Nasta.
 
   “We have to get on the other side of this,” Clay gasped. “And I need your help.”
 
   “I figured,” Nasta said as she put her hands under his armpits and tugged him up and across the boulder.
 
   “I can stand,” Clay said as he put his feet under him and twisted in Nasta’s grip. She let go of his armpits and moved her hands to his upper arms to keep him steady and from falling to the ground below.
 
   The two of them scrambled over the pile of boulders just as the cargo mech detonated. 
 
   The heat and wind from the explosion was enough to send them tumbling down the other side. Nasta wrapped herself about Clay and held him as they bounced from one huge rock to another until they came to a painful rest on the red desert dirt.
 
   “You alive?” Nasta asked.
 
   “Barely,” Clay said. “Help me up. We’re not done.”
 
   “What? What do you mean?” Nasta asked.
 
   “Now it’s time to fight,” Clay said. “Get me around this pile and I’ll show you.”
 
   Nasta gave him a confused look.
 
   “Listen,” Clay said. She started to argue, but he held his hand up. “Just listen. What do you hear?”
 
   She listened for a second. “Nothing.”
 
   “Exactly,” Cay said. “We need to take advantage of that nothing before it turns into something. Come on.”
 
   Nasta helped him around the boulders and the two people took a second to take in what they saw.
 
   “Holy hell,” Nasta said. “How’d you know that would happen?”
 
   “Not my first rodeo,” Clay said. 
 
   Before them lay the ruins of four rollers, some more intact than others, but none operational. Behind that was the real prize. Three mechs lay on their backs, completely inert.
 
   “God bless a low-level EMP,” Clay said. “We have about two minutes to get to a mech before the systems boot back up. Come on.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   The word “hurry” was a relative term for Clay. He knew he needed to get to the closest mech ASAP, but his body was not exactly cooperative. His belly hurt, his shoulder hurt, his legs hurt, his everything hurt. Some parts hurt more than others, but in general he was in that fabled World of Hurt that everyone always threatened each other with.
 
   “You going to make it?” Nasta asked.
 
   “Just keep me upright,” Clay said. 
 
   He pointed at the closest mech which was maybe thirty meters off. The cockpit hatch started to open slowly, having to be manually lifted by the pilot inside since the mech’s systems were completely offline due to the EMP from the exploding cargo mech.
 
   “Put him down,” Clay said.
 
   “What?” Nasta asked.
 
   “Put a goddamn bullet between his eyes!” Clay yelled as the pilot dropped to the red dirt and turned to look at them.
 
   Nasta hesitated. Clay did not.
 
   He pulled his revolver and fired twice. The first shot hit the man in the right thigh. The second shot sheared off the top of the man’s head as he fell from the first shot. Blood and brains splattered the mech behind him, the gunk slowly dripping down the gunmetal grey of the mech’s hull.
 
   “Do not hesitate again,” Clay snarled, his voice void of any and all compassion that had been there a second before. “This is war, Nasta. Real war. Next time you hesitate we could both die. Got it?”
 
   “I know what war is,” Nasta spat back at him as they hobbled closer to the mech.
 
   “No, you don’t,” Clay said. “Otherwise you would have shot that pilot dead before I even had to ask you to.”
 
   They made it to the pilot’s body just as a second cockpit hatch began to open. Nasta went for her gun that time, but Clay swatted her hand away and shook his head.
 
   “No time now,” Clay said. “Help me climb up into the cockpit.”
 
   Nasta glared at him, but didn’t argue. With the mech angled the way it was on the ground, the cockpit was only a meter or so out of Clay’s reach. He looked at Nasta, expecting her to brace her hands in a makeshift stirrup so he could get a boost up, but she’d left his side and was climbing into the cockpit herself. Once up inside, she tossed down the emergency ladder.
 
   Clay struggled to get up inside, but after several painful seconds, he rolled over the lip of the cockpit, landing hard on what should have been the back wall, but was the floor at that angle and moment.
 
   “How do you start this up?” Nasta asked.
 
   “You don’t,” Clay said as he clambered past her and into the pilot’s seat. 
 
   He didn’t have a pilot’s suit on, so he knew he couldn’t integrate with the mech the way he needed to in order to be fully effective. Didn’t matter. He was the best mech pilot in the territory. That he was certain of. Manual controls would have to do.
 
   “If we can’t start it up then what’s the point?” Nasta asked.
 
   “Get a look at the other mechs for me,” Clay said. “That one pilot still jumping out of his mech or has he climbed back in?”
 
   Nasta pulled herself up so she could see out of the cockpit at the landscape around them. There was no sign of any mech pilots and both cockpits were shut tight.
 
   “He went back in,” Nasta said. 
 
   “Okay, it’s a race then,” Clay said as he lay on his back in the pilot’s seat. He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Pull that hatch closed. When it latches, I want you to get into the jump seat behind me and strap in. Fully strap in. Don’t miss a buckle. This is going to be a rough start and we won’t have even a moment to breathe before the fight starts.”
 
   “Are you up for this?” Nasta asked as she did what Clay asked. “You are not looking good.”
 
   “Not feeling good,” Clay said. “But we have no choice. Besides, I’ve been in worse shape in worse situations. This ranks in maybe the top twenty, but not the top ten.”
 
   “Peekachu’s ghost,” Nasta swore. “Who are you?”
 
   “Clay MacAulay, mech pilot,” Clay laughed. There was a slight rumble and shudder in the mech. “Hold the hell on! Here we go!”
 
   Before he finished talking, the mech started to power up as system after system came back online. Clay grabbed onto the manual controls and jammed the sticks forward while he worked the power levers with his feet. He’d managed to strap his calves in against the pilot’s seat which gave him more leverage, but it wasn’t anywhere near the same as being integrated with the controls. The other two mechs would have a huge piloting advantage. Plus, the pilots knew their machines while he was piloting blind in an unfamiliar mech.
 
   But Clay couldn’t give a shit as he got the mech to sit upright then rolled it over onto its hands and knees. He lurched up onto its feet and waited for all of the warning alarms to quiet down before he powered up the weapons system.
 
   Which wasn’t there.
 
   “Dammit,” Clay swore. “Crap, crap, crap.”
 
   “What’s wrong?” Nasta asked.
 
   “No weapons,” Clay said. “I forgot. I’m so used to my mech. Going to have to go hand to hand.”
 
   “Are you up for that?” Nasta asked.
 
   “Hell no,” Clay said. “But no choice. Hang on!”
 
   He shoved the controls forward and manually walked the mech towards the other two. One of the enemy mechs was getting to its feet while the other stayed down, motionless in the desert night. Clay wasn’t rookie enough to count that mech out, but he also wasn’t going to waste the opportunity to go one on one with the mech getting to its feet.
 
   Clay took a second he couldn’t afford and glanced down at the controls, making sure he knew exactly where everything was. It was an old battle mech, but not the same as his. Clay’s was Fighting Iron. This one was infantry level. Canon fodder before the elite arrived to shut things down. It had its limitations and Clay felt a stab of fear in his guts as he braced himself for the inevitable revelation of those limitations.
 
   The first one showed itself immediately as Clay went to land a roundhouse kick against the opposing mech. His mech’s range of motion was shit. The hip servos and gears hadn’t been calibrated for full flexibility. They’d been reinforced for stability so the machine could take a heavy beating and still stand its ground. The damn thing was readied for tournament combat, not for battlefield combat.
 
   “Morons,” Clay muttered as he managed to keep the mech from falling on its ass as the roundhouse kick failed spectacularly.
 
   He brought his arms up in a cross as the opposing mech threw a fist fast towards the cockpit. There was a deafening clang of metal on metal and the mech shuddered, but Clay held it steady, locking the legs in place so the machine only slid back a few meters on the loose sand and dirt.
 
   “No wonder General Hansen wanted me to fight for her,” Clay said as he broke free of the other mech and attacked with a flat palm to the machine’s chest. “These guys are amateur hour for sure.”
 
   The other mech stumbled back from Clay’s blow, but stayed on its feet due to the reinforced hip joints. Clay swore and made as if to send another roundhouse kick. The mech braced itself, but just barely as the pilot knew the maneuver couldn’t be fully executed. Not that Clay wanted it to. He had other plans.
 
   Instead of trying to land the useless kick, Clay used the momentum of the leg to bring his mech forward several meters then dropped down to one knee, his right leg extended out and back, bracing against the ground as Clay shot both arms straight out, catching the other mech square in the left knee.
 
   Metal shattered. Gears and pistons crumpled under the full attack. Clay had pumped as much power as he could into the arms without risking them overloading and coming apart at the shoulders. It was more than enough to send metal shards and broken struts flying in every direction.
 
   Clay smiled as he indulged his ego and dialed in a close-up visual of the opposing pilot’s surprised face. The other mech began to teeter and fall, but Clay wasn’t having any of that yet. He stood his mech up and grabbed the other mech by the cockpit hatch. He squeezed hard and the hatch crumpled under his mech’s grip. 
 
   The pilot screamed, but that was all he was able to do as Clay flicked one finger straight out, pulverizing the man as he was trapped in the cockpit. Blood exploded out of the crumpled cockpit hatch, splattering far enough to send droplets against Clay’s own hatch.
 
   “Holy hell,” Nasta whispered as Clay activated the wipers and the pilot’s blood smeared back and forth a couple of times before being wiped clean of the plastiglass. “Who the hell are you?”
 
   “I’m the guy everyone wants to fight for them,” Clay said. “Yet none of you really understand what that means.” He turned in his seat and looked Nasta square in the face. “Do you understand now? You want me to fight for the comunistas and you? Then this is the fight you get. Not a single one—”
 
   Clay didn’t get to finish. The entire mech shuddered then was flying forward on top of the other mech. The two machines collapsed in a heap of metal. Alarms blared and Clay hunted the consoles before him to find out what had happened.
 
   “Hello, Clay MacAulay,” a familiar voice rang out in the cockpit. “Don’t bother looking for the com controls, I have an override in place. I want you to hear my voice as I kill you.”
 
   The Captain.
 
   “Not going to happen, Scarface,” Clay announced as he rolled his mech off the beaten one and spun about on a knee to face the Captain’s mech. “Thought you weren’t able to fight anymore.”
 
   “Surprise,” the Captain said. “I lied.”
 
   “Lied rhymes with died,” Clay said. “Get used to the sound of that.”
 
   “I plan to since it is what I have in store for you,” the Captain said.
 
   “Lovely conversation,” Nasta said.
 
   “Is that the undergrounder?” the Captain asked. “The one working with those lame comunistas? Hello, undergrounder. Are you glad you threw your hat in with this piece of mech trash?”
 
   “I will be when he beats your ass,” Nasta replied. She reached forward and was able to just barely reach Clay’s shoulder and give it a squeeze. “You are going to beat her ass, right?”
 
   “Nothing short of,” Clay said. “Just watch.”
 
   “You can try, Clay MacAulay, but I am not some barely trained cowpoke thrown into a battle mech,” the Captain said over the com. “With me you will get the real deal.”
 
   “I hope so,” Clay said. “Because I’m bored as shit right now.”
 
   “Don’t taunt her,” Nasta snapped. “The woman has a reputation.”
 
   “As what? A coward?” Clay laughed. “Because she sure did book ass out of Del Rado when Nuggins went down.” Clay laughed again. “Hear that, Captain? You’re a lowdown cowardly piece of shit!”
 
   Clay watched as the Captain’s mech circled around to the left. He turned his mech to match her, but stayed down on one knee, crouched in the dirt, using the fallen mech as cover. The Captain stopped her mech then took a fight stance, a classic Tiger pose with one leg outstretched while the other remained bunched and both arms bent with the hands twisted into claws. 
 
   “Are you ready, Clay MacAulay?” the Captain asked.
 
   “Been ready for a while, Captain,” Clay said. “Just waiting for you to get your underwear pulled out of your craw and settled.”
 
   “Crude,” the Captain said. “Too bad those are the last words you’ll utter.”
 
   “Doubt that,” Clay said as he sprang his mech at hers. 
 
   The Captain held her position, but Clay knew she would. Classic Tiger stances were wait and strike poses. Let the opponent come to you then attack with swift, deadly efficiency. The problem was the tactic was classic. It was learned from wrote, from hours and hours, days and days, months and years of training. So learned that thinking outside the pose became a problem.
 
   Clay knew the Captain would go straight for the cockpit. It was like a strike to the heart on a person. Claw to fist, fist to chest, impact to heart, beating to still. That was how it worked on humans. But Clay was not a human, or at least the mech he piloted wasn’t. 
 
   He let the strike happen as Nasta screamed from behind him. The Captain’s fist slammed into the cockpit, shaking the entire mech as it hit the ground on both feet. But he had been ready and he brought his right forearm down and across the Captain’s with such force that it snapped the fist off right there at the wrist joint. 
 
   “What?! No!” the Captain yelled as her mech’s fist fell to the ground, sparks shooting from the stump, showering Clay’s cockpit hatch with fire and electricity.
 
   “None of you people are in my league,” Clay said as he struck with his left fist right into the Captain’s guts. 
 
   He jammed two fingers between a groove in the armor, snagged the plating, then yanked back hard. Metal sheared off and flew back behind Clay as he twisted his mech to avoid the shrapnel.
 
   “You all think like gladiators,” Clay said. “I fight like a survivor. Two different worlds.”
 
   The Captain swung her remaining fist at Clay’s shoulder, but he tucked and rolled, easily avoiding the attack. He came up low and spun his right leg out, knocking the Captain of her feet, sending her mech down onto its back. Clay was up and falling before the Captain could regroup. He dropped an elbow into the Captain’s cockpit hatch, crushing it to within an inch of the woman’s face.
 
   More sparks, more fire. The Captain screamed.
 
   “Time to cook the rest of you,” Clay said as he stood his mech up and grabbed the Captain’s by the feet. 
 
   He lifted the mech and then slammed it back down. Metal cracked and warped. Clay held onto the mech and began to twist the legs, turning the left one direction while turning the right a different direction. The groan of struts and pistons was like thunder in the desert night air. 
 
   The Captain continued to scream.
 
   “Clay…” Nasta whispered behind him. “She’s being burnt alive.”
 
   “Yeah,” Clay said. “She is.”
 
   He ripped off the mech’s left leg and threw it out into the desert. The Captain still had some control and she tried to get her remaining fist up to block Clay’s next attack, but she was too late to stop the blow.
 
   Clay tore into the cockpit and ripped the pilot’s seat right out of the mech. He lifted the still burning Captain high into the air, bringing her eye level to him. The woman screamed and screamed. Until Clay squeezed and scorched flesh squished from between giant metal fingers.
 
   Nasta gasped and fought off a gagging fit that had seized her.
 
   Clay watched as the Captain’s remains dripped to the ground below.
 
   “That’s how you win a mech fight,” Clay said. 
 
   He quickly fished out the pocket watch and thumbed it open. The systems inside were still powered up. He looked about the cockpit and sighed with relief as he saw an interface receptacle. Clay set the watch inside the receptacle and a new com system came to life by his side.
 
   “Gibbons? Gibbons, come in!” he nearly shouted as he stared down at the pocket watch. “Gibbons! Come on, man, tell me you are alright!”
 
   “Hello, mech pilot,” a voice said. It was not Gibbons.
 
   “Oh, shit,” Nasta said. “That’s the Mister.”
 
   “How are you on this channel?” Clay asked. “There is no way you should be able to—”
 
   “Hush now, young man,” the Mister said, his voice crackling with static and long-distance interference. “I am not one to waste time on pointless chatter. I am sending you my coordinates, which also happen to be the coordinates of your mech. You will follow them precisely. Do not deviate even an inch. Are we understood?”
 
   “Why should I?” Clay asked. “It isn’t in my best interest to do anything you ask me to do.”
 
   “It is if you ever want your mech back,” the Mister replied.
 
   “I have a new mech,” Clay said. “Don’t really need that one.”
 
   “Let’s not play games, young man,” the Mister said. “I think we both know that the mech you are piloting now is vastly inferior to this one. I am sitting in it right now and it is bringing tears to my eyes. A fully functional piece of Fighting Iron. It is a work of art, young man. Would you really risk losing this beauty?”
 
   “I would if it means saving my skin,” Clay replied.
 
   “Yes, I suppose you would,” the Mister said. “You are a survivor, aren’t you? Born into battle and violence, raised on blood and guts, fed on fury and rage.”
 
   “I also like coffee and fine liquor,” Clay said. “But I’m not too picky.”
 
   “You want your mech back, young man, so stop pretending like you do not,” the Mister said. “You also want your little AI friend back, yes?”
 
   Clay’s blood ran cold. Gibbons. They’d broken through the stealth decks and found Gibbons. Or not… Clay didn’t respond. He didn’t want to give his hand away.
 
   “I can tell by your silence that you are thinking through all the angles,” the Mister said. “Am I lying? Am I just trying to lure you into admitting something I suspect, but don’t have actual proof of? Or have I already wiped those stealth decks clean and your AI friend is long dead? So many possibilities. Just too many for a young brain like yours to handle.”
 
   “I can handle a lot, old man,” Clay said. “More than you can possibly imagine.”
 
   “No, I do not think so,” the Mister said. “Have you received the coordinates yet?”
 
   Clay checked the navigation system and saw a blinking dot on the regional map. “Yes.”
 
   “Good,” the Mister said. “Now, to put you at ease, your AI is alive. I have him trapped in a stasis drive. A couple of my mechs were able to use a drain hunter to find him. They didn’t know that was what they were looking for, but I had a sneaking suspicion. I know Fighting Iron, young man. I know it very well. Spent my youth in one very similar to yours.”
 
   “Good for you, old man,” Clay said.
 
   “I was part of Xavier’s Cutters,” the Mister said. “Does the name ring a bell?”
 
   Clay’s already cold blood became ice, frozen in his veins as a hundred nights of stories from his grandmother came slamming into his mind. Xavier’s Cutters. 
 
   “I know your mech, young man,” the Mister said. “I remember it so well it’s like it was yesterday. But it had a woman pilot in it at the time. I expect that would be your grandmother, yes? Am I right, young man?”
 
   “Yes,” Clay whispered. He didn’t want to, but he was exhausted and resisting the old man proved to be more than he was up for.
 
   “You know what us Cutters did to other mech pilots, yes?” the Mister asked.
 
   “Yes,” Clay replied.
 
   “You also know what we did to their AIs, yes?” the Mister asked, an obvious smirk in his voice.
 
   “Yes,” Clay said. “You reprogrammed them. Took them as your own.”
 
   “That we did, that we did,” the Mister said.
 
   “We both know I can’t use your mech,” the Mister said. “It is locked down to your biometrics only. Sure, my techs can access systems, but if I put a pilot in there, he or she wouldn’t be able to walk more than a few steps before the systems seized and I ended up with a fifty-foot paperweight in my garage. Do you see my problem?”
 
   “You’ve removed the AI, so it can’t operate the mech,” Clay said. “So you need me to come move it for you. Get it out of your way. Then what?”
 
   “Then, depending on your attitude, we discuss your future employment,” the Mister said. “I have one of the best… Hold on, hold on. I havethe best mech pilot in all the Republics and Empires. Sure would be nice to have a man like you as her second. Just in case.”
 
   “A second?” Clay asked. Anger welled in him. How dare that old son of a bitch put him as second! “You actually think you have a pilot better than me? I highly doubt that, old man.”
 
   The Mister laughed long and loud. “Oh, young man, you are a treat! An absolute delight in such an uncivilized land! Oh, I cannot wait to meet you and shake your hand. Just the thought of the training you must have received makes me giddy. We shall talk long into the night, you and I. Long into the night, indeed.”
 
   “Clay? What are you thinking?” Nasta asked.
 
   “Yes,Clay, what are you thinking?” the Mister mocked.
 
   Clay didn’t reply to either of them. Nasta kept saying his name over and over while the Mister chuckled from the com. Finally, Clay checked his power systems and turned the mech around.
 
   “We’ll be there in about three hours,” Clay said. “I have a friend with me. I insist on no harm coming to her. If you can’t abide by that then we have no deal at all.”
 
   “We have no deal because I am not offering you one,” the Mister said. “I simply put choices in front of you. If you decide to come to me then it is completely of your own free will.”
 
   “How many of your machines do you want to lose, old man?” Clay snarled. “Ask yourself that and then tell me we have no deal in place.”
 
   The Mister took a deep breath, exaggerating it so that Clay could hear it clearly. The old man let it out slowly and the sound hissed and whistled over the com in the mech’s cockpit. Clay fumed.
 
   “No harm will come to your friend,” the Mister said finally. “If you agree to be my pilot’s second.”
 
   “No,” Clay said. “She is safe no matter what I agree to. When I get there, I want proof that Gibbons is intact and unharmed. Once I have that proof then we discuss whether or not I agree to be your lame pilot’s second. But, Nasta is safe. Everything else is between you and me.”
 
   “Nasta,” the Mister said quietly. “Nasta. Nasta, Nasta, Nasta. I know that name as well. It will be good to see her pretty, undergrounder face. You two must have become close if you are willing to risk death to keep her safe.”
 
   “Deal or not?” Clay snapped.
 
   “Calm down, young man,” the Mister replied. “Deal. No harm will come to her, regardless of your decision.”
 
   “Good,” Clay said. “We are on the way.”
 
   He started to kill the com then hesitated.
 
   “Oh, old man?” Clay called.
 
   “Yes, young man?” the Mister replied.
 
   “Are you sure about this? Once I arrive, there is no going back,” Clay said. “You have a chance now to save yourself.”
 
   The Mister started up laughing again. Clay cut the com before he was finished.
 
   “I have been playing a game I didn’t know the rules to,” Nasta said, surprising Clay with the admittance.
 
   “It’s about time you figured that out,” Clay said. “It’s about goddamned time.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   “Power cells depleted. Power cells depleted. Power cells—”
 
   Clay flipped a switch and the automated voice was cut short. 
 
   “Yeah, yeah, power cells depleted,” Clay said. “I get it.”
 
   “Do we have enough power to get to the Mister’s compound?” Nasta asked.
 
   She’d moved from the jump seat and sat with her back up against his pilot’s seat, her butt on the floor of the mech’s cockpit, right next to Clay’s leg. She absentmindedly leaned her head against Clay’s knee as he piloted the mech across a wreckage strewn stretch of open rangeland, the dawn light glinting off the warped and scarred metal. She yawned and closed her eyes for a second then snapped them back open.
 
   “We have enough power,” Clay said. “Pretty sure it’s dead ahead.”
 
   He ignored the dozens of techs that stared at the mech as it rumbled by and focused on what was ahead. They had stopped loading the mech wreckage onto massive flatbed haulers, but Clay could care less what they were or weren’t doing. 
 
   It was the line of six mechs directly in front of him that had his full attention.
 
   Nasta stood and stretched then braced herself against the pilot’s seat as the mech stepped over an idling hauler and continued towards the line of battle mechs.
 
   “Not very welcoming,” Nasta said.
 
   “About the welcome I expected,” Clay said. “They’ll escort us into the main garage where an army of techs will descend on us and shut this machine down. They’ll lock the legs and put bolt restraints on the arms, just in case I’ve messed with the controls and added some remote capabilities.”
 
   “Have you?” Nasta asked.
 
   “When would I have done that?” Clay laughed. “You’ve been in here the whole time with me.”
 
   “Wasn’t sure,” Nasta admitted. “You are a more capable pilot than I had guessed before.”
 
   “I get that a lot,” Clay said. “Luckily, you get to live with your realization. Most folks don’t get it until right before I send a mech fist through their cockpit. Ask the Captain’s ghost.”
 
   “Hello, Clay,” a woman’s voice called over the com. “Welcome to the Mister’s ranch.”
 
   “It got a fancy name like other ranches do?” Clay asked.
 
   “No need,” the woman replied. “The Mister’s name is all it needs. If you will follow me inside the compound, I will escort you to the garage. There you will hand over that unworthy mech of yours and then be shown to the Mister for your meeting.”
 
   “And my friend?” Clay asked. 
 
   “She is free to go or to stay,” the woman replied. “That is up to her. Just know that if she stays then she will be expected to show the same respect due the Mister as we all show. There will be no special treatment. For her or for you.”
 
   “No surprises there,” Clay said. “Lead the way, pilot…?”
 
   “Bunting,” Bunting replied. “Magdalena Bunting. I am the Mister’s champion. You would do well to remember that. I do not suffer fools and I abhor mech pilot egos. Check yours at the door when we enter the garage and we’ll get along fine. Give me any grief and I don’t care what the Mister has promised you, I will teach you about what happens to fools on this ranch.”
 
   “Been on plenty of ranches,” Clay said. “And suffered my own mess of fools. You’ll get no problems from me, Pilot Bunting.”
 
   “Good to hear, Clay,” Bunting replied. “Good to hear.”
 
   Clay looked at Nasta. Her eyes were focused and hard as she returned his gaze. No fear. A vast amount of caution, but no fear.
 
   “The second they give you the option, I want you in a roller and gone,” Clay said. “I can’t do what I need to do if you are being held as a hostage.”
 
   “What are you planning to do, Clay?” Nasta asked.
 
   “You’ve seen me in action,” Clay said and shrugged. “Do I need to paint you a picture?”
 
   Nasta turned her attention to the line of six mechs, one of which had shifted and was walking away from the others, back towards the small dot of buildings in the distance.
 
   “There are a lot more of them than you,” Nasta said. “And they have your mech. How will you defeat them? Or even get close to escaping?”
 
   She looked back at him and frowned.
 
   “Or are you going to do what the Mister wants? Is that it?” Nasta asked. “Are you going to give up and that’s why you want me gone? You got to play the hero earlier, but now you’ll play the coward and let the Mister have what he wants. You want me gone so I don’t witness that, is that it?”
 
   Clay shrugged.
 
   “Believe what you want,” Clay said. “But when it all happens, the Mister will use you as leverage against me.”
 
   “Will it work?” Nasta asked. She stepped directly in front of Clay, blocking his view. “Will it?”
 
   “Hey,” Clay snapped as he brought the mech to a halt. “You are going to have to move.”
 
   “Is there a problem, pilot?” Bunting asked over the com.
 
   “Be with you in a moment,” Clay replied. He switched the whole com system off and cocked his head. “Is there a problem, Nasta?”
 
   “Would I be sufficient leverage?” Nasta asked.
 
   “What does it matter?” Clay responded.
 
   “Just need to know where I stand,” Nasta said.
 
   “Right now you are standing in my goddamn way,” Clay said.
 
   “You know what I mean,” Nasta said. “You still owe me a life debt. That debt was to be repaid by you fighting for the comunistas.”
 
   “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Clay snapped. “Enough with the life debt crap! Right now I am trying to repay that by getting you away from this compound in one piece! Do you not see that?”
 
   “Then I’m staying,” Nasta said.
 
   “You have got to be kidding me,” Clay said.
 
   “Unless you agree to fight in the tournament for the comunistas so the underground can establish new escape routes for freed slaves,” Nasta said. “You agree to that right now and I will leave. But I’ll be waiting for you at the mesa caves. You know where they are, right?”
 
   “I know where they are,” Clay said. “And fine, I agree. I already agreed before.”
 
   “Things have changed,” Nasta said.
 
   “Oh, really? I hadn’t noticed,” Clay mocked. “Now move the hell out of my way so we can get this crap over with.”
 
   Nasta stared at him for a few more seconds then moved out of the way. Clay got the mech moving again and switched the com system back on.
 
   “Issue resolved,” Clay said. “Lead the way, Pilot Bunting.”
 
   “Good,” Bunting replied. “Follow me.”
 
   Clay did just that and the mechs stomped through the open range until they came to the Mister’s compound. Bunting’s mech led the way, with the five others closed in behind Clay, making sure he didn’t change his mind at the last minute and try to wreak some havoc upon the buildings that filled the compound.
 
   “Garage is right there,” Bunting said, her mech raising its arm to indicate the obvious building to their left. “You first.”
 
   “Thank ya kindly, ma’am,” Clay replied. He walked the mech inside the garage and followed the directions of a tech that flagged him to a parking spot against the side wall. He turned the mech’s back to the wall.
 
   Once he was settled in, he powered down the mech and didn’t even flinch at the clanging and clacking as the leg locks and arm restraints were put into place. Clay unstrapped from the pilot’s seat and stood up. He stretched, winced at the immense amount of pain just that small movement produced, then tried to give Nasta a reassuring smile.
 
   “I got this, okay?” he said to her. “I just need you safely away from here. Please tell me you aren’t going to do something stupid.”
 
   “I won’t if you won’t,” she responded.
 
   “I won’t,” Clay said. 
 
   There was a loud whirring and clunking outside the cockpit and they both turned to see a lift rising up in front of the mech. An old man with leg braces and crutches stood on the lift, flanked by two muscled attendants on either side of him. He gave Clay a short, sharp smile. The smile faded as he regarded Nasta.
 
   Clay took a deep breath and opened the cockpit hatch.
 
   “Mr. MacAulay,” the Mister said. “It is good to meet you.”
 
   “I guess you’re the Mister,” Clay said. “Or do you have another name you go by?”
 
   “The Mister is how I am known and how you may address me,” the Mister replied, giving Clay a small bow of his head. Then he looked at Nasta and sneered. “You may not address me, underground scum. You thwart the ways of the Republics and Empires. You are a gnat that should be smashed right here and now.”
 
   Clay stiffened and his hand twitched in the direction of his revolver. The two attendants stiffened as well and produced short-barreled scatter guns seemingly from thin air.
 
   “I have made you a promise, Mr. MacAulay,” the Mister said. “Your friend is safe if she leaves right now.”
 
   “Nasta,” Clay said. It wasn’t a question, it wasn’t an order. It was a simple statement of her name.
 
   “I know,” Nasta said, her eyes looking the attendants over. “I’ll leave.”
 
   “Good,” the Mister said. “Now, it is treacherous out there, so I can offer a roller and driver to take you back to your secret lair. Would that work for you?”
 
   “Take me to Del Rado and I’ll be fine,” Nasta said. “I can contact my colleagues there.”
 
   “Del Rado,” the Mister chuckled. “I am afraid that town is no longer a welcome place for underground scum like you. Sheriff Trang has made that very clear. If you or your colleagues are seen within a hundred meters of the town limits, I’m afraid you’ll be shot. No questions asked. I don’t agree with his decision, but then I guess my scrip isn’t as tantalizing as General Hansen’s.”
 
   “I doubt that,” Clay said.
 
   “Yes, I do as well, yet here we have it,” the Mister said. He raised his eyebrows at Nasta. “Where shall it be, dear? Even if my driver doesn’t take you all the way, he will have to get you close. No water, no food, not even a hat, and a person can waste away within hours out there in the heat. Such a dangerous, dangerous land we live in.”
 
   “I’ll tell him once we’re on the road,” Nasta said. “No need to give you any hints.”
 
   “No, I suppose there isn’t,” the Mister said. He gestured to the lift he stood on. “Shall we?”
 
   Nasta looked from Clay to the Mister then shrugged and stepped out of the cockpit and onto the lift. Clay followed right behind her, keeping her within grabbing distance in case the Mister’s attendants happened to make any sudden movements. Sudden movements like tossing her off the lift to fall fifty feet to the hard, concrete floor below.
 
   Once out of the cockpit, Clay was able to look about the garage. He still kept an eye on Nasta, but he also scanned the huge space, studying every detail.
 
   “Impressive, yes?” the Mister asked. “I built it after the Bloody Conflict.”
 
   “You were in the Bloody Conflict?” Nasta asked, her tone less than believing. 
 
   “He was,” Clay said. “Youngest mech pilot to ride with Xavier’s Cutters. Killed more mech cavalry than any other mech pilot had the previous ten years combined.”
 
   The Mister held his breath as he glared at Clay. He shook his head and let the breath out, a thin whistle between his front teeth.
 
   “I did not know you were a student of history, Mr. MacAulay,” the Mister said. “You seem to know an awful lot about me.”
 
   “Once you mentioned Xavier’s Cutters, I had an idea of who you were,” Clay said. “Only one to escape the Battle of Knobby Bones. At least for your side. Quite a few on the other side walked away without a scratch.”
 
   “You trying to rile me up, Mr. MacAulay?” the Mister asked. “Get me steamed over some fight that happened a long, long time ago?”
 
   “Just seeing how stable you are, Mister,” Clay said.
 
   The lift had reached the floor and the two attendants pushed open the gate for the Mister. He held up his arms, showing the crutches to Clay.
 
   “I am considerably more stable than I look, Mr. MacAulay,” the Mister said. “Considerably.”
 
   “I suspect you are,” Clay said. He looked about the garage. “Where’s Nasta’s roller?”
 
   “I’ll have Right show her to it,” the Mister said. “It’s waiting outside the garage.”
 
   “Nope,” Clay said. “How about you call it in here so I can watch her get inside, make sure there’s only the driver, and see her off properly?”
 
   “Of course,” the Mister said. 
 
   Left spoke into a com and after a couple of minutes a roller hurried inside the garage, barely braking to avoid hitting the techs and mechanics that scurried about.
 
   “Life debt paid,” Clay said once he’d inspected the roller and the driver. “We’re even now.”
 
   “Are we?” Nasta said, but didn’t wait for an answer as she climbed into the roller, slammed down the door, and stared straight ahead, avoiding Clay’s eyes completely.
 
   “Lovely woman,” the Mister said as the roller left the garage and sped out to the compound’s gate.
 
   Clay watched it go, staring after it until it was barely a speck on the horizon.
 
   “There, satisfied?” the Mister asked.
 
   “Hardly,” Clay said. “Not exactly here by choice.”
 
   “We all have a choice, Mr. MacAulay,” the Mister said. “But sometimes those choices are harder than we’d like to face. Come now, let’s get you something to eat while we talk.”
 
   “I’d rather see my mech,” Clay said. “Make sure it’s in working order before I sit down to any eats or drinks.”
 
   “Spoken like a dedicated pilot,” the Mister laughed. “My Magdalena has that same dedication. True mech pilots are born, not made.”
 
   “I guess,” Clay said as he was led through a normal-sized door in the garage wall and into a long, concrete hallway. 
 
   Techs and mechanics, plus a couple of people that Clay thought could be mech pilots, filed past, all bowing low to the Mister until he’d gone at least a meter beyond where they stood, hunched over. Clay shook his head at the pointlessness of it all.
 
   “Where are we going?” Clay asked. “Your garage is back that way.”
 
   “Did you see your mech in that garage, Mr. MacAulay?” the Mister asked.
 
   “Nope,” Clay replied.
 
   “Then I obviously have it somewhere else, don’t I?” the Mister said. “Do try to keep up.”
 
   They reached the door at the far end of the corridor and Right opened it, indicated that Clay should step through, let the Mister go through next, then followed right behind next to Left.
 
   Clay was never so glad to see his mech before in his life. There it was, standing tall and in one piece in an auxiliary garage. He ignored Right’s grunt of protest as he hurried forward so he could place a hand on the machine’s massive leg. Clay looked up and shook his head. It was there, right there.
 
   “Hey,” Clay said after a couple seconds inspection. “You sons of bitches. You rotten bastards. Oh, I swear I’ll gut whoever did this to my mech.”
 
   “Did what, Mr. MacAulay?” the Mister asked, but the smile on his face said he knew exactly what Clay was talking about. “Oh, right. The weapons. Yes, well, they aren’t allowed in the tournament so they had to be removed. I am sure you understand. Can’t have a fully armed piece of Fighting Iron destroying half the landscape with some plasma cannons and RPGs, now can we? Not to mention those belt guns. Works of art, those. Nothing like the belt guns on my rollers.”
 
   “No, they are nothing like those belt guns,” Clay said. “Which is why I’d like to have them put back on, thank you.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry, did I not make it clear that weaponry of any sort is not allowed in the tournament?” the Mister asked.
 
   “You made it clear, I just don’t care,” Clay said. “I want my weapons back on my mech so I can take it and go.”
 
   The Mister shook his head. He started to speak then closed his mouth. He looked from Right to Left and back to Right.
 
   “I am speaking English, yes?” the Mister asked.
 
   Right and Left nodded.
 
   “Phew,” the Mister laughed. “I thought the senility was getting me for a second there.”
 
   “My weapons,” Clay said. “Have your mechanics restore them and then I am out of your hair, Mister. It’s best for all of us, for this whole area, if I am on my way. The longer I stay the higher the risk you won’t live to see the new year.”
 
   “Oh, such big talk,” the Mister said. “Here that, boys? Mr. MacAulay is looking out for my well-being by ignoring my insistence that he be Pilot Bunting’s second. Well, if that’s how he’s going to act then I think I may have to put him directly into the tournament. No sitting on the sidelines in case Pilot Bunting is hurt too much to compete.”
 
   “You aren’t getting it,” Clay said. “I ain’t fighting for you or any of the goddamn landowners around here. I have somewhere else I need to be, I needed to be there last month, but I was sidetracked.”
 
   “Getting gut shot will do that,” the Mister said. He laughed. “Oh, stop looking so surprised every time I reveal information about you. I didn’t get as rich as I am by not having eyes and ears in every single inch of this whole territory. Nothing slips my gaze, Mr. MacAulay. Nothing.”
 
   “Okay,” Clay said and shrugged. “Can I at least inspect my cockpit? Make sure none of your techs have damaged my interface?”
 
   “Yes, of course,” the Mister said. “Climb on up.”
 
   Clay looked at his mech, looked back at the Mister, then glanced around the small garage. 
 
   “Can I use that lift there?” Clay asked.
 
   “No, you may not,” the Mister said. “If you want to inspect your cockpit then climb the leg ladder and go inspect your cockpit. You haven’t exactly been very gracious since you arrived, so I figure that I should perhaps rethink the graciousness I have extended you. Climb away, Mr. MacAulay.”
 
   “Screw you,” Clay said and walked to his mech’s leg. He grabbed the first rung on the ladder set into the mech’s metal hull, took a deep breath, and climbed.
 
   He made it halfway up before he started to see black spots. His guts felt like fire, his shoulder hurt so much that it had gone numb, and all his other injuries had joined together in a union of pain that threatened to go on strike at any second.
 
   That second came and Clay scrambled to keep a grip on the ladder rungs. He failed.
 
   The last thing he remembered was the sight of the garage’s ceiling getting farther and farther away. Then more pain, of course. So much more pain.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   For the third time since he’d stepped foot in that godforsaken taint of a territory, Clay awoke to find himself with fresh bandages over new injuries.
 
   “You took a serious knock to the head, ya did, ya did,” a small woman said from his side.
 
   He pushed up on his elbows, didn’t pass out, then pushed all the way up so his back was against the cold plaster wall that the small cot was pushed up next to.
 
   “Am I still in the Mister’s compound?” Clay asked.
 
   “Sure is,” the woman said. “Where else would ya be, would ya be?”
 
   “Hell,” Clay said. “The way my luck has been.”
 
   The woman cackled and slapped him hard on the chest. Clay grunted under the impact, but ignored the pain so he could have a look around. Small infirmary. Seven other cots, eight total including his. Four to each side of the room. One was occupied, but the person was wrapped up in so many bandages that Clay had no idea if it was a man or woman.
 
   “Fire ants,” the woman said. “Got drunk and fell asleep right on top of a mound. If he don’t get better soon, the Mister will toss him back on that mound.” The woman turned to the bandaged man on the cot. “You hear that, Kevin? Best be healing up fast or you’re gonna have ants in your crawlspaces again!”
 
   She cackled hard, coughed hard, hacked up some brown phlegm, spat it on the floor, and pointed a finger at Clay.
 
   “I’m supposed to tell you that you are welcome to climb up into your cockpit anytime you want,” the woman said. “I suppose that ain’t no euphemism for going to the heavenly gates.”
 
   “No, it ain’t,” Clay replied. “I’m a mech pilot.”
 
   “Well, la de da,” the woman said. “You’ll be wanting a hand job for being so special, I guess.”
 
   She rolled up her sleeves and spit into both open palms then moved towards Clay’s cot. He held up his hands to ward her off.
 
   “No, don’t need that,” Clay said.
 
   “Good, ‘cause I ain’t gonna give ya one,” the woman said. “I was just gonna check the bandage on your scalp. Lean forward so I can see if that gash is healed up proper.”
 
   “Healed up? How long was I out?” Clay asked, not wanting to know the answer. He’d already lost way too much time playing the part of an invalid.
 
   “What? Oh, you just been out for a day is all,” the woman said. “I gots me a poultice of my own invention that heals up wounds like nothing you never seen before.”
 
   She gestured for him to lean forward and he did. Clay waited patiently as she unwrapped the bandages from his head, pressed lightly on the wound on the back of his scalp, then replaced the bandages. 
 
   “Will you believe it,” the woman said, sounding very impressed with herself. “Healing up faster than I even thought. You must have yerself one strong constitution, Mr. Mech Pilot.”
 
   “I guess I must,” Clay said. “Otherwise I think I should have been dead a long time ago.”
 
   “I suspect you ain’t lying to me,” the woman said. “Seen ya naked, I has. Yer one patchwork quilt of scars. I bet there’s more of you out in the land than is on yer person right now. Left behind some chunks of yerself, you have, you have.”
 
   “More true than you know,” Clay said.
 
   She smiled at him and he smiled back. They stayed that way for a while.
 
   “Is there something you need?” Clay asked.
 
   “Oh, stupid me,” the woman laughed. “I’m supposed to wait and see if you was gonna climb that mech of yours.”
 
   “Is that a good idea?” Clay asked, pointing to his head.
 
   “Son, I doubt anything you do is a good idea,” the woman cackled. “But let me give you a bit of advice.”
 
   Clay waited. And waited.
 
   “Okay, what the hell is the advice?” he snapped.
 
   “No need to be ungrateful,” the woman snapped back. “No need, no need.”
 
   “Just give me the advice,” Clay said.
 
   “I will, I will,” the woman said. She leaned in close and Clay could smell the sweat on her unwashed skin. There were other odors he preferred not to guess at. “You see, I believe the Mister has soured on you. He can be fickle like that. At first he talked all about how yous was gonna fight for him in the tournament. Then after his tenth drink he made sure everyone heard how he’d rather drive you out into the range and leave you for the buzzards. He did, he did. Probably better if you do try to climb that mech and get yerself out of here.”
 
   Clay sighed. He’d love to do just that, but he was naked under a thin blanket. He didn’t have a stitch of clothes to his name, let alone the one thing he needed to leave.
 
   “You’re thinking about this, ain’t ya, ain’t ya?” the woman asked as she reached under the cot and pulled out a nice neat stack of clothes. His clothes. And on top was his pocket watch. “No one could get the darn thing to open, so they just left it with yer shirt and trousers.”
 
   Clay snatched the pocket watch from the pile, thumbed it open, and nearly cried when he saw the readings streaming by. His mech was at full power. Geothermal power, all cells functioning at optimal levels.
 
   “Help me get dressed,” Clay said.
 
   “Don’t mind if I do,” the woman said as Clay stood up from the cot. “Oh, yes, don’t mind if I do at all.”
 
   Clay ignored the woman’s leers at his crotch and managed to get his trousers and shirt on. He glanced about for boots and gave the woman a questioning look.
 
   “No boots, I’m afraid, I’m afraid,” the woman said. “The Mister didn’t want to make it too easy for ya.”
 
   “Fine,” Clay said. “Show me to the garage where my mech is.”
 
   The woman cackled once again.
 
   “Garage? Didn’t I just say the Mister didn’t want to make it too easy for ya?” the woman said. “Yer mech is outside the compound. Sitting in the hot sun like a cactus.”
 
   Clay stared at his bare feet. He thought for a second then looked at the cot. 
 
   “Help me strip this blanket.”
 
   “You can take it off yerself,” the woman said.
 
   “No, I mean tear it into strips,” Clay said. “For my feet.”
 
   “Oh, aren’t you a clever one, a clever one,” the woman said and yanked the blanket right off. “A clever one, a clever one.”
 
   Once his feet were thoroughly wrapped, Clay pointed at the door out of the room. “Lead on, lady.”
 
   “Lady? Ain’t you kind,” the woman said. She led on.
 
   A few people scrunched their faces as the small woman led Clay from the infirmary to a small courtyard, but most paid him no mind at all. He wasn’t part of their responsibility, so no need to get involved. 
 
   There was a short gate in the courtyard wall and the woman pointed at it.
 
   “You get yerself out that way and keep going,” the woman said. “Walk until you bump yerself right into yer mech. Cain’t miss it, cain’t miss it.”
 
   “Thank you,” Clay said. He looked at the gate and the landscape beyond then looked up in the sky. “You wouldn’t happen to have some water on you, would ya?”
 
   “Do I look like a damn camel?” the woman cackled. “Now get before the Mister changes his mind and tells me to shoot you full of arsenic.”
 
   Clay got.
 
   He was out of the gate and hobbling across the hot earth before the woman had stopped cackling. He headed straight out into the desert, didn’t even bother to look back over his shoulder at the huge ranch house. If the Mister was going to taunt him with a chance at freedom then Clay had every intention of making the old man regret that taunt.
 
   Five minutes of walking and he was soaked all the way through every inch of his clothes with sweat. The sun was harsh on his bare head and he prayed some winged deity would swoop down and deliver his hat. 
 
   His hat…
 
   Where the hell had his hat gotten off to? Was it still at the General’s ranch? Sounded about right, but Clay honestly didn’t have a clue anymore. He’d been hustled from place to place, dealt with conflict after conflict, gotten himself damaged and dinged so much that he’d lost track of one of his prized possessions. He made a mental note to check Del Rado for his hat once he was gone from the Mister’s land. He doubted he’d be welcome in that town any more than Nasta was, but it would be hard for Sheriff Trang to argue with a fifty-foot battle mech stomping down the center of town.
 
   He almost cackled to himself over the image that sprang to life in his mind. But he was afraid he’d never stop and end up sounding as crazy as that small woman had. Damn, the sun was harsh.
 
   Another five minutes of walking and Clay knew the strips of cloth on his feet weren’t going to hold up. He could feel the blisters forming on his soles and had a distinct impression that those blisters were only seconds from splitting open and leaving a bloody trail in his wake. 
 
   Five more minutes and a bloody trail later, Clay saw his mech. He forced himself to keep going. He put one foot in front of the other with careful deliberation, mindful of the roughness of the ground and the tenderness of his blood-soaked, rag-covered feet. 
 
   Then he was before it. There it was. His mech, all alone in the desert landscape, not a single sentry posted, not a roller with a belt gun or a rifleman on a horse. It stood there, waiting for him to climb aboard.
 
   To climb aboard…
 
   “Dammit,” he muttered as he looked at the ladder rungs on the mech’s leg. “Crap.”
 
   Clay didn’t hesitate. He knew if he did he’d just talk himself out of the climb. So he grabbed on and put one hand over the other. He rested when he needed to, especially when the black spots started in his vision. The sun brutalized him and he had to hold on with both hands while taking deep breaths in order to keep from succumbing to the heat. 
 
   Hand over hand, bloody foot over bloody foot, Clay made it up the leg and to the cockpit hatch.
 
   He undid the latch and pushed up with the last of his strength. He managed to collapse over the lip and fall inside, grateful for the insulated cockpit and the cool metal. He rested his body for as long as he could without risking falling asleep. Then he pushed up, crawled to the pilot’s seat, and hauled himself up into it.
 
   Clay undid a small recessed hole in the seat’s arm. He fished the pocket watch from his trousers, thumbed it open, and set it inside the hole. It was swallowed up by the arm and the mech came to life.
 
   “Gibbons?” Clay called out. It was a long shot, way too soon for the AI co-pilot to have transferred back to the main decks, but worth a shot.
 
   Clay busied himself with his start-up checklist, which took at least thirty minutes since he didn’t dare skip a step. Not when his mech had been in the hands of less than friendly folks. He also didn’t know what damage had been done when his weapons systems were removed.
 
   Nothing major came up in his inspections, so he fired up the engines and tested the mech’s movements. It took a step easily then another before Clay brought it to a stop.
 
   “Gibbons?” Clay called out.
 
   “Here,” Gibbons announced.
 
   “You made it!” Clay almost cried.
 
   “Obviously,” Gibbons said. “And not a moment too soon. I thought I’d go insane if I had to spend another second in that joke of a sequester system they had set up for me. I could have been out of there a long, long time ago, but I knew you’d find the mech, so I waited.”
 
   “Thanks, buddy,” Clay said. “Do me a favor and take the controls, will ya? Get us the hell out of here while I do some doctoring on my feet.”
 
   “Hey!” Gibbons yelled. “Where the bloody hell are my belt guns and cannons and rocket launchers?”
 
   “They stripped the mech, buddy,” Clay said. “Took my pistol too. We are both sans weapons.”
 
   “Sons of bitches,” Gibbons growled. “Those lowdown sons of bitches.”
 
   “I agree one hundred percent,” Clay said. “Now walk us the hell away from here.”
 
   “Hold on, hold on,” Gibbons replied. “Did they just let you go?”
 
   “They did,” Clay said. “The Mister must have figured I wouldn’t be able to walk all the way to the mech, climb inside, and then still have energy enough to pilot the mech and leave. Not without you. Good thing he assumed the watch worked the way they used to work back in the Bloody Conflict. The man never even considered that we may have made some adjustments over the years.”
 
   “Stupid mistake,” Gibbons said. “But then we are a unique duo, ain’t we?”
 
   “That we are, buddy,” Clay said. “That we are.”
 
   The mech turned and started stomping across the desert as Clay slid to the floor, crawled over to a small panel, and fetched the first aid kit. It took him an hour to clean and dress his feet. He thought about finding his extra boots, but couldn’t bring himself to even try to yank them up around his feet, no matter what protection they would provide. Instead, he found his hidden stash of provisions and guzzled two bottles of water before tearing into the last of his salted beef reserves. Or was it salted antelope? He couldn’t remember and didn’t care. It was meat and it was salted, that was all that mattered.
 
   “Hey, Clay?” Gibbons said.
 
   “Yeah?” Clay replied as he pulled himself back into the pilot’s chair.
 
   “You see what I see?” Gibbons asked. “Coming at us hard from the compound?”
 
   Clay brought up the rear scanners and frowned. “Six rollers. Heavy buggers. Full cannons on each one.”
 
   “We gonna just make a run for it?” Gibbons asked. “Or turn and do some stomping?”
 
   “Run,” Clay said. “I don’t have it in me to fight.”
 
   “I hear ya there, pal,” Gibbons said. “You just kick back and relax and let me get us the hell out of this place.”
 
   “Don’t stop running until we need to hunt for some geothermal, okay?” Clay said. “I want to be as far from this territory as possible.”
 
   “Got ya,” Gibbons said. “Current power cell reserves will takes us as far as… Oh, crap. You’ve got a call coming in from the old man.”
 
   “I expected he’d call soon,” Clay said. “I’m surprised he didn’t call before he sent the rollers out. Bring it up on the front screen, will ya?”
 
   “Can do,” Gibbons said.
 
   The face of the Mister filled the front screen of the cockpit hatch, blocking out the view of the never-ending desert.
 
   “Mr. MacAulay,” the Mister said, smiling wide. “You have more spirit than I thought. Good on you.”
 
   “I didn’t last this long in life by quitting and doing what others tell me to do,” Clay said.
 
   “You can say that again,” Gibbons muttered.
 
   “Hush,” Clay said.
 
   “What was that, Mr. MacAulay?” the Mister asked.
 
   “Just talking to my co-pilot,” Clay said, a smirk on his face. “The co-pilot I was able to retrieve so easily from your system.”
 
   “Yes, about that,” the Mister said, his smile never faltering. “That was a fancy trick you pulled there, taking your AI out of a densely protected, and sequestered, security deck. My techs still aren’t sure how you did it.”
 
   “And I have no plans to tell them how,” Clay said. “That all you called to tell me, Mister? Because I was about to take a nap. Gonna sleep my way right out of this entire territory.”
 
   “Leaving us so soon?” the Mister asked. “What a shame. Even if you aren’t going to fight for me, I sure would love it if you joined in the tournament.”
 
   “Gibbons? Kill the mic,” Clay said.
 
   “Mic killed,” Gibbons announced.
 
   “Is he full of crap?” Clay asked.
 
   “Nope,” Gibbons responded. “Voice analysis as well as facial tell analysis says he’s being sincere. The old man wants us to fight.”
 
   “That’s weird,” Clay said. “We’d mop up the competition in seconds. None of the other mechs have fully integrated AI co-piloting. What’s he getting at?”
 
   “Don’t know,” Gibbons said. “Maybe ask him.”
 
   “Mic on,” Clay said. He cleared his throat. “Why?”
 
   “I’m sorry, are you addressing me?” the Mister asked.
 
   “Can you hear me?” Clay responded. “Because if you can then I’m addressing you, old man. Why would you want me to compete in the tournament?”
 
   “I have been dominating the tournament for years and it does not look like any of the challengers will be even close to ending that streak this year,” the Mister said. “The public is getting bored. I can’t afford for them to get bored. A bored public turns into an angry mob in a very, very short time, Mr. MacAulay.”
 
   “So this is about ratings?” Clay laughed.
 
   “That would be an appropriate analogy,” the Mister said. “Although we could hardly be compared to the major metro areas and their vid entertainments. We’re just a humble backwater of a territory.”
 
   “I think I’ll pass,” Clay said. “I have been having so much fun since I stepped into that damn hemp field that I think I need a break. Maybe on my way back through.”
 
   “Oh, will you be coming back through?” the Mister asked.
 
   “Not a chance in hell,” Clay replied. “End com.”
 
   The screen blinked out and the brightness of the desert returned to the cockpit windshield.
 
   “Rollers are still coming, but they are not gaining on us,” Gibbons said. “Looks like an escort.”
 
   “The old man wants to make sure I don’t turn around and get a little vengeance,” Clay said. “Can’t blame him. If I wasn’t so beat up, I probably would go smash some of those buildings.”
 
   “He’s got good mechs and a couple good mech pilots. One great one, from what I learned,” Gibbons said. “Wouldn’t be easy.”
 
   “Which is why we aren’t doing it,” Clay said. He eased back in his pilot’s chair and closed his eyes. “Wake me only if you have to.”
 
   “Roger that, good buddy,” Gibbons said.
 
   The mech rumbled on, stomping its way through empty creek beds and around towering mesas. Gibbons didn’t bother with the roads, he never did. The advantage of being a fifty-foot-tall battle mech with legs was that you could make your own roads. The disadvantage of being a fifty-foot-tall battle mech was that you were fifty feet tall.
 
   Not exactly inconspicuous.
 
   An hour and a half later, Gibbons stopped walking. Scanners showed the roller, and the people, directly in their path to be less than a legitimate threat. A few grenades and a rocket launcher in the back of the roller, but it would take the people too long to get to them before Gibbons brought a giant foot down on them all. 
 
   The only reason he had stopped was because they were holding a huge hand painted sign that read, “MacAulay! You owe us!”
 
   “Clay,” Gibbons said loud enough to roust Clay from his sleep. “You are going to want to see this.”
 
   “What is it?” Clay asked as he opened his eyes and gave his head a little shake to knock the sleep loose.
 
   “You know these yahoos?” Gibbons asked.
 
   Clay brought up a view of the people and the roller that waited far below. He sighed and rubbed at his eyes for a couple seconds, looked again, sighed some more, then stood up.
 
   “Open the hatch,” Clay said. “I’ll talk to them directly.”
 
   “You’re going down there?” Gibbons asked.
 
   “No way,” Clay said. “I’ll just shout down at them.”
 
   “Not exactly the high road,” Gibbons said. “Kind of rude.”
 
   “Don’t care,” Clay said. “I am so over all of these people.”
 
   Clay limped to the hatch and leaned out over the lip as he stared down at the roller. And the comunistas that stood around the roller, their sombreros shading their faces. Clay could see the red bandanas clearly and grumbled.
 
   “What do you want, Willow?” Clay yelled down.
 
   Willow stepped forward, handing the sign she had been holding back to Dandelion.
 
   “You owe us a fight in the tournament, Clay MacAulay!” Willow shouted up at him. 
 
   She had to crane her neck at an awkward angle, making the wide brim of the sombrero useless against the sun. She shielded her eyes with her hands, but then she couldn’t see Clay.
 
   Clay smirked at the discomfort it was causing her.
 
   “I don’t owe you a damn thing,” Clay said. “My deal was with the underground. And Nasta is gone. Returned to her people. You guys need to work out your issues amongst yourselves. I want nothing to do with any of it. See ya.”
 
   “Wait!” Willow yelled. “We have already entered you in the tournament! Did that as soon as we stepped into Del Rado the other day.”
 
   “Well, that was stupid as hell,” Clay said. “I hadn’t agreed to fight for you yet. Guess you learned a lesson there.”
 
   “It was hasty of me, but I had been told you were a man of honor, as all mech pilots are,” Willow responded. “But I see you are nothing but a dirty drifter playing with a big toy that’s too much for him to handle. Pitiful, is what you are.”
 
   “Damn,” Gibbons chuckled. “She does not like you.”
 
   “Feeling is mutual,” Clay said. “I can’t stand comunistas.”
 
   “Oh, is that what they are?” Gibbons asked. “I should have known from the outfits.”
 
   “Can you move, please?” Clay asked. “We really need to get going.”
 
   “We? Who is this we?” Willow asked. “Who do you have up there?”
 
   “None of your damn business,” Clay said. “Just move.”
 
   “I think we will stay right where we are,” Willow said and crossed her arms over her chest. “You owe us an entry into the tournament. I will not leave until you agree to fight for our cause. Look into your heart, comrade! You know our way is the true way for all the peoples of the land!”
 
   “Gibbons?” Clay asked.
 
   “On it,” Gibbons said.
 
   The mech started walking again. It easily stepped right over the roller and the comunistas. 
 
   “Bye!” Clay called as he waved to the tiny people below.
 
   He heard Willow cursing his name just before closing the hatch. Blessed silence greeted him and he limped back to the pilot’s seat, collapsed into it, and took a deep, cleansing breath before closing his eyes once again.
 
   Another hour and half passed before Gibbons pulled up short once again.
 
   “Clay,” Gibbons called.
 
   “What now?” Clay asked.
 
   “More company,” Gibbons said. 
 
   “Of course,” Clay said without opening his eyes. “What are we looking at now?”
 
   “Uh, two women and a roller,” Gibbons said. “One looks really pissed off and one looks, I don’t know, hopeful? I think that’s the face she’s making. Or maybe worried. I don’t know. Humans have a lot of facial expressions and I can never get them straight without running an analysis protocol. Which I’m not going to do since you can clean up your own shit for a change.”
 
   “What do they look like?” Clay asked, ignoring the slight.
 
   Gibbons described Firoa and Nasta to a tee.
 
   “They’re cool,” Clay said. “Go ahead and stop. I’m going down there.”
 
   “Really?” Gibbons asked. “The pissed off one really, really looks pissed off. And she’s got a scatter gun in each hand.”
 
   “It’s good,” Clay said. “Bring up your hand and lower me down.”
 
   Clay limped back to the hatch and waited for Gibbons to bring a hand up. He crawled out onto the palm and let the AI lower him to the desert floor where Nasta and Firoa were waiting.
 
   “You’re alive,” Nasta said and rushed to him. She grabbed him up in a big hug then used her hands to carefully pat him all over. “Did the Mister torture you? You look alright. New bandages on your head. What did you do to yourself this time?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Clay said. “Just glad you got away unhurt.”
 
   “The Mister isn’t as psycho as General Hansen,” Nasta said. “He keeps his word most times.”
 
   “Still, you’re underground and he knows it,” Clay said. “He’s not a fan.”
 
   “He sees us as a nuisance, not as a threat,” Nasta said and shrugged. “Which is true for the most part. But now you’re here and can fight for us in the tournament.”
 
   “Yeah, about that…” Clay said and scrunched up his face in a lame look of apology. “I’m going to pass on the tournament. I stopped only to make sure you were okay and to say goodbye. Thank you for saving me and nursing me back to health.”
 
   “Goodbye?” Firoa snapped. “You lousy bastard.”
 
   “Fi. Hush,” Nasta said. The look in her eyes told Clay she was thinking the same thing.
 
   “I am sorry, but I have a chance to leave now, so I am going to take it,” Clay said. “I have a long, long journey ahead of me and I can’t afford distractions.”
 
   “Distractions? Is that what I am?” Nasta asked.
 
   “We,” Firoa said. “You mean we.”
 
   “We,” Nasta said and gave Clay a weak smile. “That’s what I meant.”
 
   “I…uh…” Clay stuttered and rubbed at his head. “Yeah, listen, Nasta, like I said, I appreciate what you all did for me, but as far as I’m concerned, we are even.”
 
   “The comunistas have already entered you,” Nasta said. “If you don’t fight for them then they’ll hold us accountable. We can’t afford a rift with the comunistas, Clay. You have to understand that you are our only hope.”
 
   “Please, stop saying that. You are capable people all on your own,” Clay said and nodded at Firoa. “I think Firoa here could win the tournament with her bad attitude alone.”
 
   “This isn’t a joke,” Nasta snapped. 
 
   “I know,” Clay replied. “And it isn’t my problem, either. I already ran into the comunistas. I told them the same thing I’m going to tell you. I am out of here. I have my own life and my own agenda, Nasta. I barely know you people. I barely know you.”
 
   Nasta grabbed his face and gave him a huge kiss. Clay resisted at first then eased into it. Firoa sighed and grumbled behind them as their mouths worked against each other.
 
   “Get a cave,” Firoa muttered.
 
   When they finally pulled away from each other, Nasta looked up at Clay expectantly.
 
   “That was nice,” Clay said. “And you make a good argument. Your lips are very persuasive. But they are just lips. There are lots of lips out in the world, but I only have one life. I can’t fight for you. I’m sorry.”
 
   The slap was hard, fast, and not unexpected. Clay would have been lying to himself if he said he hadn’t been in that exact same position before. It was a major reason he was getting out of there as fast as possible.
 
   “You are an honorless bastard,” Nasta said, backing up to Firoa’s side.
 
   “Want me to blow his ass way?” Firoa asked, raising one of the scatter guns.
 
   “I wouldn’t do that,” Gibbons called over the loudspeakers. “You pull that trigger and I stomp your ass, lady.”
 
   Firoa looked up in alarm and then shook her head. “Whatever.”
 
   “Is that Gibbons?” Nasta asked. “Maybe he’d fight for us.”
 
   “No can do, chica,” Gibbons said. “Clay is the bossman of this operation. I’m just the hired help.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Clay said as he backed up to the mech’s open palm. “I truly am. Believe me, I wish things could be different.”
 
   “Kiss my ass,” Nasta said and spun on her heel. She stomped to the roller’s door and yanked it open. “Fi, get in. Let this coward get on with his life. We don’t need him.”
 
   “That’s what I’ve been saying since we found his ass,” Firoa said. She tucked a scatter gun under her arm and flipped Clay off. “See ya, loser.”
 
   Firoa got into the driver’s side, started the roller up, and spun it around, spitting dust and grit back at Clay. He waved the dust out of his face then crawled onto the mech’s palm. 
 
   “You really know how to make friends, man,” Gibbons said as he lifted Clay back to the cockpit.
 
   “Shut up and walk, punk ass,” Clay said, settling back into his seat.
 
   They did.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Forty minutes went by before Gibbons cleared his virtual throat.
 
   “Oh, for god’s sake!” Clay snapped. “What now?”
 
   “We’re being followed,” Gibbons said. “Couple of mechs and several heavy rollers. Big guns.”
 
   “The Mister?” Clay asked. 
 
   “Nope, different markings on the mechs and rollers,” Gibbons said. “Oh, and now we’re being hailed.”
 
   “Up on the screen,” Clay said.
 
   General Hansen’s face appeared.
 
   “Mr. MacAulay,” Hansen said, her features failing at hiding the rage that threatened to boil over. “You are trespassing. I am within my rights to blow you back to Hell.”
 
   “Back to Hell?” Clay asked. “You assume that’s where I came from.”
 
   “We both know you are deceitful, murdering demon,” Hansen snarled. “You killed the Captain in cold blood.”
 
   “Nope, pretty sure her blood was boiling hot at the end,” Clay said. “Fire will do that to a human body.”
 
   “Stop taunting her,” Gibbons warned. “The mechs are changing direction and on an intercept trajectory.”
 
   “I have it on good authority that your mech no longer has armaments,” Hansen said. “One on one, you may be able to take one of my mechs, but not two on one. Especially since my rollers will blast you from the earth if you even look like you are winning.”
 
   “Not gonna worry about winning because I’m not gonna fight your mechs, you crazy bitch,” Clay said. “We are getting the hell out of here. Like I keep telling every damn person in this piece of shit territory! I’m not fighting for you, not fighting against you, not fighting at all! I am gone! So leave me the hell alone!”
 
   “You had better be telling the truth, Mr. MacAulay,” Hansen growled. “If I find out you plan on fighting in the tournament—”
 
   “Screw the tournament!” Clay yelled. “You people are messed up! I want nothing to do with any of you!”
 
   “Good,” Hansen said. “Then I shall let you pass.”
 
   “Thanks!” Clay shouted. “You are such a kind and giving soul!”
 
   He killed the com and slammed his fists on the armrests of his seat.
 
   “Double time us out of here, Gibbons!” Clay ordered. “I don’t care how much power it uses up! I want to be out of this territory before nightfall!”
 
   “Don’t bark at me, buddy boy,” Gibbons said. “And this territory is huge. Even at double time we would still be within its borders.”
 
   “Great. Just great,” Clay said. “Just promise me we don’t stop again. I want to sleep right through until we are somewhere else. Anything comes up and you get to handle it. I don’t care how you handle it, just handle it.”
 
   “You’re still barking,” Gibbons replied. “But, I feel ya, pal. You get some sleep. I’ve got our backs from here until NorthAm.”
 
   “Thank you,” Clay said and settled back into his seat. “I just need some time to get my head on straight. I’m so freaking exhausted.”
 
   “Sleep away, my sweet baby boy,” Gibbons cooed.
 
   “Kiss my ass, Gibbons,” Clay replied, but with a smile.
 
   It was nice to be back home.
 
   He closed his eyes and drifted off.
 
   For about forty minutes.
 
   “Clay?” Gibbons whispered. “Hey, Clay? Sorry, man, but I think you do need to see this.”
 
   Clay stirred and held up both middle fingers.
 
   “Do you see these?” Clay asked. “Whoever is down there, show them this exact greeting. Then keep walking.”
 
   “Yeah, that was what I was going to do, but this guy is different than the other ones,” Gibbons said. “He’s signing some message to you and has a duffel bag at his feet that is filled with some serious hardware. Some of it I can’t even identify. I’d keep going, but he is signing like crazy and I can’t be a jerk to a deaf guy. That’s just not in my programming, man.”
 
   Clay sat up. “Signing? What is he saying?”
 
   Clay stood and walked to the hatch. He popped it open and looked down at Hank. Hank stopped signing and gave Clay a wave. Reluctantly, Clay waved back. Then Hank went back to signing.
 
   “He says you owe him a life debt,” Gibbons said. “Something about a showdown in Del Rado. He’s come to collect. This true, Clay?”
 
   “I guess that answers that question,” Clay muttered to himself then cleared his throat. “Yeah, I guess it is true.”
 
   Hank stopped signing and waited while Clay looked down at him. After a couple of minutes of silence, verbal and sign language, Clay motioned for Hank to climb on up. Hank gave him a thumbs up and lifted the duffel bag to his back. He strapped it on then hurried over to the rungs of the leg ladder.
 
   “I could give him a lift up,” Gibbons said.
 
   “I don’t want to make it too easy for the guy,” Clay said.
 
   Clay moved out of the way as Hank finally made it up to the cockpit. The man tossed in his duffel bag and then climbed over the lip and rested for a second before he started up with the signing.
 
   “He says he wants you to fight in the tournament for Nasta and the comunistas,” Gibbons translated. “Even if you lose, he’ll consider the life debt cleared.”
 
   “If I lose then I’m dead,” Clay said. “I doubt either the Mister or General Hansen will show mercy if one of their pilots takes us down.”
 
   “Oh, ye of little faith,” Gibbons said. A vid screen came to life and a pair of virtual hands started signing everything Gibbons said so Hank could keep up with the conversation. “There is no way these yokels can beat us.”
 
   “We are used to fighting with weapons,” Clay said.
 
   Hank signed a response.
 
   “He says you fought fine with a cargo mech,” Gibbons said. “Hey! Have you been cheating on me with other mechs?”
 
   “Only a couple and they meant nothing to me,” Clay said. “You know you’re my special mech, Gibbons.”
 
   Hank laughed and signed a long message.
 
   “He says that I sound like a reasonable person and should talk some sense into you,” Gibbons said. “The guy has a point there. But we both know that whatever sense I try to talk, it ain’t getting through your thick skull.”
 
   “Listen, Hank, thanks for being my proxy in the showdown,” Clay said. “But I can’t fight in the tournament. I’ve told everyone else this and played it off like I was just being a dick. The truth is I am beat to hell, man. I have zero strength or stamina.”
 
   “That’s what you have me for, pal,” Gibbons said. “I can pick up the slack.”
 
   Hank repeated what Gibbons said.
 
   “No ganging up,” Clay snapped once Gibbons had translated. “My answer is still no.”
 
   “Hank says then the underground is done for and hundreds of slaves that are relying on them will die,” Gibbons said. “Damn. He’s going straight for the guilt trip on this one.”
 
   “Listen, man, I’ll give you a ride back to your caves, okay?” Clay said. “But that’s the end of my obligation to you. That’s it. End of story. Game over. Fini.”
 
   Hank signed with quick, sharp movements.
 
   “Oh, man, he is pissed,” Gibbons said. “I just learned like six new curse words in sign language.”
 
   “Do you want the ride or not?” Clay snapped.
 
   Hank stopped in the middle of his signing. He waved his hands at Clay and made to leave the cockpit. Then he stopped as he looked out at the landscape. Clay waited. He owed the guy time at least. When Hank turned back around, he nodded and then sat on the floor next to his duffel bag.
 
   “There’s a jump seat behind me,” Clay said. “Strap in. We’re going to run your ass full speed back home. Then I am so through with this nightmare territory.”
 
   Hank glared, but picked himself up and went to the jump seat, signing directions as he changed positions. 
 
   “That’s going to take a few hours to reach,” Gibbons said. “It’ll be dark by the time we get back on the road, Clay.”
 
   “Then we walk in the dark,” Clay said. “I am not staying in this place another day.”
 
   Gibbons got them turned around then set off at a fast trot. The cockpit began to rock violently at first before the motion stabilizers kicked in and the rocking turned into a smooth jostling.
 
   Two and a half hours later, they stood at the mesa where Clay had spent a good deal of time unconscious and recovering from a gunshot to the belly and a hunk of wood to the shoulder.  The main cave was only a few meters above the mech’s cockpit and Gibbons extended his hand to Hank as he climbed out of the hatch.
 
   The man turned and shook his head at Clay. That was all he said. A stern, sad head shake.
 
   “That’s life, man!” Clay called after him as Gibbons set Hank at the mouth of the main cave. Nasta and Firoa, plus a few other undergrounders, stood at the mouth of the cave and glared down at Clay. “Hey, there. Just dropping Hank off. Nothing more. Don’t read anything into this.”
 
   He was answered with a long line of middle fingers. Plus a couple of gobs of spit. Clay jumped back and avoided the expectorations. 
 
   “Oh, yeah, I am so done,” Clay said and slammed the hatch closed. Or tried to. The piston regulators wouldn’t allow it to slam closed completely just in case a limb was not all the way in. Would suck to lose a hand in a fit of hatch slamming anger.
 
   Clay slumped into his seat.
 
   “Do I need to say it?” Clay asked.
 
   “We won’t stop until we’re out of the territory,” Gibbons said. “Or until we need more power. Whichever comes first.”
 
   “Exactly,” Clay said. 
 
   They were back on track in a couple of minutes. Clay closed his eyes.
 
   After a few minutes, Clay’s eyes popped open and he slammed his fist on the armrest of his seat.
 
   “What’s up?” Gibbons asked. “Scanners show the way is clear for kilometers. Everyone is leaving us alone.”
 
   “Not everyone,” Clay said. “I keep seeing Hank’s face. And those damn signing hands of his. I don’t even know sign language, but I can’t get his words out of my head.”
 
   Clay got up and opened a small panel, the same panel where he’d gotten the first aid kit from.
 
   “We got any sedatives in here?” Clay asked.
 
   “Nope,” Gibbons replied. “You used the last of those when we crossed into Southeast MexiCali.”
 
   “That was months ago,” Clay said. “Why haven’t we restocked?”
 
   “That’s just a dumb question,” Gibbons said. “You know why.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, on the run and no time,” Clay said. “Story of our lives.”
 
   “What do you need sedatives for anyway?” Gibbons asked.
 
   “So I can get some sleep!” Clay snapped. 
 
   “I don’t think drugs are the answer,” Gibbons said.
 
   “Shut up, Mom,” Clay growled. “Do we even have any liquor hidden somewhere? I just need something to get these freaking people out of my head.”
 
   “Hmmm, that sounds like you have unresolved issues that perhaps need some resolving,” Gibbons said. The mech slowed, slowed, then stopped. “I’m no expert on human psychology or emotions, but I am an expert on Clay MacAulay. You can try to drink your guilt away, my friend, you can try to leave this territory, but in the end it will always be with you.”
 
   Clay fumed. He closed his fists as rage poured through him. It was all just supposed to be a quick stop to find some grey and get the power cells full enough until they found some geothermal. 
 
   It wasn’t supposed to be a nightmare rape romp with a psychotic despot. No matter how hot she happened to be. 
 
   It wasn’t supposed to be a mission to save slaves. 
 
   It wasn’t supposed to be a matching of wills with some old man and his mech champions.
 
   It sure as hell wasn’t supposed to be a help the comunistas campaign.
 
   But life had kicked Clay in the nuts, as it always did, and it turned into all of those things. All of them. 
 
   “It wasn’t supposed to be this shit,” Clay said. “It wasn’t.”
 
   “I’m going out on a limb and saying I missed some inner dialogue,” Gibbons said. “Inner dialogue that told you that maybe you do owe that Hank guy a life debt and perhaps your conscience would be eased if you at least tried to fight in the tournament.”
 
   “I hate you,” Clay said. “You’re an idiot. A stupid, stupid idiot full of stupid.”
 
   “Well said, pal,” Gibbons replied and turned the mech around. “Back to the cave where we dropped Hank off?”
 
   “I hate you so much,” Clay said, but didn’t argue as Gibbons got them moving again, headed straight for the mesa they had just left only minutes before.
 
   “I bet they are watching us now with binoculars and laughing,” Gibbons said. “I’d be laughing, if I was watching us.”
 
   “Shut up,” Clay said. “No more talking. That’s an order. We do this then never speak of this hellhole again. Got it?”
 
   Gibbons followed the order and didn’t respond. Clay grumbled the entire way back.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   Clay was not happy as he piloted his mech towards the staging grounds where the tournament was being held. 
 
   It was a giant space, a massive circle a kilometer in diameter. Rollers of all sizes lined the staging ground as people set themselves in position to watch the spectacle. Workers in bright orange hemp vests tried to direct the roller traffic, but folks tended to ignore the instructions as they scrambled to get the best parking spot with the best view.
 
   Clay was not happy as he slowed his mech then brought it to full stop as a mech, painted orange across its chest, stepped in front of him, hand held out in the universal halt position.
 
   “You Clay MacAulay?” the mech’s pilot asked as his voice crackled over the com.
 
   “The one and only,” Clay sighed. “Let me guess, there’s a bunch of stuff I have to sign off on before we can get this disaster started.”
 
   “Yep,” was all the guy said as a console to Clay’s left came alive and several documents uploaded onto the screen. “Just put your thumb print in the space indicated then go set yourself down over there.”
 
   The mech pointed to an area that was impossible to miss. Over thirty mechs, all of various models and conditions, stood in two lines half a kilometer from the staging area. Clay frowned as he saw that the pilots weren’t being offered roller rides from the mech parking back to where the spectators, and several rows of vendors, were set. 
 
   “I’m not exactly in the best shape to walk,” Clay said.
 
   “Not my problem, hoss,” the mech pilot replied. “Thumb prints then park it. Walk, stay, do whatever. I don’t care.”
 
   The mech moved to allow Clay by and he piloted towards the other mechs. He checked his scanners and didn’t see any more machines approaching. He was the last to arrive. 
 
   Clay was not happy to have to walk the gauntlet of mechs in order to get to his parking space. Not that he cared if the competition checked him out, just that he didn’t like being the center of attention. He knew they knew who he was and they were all either glaring or laughing. 
 
   “They are not laughing,” Gibbons said.
 
   “You reading my mind now?” Clay asked. “And no talking.”
 
   “I’ll talk when I want to,” Gibbons replied. “That order is dumb and I choose to ignore it.”
 
   “Like you’ve been obeying it at all,” Clay replied. He settled the mech in its spot and powered down, ready to conserve the cells for the fights to come. “I know you’ve been talking with Hank on the sly. Pretty sure you’ve been talking with Nasta too.”
 
   “Maybe,” Gibbons said. “Maybe not.”
 
   They’d spent the last six days at the mesa caves, getting ready for the tournament. For Clay, it had been a tense time of uncomfortable glares from the undergrounders and flat out antagonism from the comunistas. Who had apparently been invited to shack up with the undergrounders until the tournament was over. 
 
   Surprisingly, Firoa had been in good spirits the whole time. Clay guessed it was because she thought he was about to get killed in the tournament, so why not enjoy some gloating. She had looked like she’d enjoyed it very much.
 
   Hank had been attentive, making sure Clay was comfortable while he rested up in the same cave he’d been in when he’d convalesced from his gut shot wound. He’d brought Clay tea and meals, knowing Clay didn’t want to mingle with everyone else.
 
   Especially Nasta.
 
   That had been the hardest part. Clay had the memory of their kiss right at the front of his thoughts for most of his stay. It had been a good kiss. But it had been a distracting kiss. A distraction Clay couldn’t afford if he was going to go up against a bunch of mechs in a few days. So he’d avoided Nasta at all costs. Which proved to be as much of a distraction as if he’d just sucked it up and talked to her.
 
   Not that she wanted to talk to him. She made that very clear when she yelled, “Do not even talk to me! You are obviously only doing this because you want to get rid of your life debt to Hank! So go suck a dick or whatever, you scummy bastard!”
 
   That had pretty much set the tone for those six days.
 
   Clay was not happy as those thoughts streamed through his mind despite his best efforts to shut everything out and focus on the task at hand.
 
   “Hank’s down below,” Gibbons announced. “Can he come up?”
 
   “Sure,” Clay said. “Why the hell not?”
 
   “Don’t sound too happy about it,” Gibbons chuckled.
 
   Clay was not happy about it. Not happy at all.
 
   Hank signed a greeting as he stepped from the mech’s hand and into the cockpit. Gibbons refused to force him to climb up the leg ladder.
 
   “Hank,” Clay said and nodded. “Everyone else here and set?”
 
   Hank signed yes and went into a detailed explanation of where everyone was set up. They’d put a plan in place in case Clay lost. There was no way Clay was going to go to all the trouble of fighting only to lose and have everything fall apart. He saw the entire situation as a war, not just what happened inside the tournament staging ground. Half the territory had forced Clay’s hand, so he figured he’d do a little forcing back.
 
   “Good, good,” Clay said as Hank went over the plans a second time. “You should probably go get in position yourself. You’re the best shot we have. I want those crosshairs of yours right on General Hansen’s forehead and ready to shift to the Mister’s if this all goes south.”
 
   Hank nodded his agreement and held out his hand. Clay stared at it for a second then reluctantly took it and shook. Hank signed good luck, gave the mech a pat, and stepped back out onto the waiting hand.
 
   Clay closed up the cockpit then closed his eyes.
 
   “The Mister will be ready,” Clay said. “So will General Hansen. All the plans we made will probably result in absolutely nothing.”
 
   “But we’ll have tried,” Gibbons said. “That counts for something.”
 
   “Does it?” Clay asked. “Yeah, I guess it does. If Hank can take out one of those bastards then this will be worth it.”
 
   “I don’t know about that,” Gibbons said.
 
   “I don’t either,” Clay said. He growled low. “That damn water tower filled with grey. It was like a honey pot.”
 
   “It was totally a honey pot,” Gibbons said. “I would bet my left leg that the grey is only there to lure in mechs. Look around, Clay. How the hell did these people get all these mechs? When was the last time you saw so many in one place? I can’t recall ever seeing this amount of mechs together at one time. Not since the Bloody Conflict, at least.”
 
   “Honey pot or not,” Clay said. “We’re here now. Time to fight our way out like we always do.”
 
   “You have got to get your head in the game, man,” Gibbons said. “Stop moping and start getting ready to kick some metal ass. I can’t do this on my own.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Clay said. 
 
   He was about to say more when a small chime echoed over the com.
 
   “Attention mech pilots,” a woman’s voice announced. “Fights will begin in ten minutes. Please make sure your machine complies to all rules and regulations. Any mechs that do not comply will be forfeited and confiscated after the tournament. There is no appeal process per the contract you have signed. Thank you and prepare for the brackets to be announced.”
 
   “There’s your honey pot,” Clay said. “I bet the Mister and General Hansen both have an army of lawyers looking to spot infractions so they can confiscate the offending mechs. Slimy bastards.”
 
   There was no response from Gibbons, but Clay didn’t care. He was busy looking at the fight brackets as the tournament schedule popped up on a screen in front of him.
 
   “Hey, we’re in the first fight,” Clay chuckled. “No surprise there. We expected they’d do that so all the mech pilots could get a look at our combat style. We’re up against some pilot named Funko. Ha! There’s a name for ya. Funko.”
 
   Gibbons still didn’t respond. 
 
   “Hey, buddy, you cool?” Clay asked.
 
   “No,” Gibbons finally replied. “I was just going over the rules and regulations. We have a serious problem, Clay.”
 
   “How? We spent six days going over everything to make sure there would be no surprises,” Clay said. “How is there one now?”
 
   “We were looking at last year’s rules and regs,” Gibbons said. “Made sense since we were told they hadn’t changed in a decade.”
 
   Clay slumped and pinched the bridge of his nose.
 
   “Let me guess. They changed it this year,” Clay sighed. “What changed, man?”
 
   “Everything is exactly the same except one addendum has been added,” Gibbons said. “No AI integration per the law of all lands. It actually says that, Clay. ‘Per the law of all lands.’ Bunch of AI bigots.”
 
   “That was why the Mister was smiling so much when we escaped,” Clay said. “He expected me to end up fighting. When did the new rule happen?”
 
   “The day we escaped,” Gibbons said. “I’m looking at the quorum vote right now. It’s all legit. Well, as legit as anything can be in this place.”
 
   “The comunistas didn’t say a word,” Clay grumbled.
 
   “They didn’t know, I’m sure,” Gibbons said. “There only needed to be four competing parties to form a quorum, it looks like. They have four votes listed, all in favor of the addendum.”
 
   “Okay, then I guess we go with our backup plan,” Clay said. “Send word to the others that Operation Shoot Them All is in place.”
 
   “Yeah, that isn’t going to work either,” Gibbons said.
 
   The screen in front of Clay split into several views, each one showing an ally being accosted by either Sheriff Trang or one of his deputies. Hank put up a good fight until he was brought down by a stun wand. Well, three stun wands. He was quite the fighter.
 
   “This isn’t good,” Clay said, his eyes focused on the image of a smiling Mister as Nasta was walked away in handcuffs while Firoa was physically lifted and hauled away, kicking and screaming, spitting and biting. “I’m still beat to shit, buddy. Without your integration, I’m going to be slow as hell. I’m just not in fighting condition.”
 
   The screen blinked off.
 
   “Bullshit,” Gibbons said. “You have better instincts than any of these posers. You know our mech and you know what it can do. Play to your strengths.”
 
   “Nice speech, coach, but that doesn’t change anything,” Clay said. “The first time I get my bell rung, this fight is over.”
 
   “Pilot MacAulay, please report to the battlefield,” a voice called over the com. “Pilot MacAulay, please report to the battlefield.”
 
   “On my way,” Clay responded. 
 
   He powered up the mech then realized there was a serious problem.
 
   “Shit, shit, shit!” he cried. “I’m not in my suit! I haven’t had to use an integration control suit in forever! Not since I first learned how to pilot!”
 
   Clay got up and scrambled back to a locker that was covered in dust. He yanked it open and stared at the suit inside.
 
   “Oh, this is going to suck,” he said as he pulled out the suit and stared at it. “I don’t know if I can even fit in this thing anymore.”
 
   “Better hurry and find out,” Gibbons said. “They started a countdown. You have sixty seconds to get us onto the battlefield or we automatically forfeit.”
 
   “Shit!” Clay yelled as he stripped down to his underwear and pulled the suit on over his legs. 
 
   It was a very, very tight fit. He sucked in his gut as he got to his midsection then struggled into the arms. He barely managed to get zipped up and back to his pilot’s seat as the countdown reached twenty seconds. He yanked out old cables from under his seat and plugged them into the suit with ten seconds left. 
 
   “Here we go,” he said then switched the com on. “I’m coming! I’m coming!”
 
   He stayed standing and ran the mech out onto the battlefield as the last seconds ticked off the countdown. A good-sized mech stood waiting, its left foot tapping impatiently.
 
   “Asshole,” Clay said then realized the com was still open. He switched it off and sighed.
 
   “Pilot MacAulay, please turn off your AI unit,” the tournament voice said. “No AI co-pilot integration or assistance is allowed.”
 
   “Or assistance?” Gibbons snapped. “Where the hell does it say that? I didn’t read that.”
 
   “Great,” Clay said. “Just great.”
 
   “I have to shut down, man,” Gibbons said. “Sorry. I’ll hang in the stealth decks and watch everything, but we won’t be able to communicate at all. You are on your own.”
 
   “Yeah, I am very aware of that!” Clay exclaimed, his voice an octave higher than he’d have liked. 
 
   Clay watched with horror as the AI console went dark and he was left all alone in his mech in a too small integration control suit that was already beginning to chafe in places he didn’t want chafed.
 
   “Pilots, please prepare for the fight,” the tournament voice said. “Three, two, one, fight!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   It was not like riding a bike. 
 
   Clay had become so used to having Gibbons in the back of his mind as he piloted the mech that when Funko threw the first punch, Clay just stood there, expecting his left arm to come up in a defensive position and his right to lash out with a hard hooking punch. Neither happened and he found himself flying backwards as the opposing mech’s fist collided with the cockpit.
 
   His mech landed on its back and Funko leapt into the air, ready to come down with a sky punch that would destroy the newly damaged cockpit hatch. Clay shook his head and stared at the falling mech for a split-second before he realized it was all about to be over. He twisted his body and the mech rolled out of the way just as Funko landed, a giant fist making a giant hole right where Clay had been.
 
   “Oh, man, oh, man,” Clay said as he got his mech back up on its feet and jogged a few paces away from Funko. 
 
   He turned just as Funko was sending a straight leg kick at his left knee. Clay jumped out of the way and an alarm bell rang out in the cockpit.
 
   “First warning,” the tournament voice said. “Only warning. Do not leave the battlefield or the fight will be forfeit.”
 
   Clay brought up an image of the battlefield and saw his right heel was just at the white line painted in the red dirt. He hadn’t even noticed the line was there. He had no intention of making that mistake again.
 
   In fact, as Funko charged him, he had no intention of making any mistake again. 
 
   He was a goddamn mech pilot and he needed to start acting like one. Plus, despite the small size of the integration control suit, it actually made some of the pain in his body go away as it held wounded parts and pieces in place. Being injured was no longer an excuse. Nothing was an excuse anymore. 
 
   Clay had one chance to keep from losing his mech and, more than likely, his life.
 
   Funko came at him again, but Clay was ready.
 
   He ducked low and sent both fists straight into Funko’s midsection. He knew the blow would be blocked, but it was all a feint anyway. Clay had set his legs so as soon as Funko put all his power into blocking the fists, Clay could let loose with a sweeping kick from his right leg.
 
   Funko’s mech hit hard and the ground shook with the impact. Clay wasted no time and launched himself into the air. He acted like he was going to use the same sky punch maneuver that Funko had tried just a minute before, but at the last second he let his arm fall and instead went into a tight roll as Funko dodged the fake punch.
 
   When the two mechs came up, Clay was right in Funko’s face. He slammed both of his fists together, trapping Funko’s cockpit between them. There was a small scream and then it was over as Funko’s cockpit was pulverized.
 
   Clay took a few steps back and waited. The mech didn’t move. He reached out and pushed it with one hand. Funko’s mech fell backwards, stiff as a board.
 
   Clay laughed to himself as an old bit of mech pilot wisdom came back to him. Something his great grandfather had said once about only fool pilots tried to destroy an enemy’s mech when all that needed to be done was destroy the mech pilot inside. They were much easier to break than a fifty-foot battle machine. 
 
   “Pilot Funko is down which forces Team Crawley and Burnwood out of the tournament as that was their only mech,” the tournament voice said. “Match goes to Pilot MacAulay of the Flower Peoples Brigade.”  
 
   “Seriously?” Clay shouted when the name of his team was announced. “God, I hate comunistas!”
 
   He piloted his mech off the battlefield as a set of heavy rollers came out to haul off the fallen mech. He checked his scanners and zoomed in on a section of the crowd. The spectators’ faces ranged from shock to rage. There were no friendly faces anywhere. People glared, booed, and hissed as he walked his mech back to the line of other mechs waiting to be called.
 
   Clay gave a thumbs up to the others as he walked the line and returned to his parking space. No mechs returned the gesture.
 
   “Okay, okay, I got this,” Clay said to himself. “Be the mech. Be the mech.”
 
   There was a swell of laughter from the spectators and Clay realized he’d left the com open again and his words were broadcast over the entire staging grounds.
 
   “Crap,” he grumbled as he set his com to permanent mute. 
 
   The next match was between one of the Mister’s pilots and one of Mrs. Feathergorge’s pilots. Clay laughed as the name was spoken. He stopped laughing when the match lasted all of fifteen seconds. The Mister’s pilot was ripped right out of his cockpit and thrown to the ground then stomped into a pulp. It looked like someone else knew that a mech was nothing without a live pilot.
 
   Clay gulped and took a couple deep breaths as two more mechs stepped onto the battlefield.
 
   The first was one of General Hansen’s with the second being one from a ranch called Grapple Dapple. That match lasted much longer than the previous one. All of two minutes and thirty-six seconds. Both mechs ended up taking a good amount of damage and Clay realized why the Mister had wanted him as his best pilot’s second. Neither of the mechs on the battlefield were operational when it was all done. 
 
   And a mech and their pilot were considered one entry, so the winning pilot couldn’t just hop in a new mech and keep fighting. The winning mech did happen to belong to General Hansen which meant that was who Clay fought next, since each side of the brackets seemed to be taking turns in the battlefield.
 
   Clay watched the rest of the fights with fading interest. Except for a couple of impressive moves, everyone was simply amateurs. The rest of the Mister’s pilots swept their fights while General Hansen’s went fifty-fifty. 
 
   That meant five of the remaining mechs were the Misters, three were General Hansen’s, two were Mrs. Feathergorge’s, and two were from the Lovesnuff ranch, plus a last few individual stragglers. Counting Clay, there were sixteen mechs set and ready for the next round of fights.
 
   Clay heard his name called and stepped out onto the battlefield as General Hansen’s replacement mech followed close behind. Before Clay could even get his feet set, the other mech slammed a fist into his back, sending him sprawling across the dirt. A damage claxon rang out and Clay searched the systems for the problem.
 
   One of the servos in his back was fried, crushed beyond repair. The offending mech was instantly disqualified, but it had done its job better than if it had actually fought. It made it near impossible for Clay to turn his mech at the waist. 
 
   The tournament representative tried to calm Clay down, but he was having none of it. He shouted curses through two fights before his voice went ragged and his throat was so raw he couldn’t do much more than squeak.
 
   “You can drop out now,” the tournament rep said to him. “It is your choice. You would forfeit your mech, but you would be alive. More than some of these pilots can say.”
 
   “Suck a Gila monster’s egg,” Clay said.
 
   “I believe Gila monsters are a live birth reptile,” the tournament rep said. “But I get your point. So, officially, you wish to continue with the tournament?”
 
   Clay squeaked out a couple of new curses and the tournament rep sighed.
 
   “I’ll take that as a yes,” the tournament rep responded. “One more bracket fight in this round then on to the next one. I have you down as active, so be ready to fight when your name is called.”
 
   “I’ll be ready,” Clay groaned then closed his eyes, taking the time left to get some rest.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   Clay’s rest was short lived. The last bracket in the round lasted barely a minute. One of the Mister’s mechs took out one of his other mechs, since that was how the bracket played out due to the numbers, destroying the machine in an explosion of metal shards that had the spectators not protected inside their rollers running for cover.
 
   Clay watched as Pilot Bunting exited the battlefield, her mech barely scratched from the last two fights it had been in. 
 
   “Great,” Clay said as he powered his mech back up and started walking towards the battlefield. “Fingers crossed that she goes down before we meet up.”
 
   He waited then sighed when there was no response.
 
   “I hate not having an AI co-pilot,” Clay said. 
 
   He stepped onto the battlefield as his name was called. Having learned his lesson, he spun about right off to make sure the opposing mech didn’t get a cheap shot in. It was an awkward spin, all stiff and locked hips. Clay watched as a squat mech, one that would never have been used as a battle mech during the Bloody Conflict, waddled forward.
 
   Clay recognized the model as a Bento 2330 Demolition Mech. It had been originally designed to punch its way through mountains, either to create rough tunnels or passes for troops to get through so they could fight, fight, fight, for whatever side they were on. Clay was not cool with facing a demo mech. They had wicked strong legs and arms that, well, could literally punch through a goddamn mountain.
 
   The good thing was they were slow, as evidenced by the unbelievable amount of time it took the mech to get onto the battlefield, across the battlefield, and set itself for the fight.
 
   The tournament voice called the start and Clay started to circle the other mech. He quickly realized that was a bad idea since circling an opponent required the ability to twist at the waist, something he could no longer do. So he switched to a sidestep movement which seemed to entertain the hell out of the spectators. 
 
   Clay risked a glance at one of his vid screens that had the live feed of the fight on it. Yeah, his mech looked pretty ridiculous as it shuffled one foot then the next, looking like a teenager learning to slow dance for the first time.
 
   The Bento pivoted on its massive legs, but that was all. It didn’t take a step forward, it didn’t raise its arms, it did nothing but pivot, pivot, pivot in time with Clay’s steps.
 
   Then it charged. 
 
   Clay barely had time to leap to the side. He actually didn’t have time to leap to the side. His right foot was nailed by the charging mech and Clay found himself spinning out of control across the desert dirt. He tumbled nearly to the white circle, but was able to dig the heels of his hands into the ground and stop himself before he was disqualified. 
 
   He shoved his mech back up and turned about. The Bento was almost on him again. Clay instinctively jumped straight up. It was a rookie move since a mech in the air was a mech making a target of itself. It was different when leaping to one side or the other, you covered ground that way. But straight up in the air? Might as well paint a bullseye on your mech’s crotch.
 
   But luck held for Clay since the Bento was too short to reach him. Clay angled his mech so he fell forward into a roll that became a continuous tumble. He came up half the battlefield away and stayed down in a crouch. It wasn’t easy because of the damaged servo, but Clay knew what he was doing. He had a plan.
 
   The Bento pilot was relying on its bursts of speed to keep Clay on edge and off guard. That was fine by Clay. He stayed low and waited for the Bento to charge before leaping away, tumble rolling as far as possible, then coming up into a crouch, ready to start the pattern again.
 
   It didn’t take Clay long to realize the Bento’s pilot was a few circuits short of a full board. The guy kept coming and coming, never changing his strategy at all. It was probably a technique that worked eventually. Everyone screws up at some point. Repetition narrows the odds of a screw up considerably. But Clay knew that. He wasn’t trying to counter the mech’s fighting style.
 
   He was trying to outlast it.
 
   The spectators began to boo at about minute fifty-eight. Clay had been fighting the same mech for almost as long as all the previous fights’ times in that bracket combined. Trash and spoiled food were thrown out onto the battlefield. Not that it made much difference to the mechs. A rotten tomato wasn’t going to take down a machine that weighed a hundred tons. But it was the symbolism that mattered.
 
   The Bento charged, Clay leapt. The Bento charged, Clay leapt. The Bento charged, slowed, Clay still leapt. The Bento tried to charge, but its legs had begun to overheat and the pistons were sticking. Clay had known that would happen. He never expected the Bento to run out of power, but he knew mech mechanics. You couldn’t repeat the same move again and again without stressing the hardware.
 
   The Bento charged then fell flat on its face, its legs completely seized.
 
   Clay walked over and stood above the mech. He nudged it with his foot then jumped back as an arm shot out. 
 
   The Bento pilot started using the thing’s arms to pull it along the battlefield.
 
   Clay sighed and opened his com channel. 
 
   “Dude, stop,” Clay said. “Just tap out. I will totally let you walk away with your mech. I don’t want it, so why risk it being destroyed? Seized pistons are an easy fix, man.”
 
   “I refuse to let the Mister take my mech,” the pilot responded. “I would rather die.”
 
   “I get that,” Clay said. “But the Mister isn’t going to win this tournament, I am.”
 
   “You cannot beat Bunting,” the Bento pilot said. “So fight me, coward.”
 
   “Sheesus,” Clay said as he switched off the com. 
 
   He lined his foot up and as soon as the Bento pulled itself close enough, Clay let loose with a kick that caved in the thing’s entire top. Clay didn’t have to turn the com back on to ask the pilot if he was alright. The amount of blood that came pouring out of the smashed cockpit was answer enough.
 
   “Idiot,” Clay said. 
 
   That had become his mantra for the day as he took down rookie after rookie after rookie. Yes, many had fought before, but up against him they were nothing, really. A couple good shots, some cheap shots, and maybe a trick or two, but not one of the mech pilots had much depth in their arsenal. At least not as much depth as was needed to sustain themselves during a tournament. They gave away all their moves in their first fights.
 
   Clay, on the other hand, still had a couple moves in his wheelhouse. He had zero plans to pull them out until he absolutely needed to.
 
   The time came to need to during his next fight.
 
   The field had been whittled down to four: two of the Mister’s mechs, one of General Hansen’s, and Clay. 
 
   He stood in the middle of the battlefield and waited for his opponent.
 
   The mech was a big one, easily four meters taller than Clay’s. It was a beast of a thing with double wrapped armor around each joint, fists the size of heavy rollers, and legs that looked like they were made of entire mechs themselves.
 
   The mech was General Hansen’s. Not one of her pilot’s, but her personal mech. Clay stared at the screen in front of him as the tournament voice announced the two combatants to the spectators. He stared at the face of a woman he considered pure evil. Damn, she was beautiful.
 
   “Knock it off, man,” Clay said to himself. “She messed with your head once. Don’t let it happen again.”
 
   “Due to an unfortunate accident,” the tournament voice said. “General Hansen will be substituting in for her team’s mech. She is listed as an official second, if there are any objections.”
 
   “None here,” Clay said as he gave Hansen a wave. She did not wave back.
 
   “Good,” the tournament voice said. “Three, two, one, fight!”
 
   The woman’s mech was so fast that Clay barely had time to block her first punch and dive roll to the edge of the battlefield before she was on him again. He came up from his roll and crossed his arms as Hansen brought both fists down in a powerful hammer attack. Clay felt the servos in his mech’s shoulders strain and grind under the weight of the blow.
 
   “Wrong way to handle this, lady,” Clay said as he flipped onto his back and kicked out with both legs, nailing her mech in the right knee.
 
   Metal should have exploded everywhere. That knee should have been nothing but hanging struts and fizzling wires. But it remained intact and held strong. Clay had barely dented the armor.
 
   He opened his com.
 
   “You had this baby tucked away somewhere I couldn’t see,” Clay said to General Hansen. “Keeping it up your sleeve so I didn’t know what to expect.”
 
   “I had thought of letting you pilot this if your mech wasn’t up to my standards,” Hansen replied. “But this is much more enjoyable. The chance to rip you limb from limb is a dream come true for me, lover.”
 
   “Yeah, don’t call me that,” Clay said. “It make me a little pukey. I mean, you’re a sexy lady, don’t get me wrong. Like, black mamba snake sexy, though. All sleek and smooth, but pretty much pure death.”
 
   “I take that as a compliment,” Hansen replied. “And I promise to make your death as pure as I can.”
 
   Clay rolled his mech to the right, over and over, putting as much distance as he could between himself and the General. He rolled one last time and flipped up onto his feet. Well, he tried to. His seized hip servos made it a little hard, so he ended up just crashing his legs into the dirt. Clay sighed, rolled onto his front, and pushed up with his hands. 
 
   “That was pitiful,” Hansen said. “A sad sight to see. To think I had admired your mech skills at one time. You have made it far in this tournament, we all knew you would, but now it comes to an end.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s the truth,” Clay said.
 
   He flipped two switches and his fists curled in on themselves, the fingers fused together by a series of locks and cables that slid into place. From underneath, straight out of the wrists, two long, sharpened bars extended, one from each wrist, both close to ten feet long.
 
   Clay held his arms up and made sure the General saw the sharpened bars.
 
   “Weaponry is not allowed,” Hansen snapped. “I call forfeit on my opponent!”
 
   “Not weaponry,” Clay said. “I have simply extended my forearm struts. We can pause the fight and have them examined if you are afraid I now have an advantage over you. Is that what you want, little lady? A break so you can cry to the judges?”
 
   “Go fuck yourself, Mr. MacAulay,” Hansen growled. “I will crush you no matter what you try. You do not have the will to beat me. I proved that in the bedroom.”
 
   “Bitch, we are a long way from the bedroom,” Clay said as he charged the General. “And this sure as shit ain’t foreplay!”
 
   The General did exactly what Clay thought she would do. She held her ground and prepared to block the sharpened bars with the armor plating on her mech’s forearms. It was a smart move. Deflect the bars, let Clay’s momentum carry him past her, then grab from behind and twist and bend until he was a broken pile of warped metal. Any competent pilot would have done the same. 
 
   That was what he counted on. The General being only a competent pilot, not an exceptional one.
 
   Just before reaching her he dove straight ahead, letting his arms lead. He ducked the front of his mech down, drove the bars into the dirt, let them catch and flip his legs up and over, then yanked his arms free as his momentum carried him not past the General’s mech, but directly on top.
 
   Clay hooked his legs across her mech’s shoulders and slammed his heels into her back as additional bars extended, sliding out of his heels, slicing right through the protective armor. The General tried to throw him clear, but Clay’s heel bars held him steady. 
 
   “Give up?” Clay asked.
 
   He didn’t wait for an answer as he brought his arms down straight through the top of the General’s mech, sending the sharpened bars directly into the cockpit. Every system in the mech was stopped dead, severed from all power couplings. Hansen screamed over the com as a ton of metal ripped into her body, turning her into human jelly. 
 
   The sound of her cut-off scream echoed across the battlefield. The tournament folks had decided to make the com conversation between Clay and Hansen public. Their mistake. The crowd was stunned into silence, letting the last refrain of the woman’s shriek fade into nothing without response.
 
   Clay withdrew the sharpened bars and unhooked his legs. He flipped himself backwards and landed deftly on his feet as the General’s damaged mech swayed in the still desert air. Clay returned his fists to their original form and the bars slid back into their recessed spaces on each forearm.
 
   General Hansen’s mech still stood. Bits of flesh and a stream of blood hung from the shattered cockpit, letting the spectators and everyone know that the General didn’t have a miracle up her sleeve. She was long gone. Adios, diablo puta, adios. 
 
   “Can we call it?” Clay asked over the com. “Hello? Anyone? I think I won the match. Hola? Come on, people, don’t leave me hanging here.”
 
   “Winner is Pilot MacAulay,” the tournament voice announced finally. 
 
   “Might be easier to send out a pilot to walk the mech off the battlefield using manual mechanics,” Clay suggested. “That’s gonna be a son of a bitch for the rollers to deal with.”
 
   They took Clay’s advice and a nervous-looking man sprinted out onto the battlefield and started the long, arduous climb up General Hansen’s mech to the gore-filled cockpit.
 
   “I’ll be on the sidelines taking a nap,” Clay announced as he walked his mech off the battlefield. “Give me a shout when I’m up again.”
 
   No one answered him. He didn’t expect them to. The spectators were still stunned, silent as ghosts. Clay walked his mech back to his parking space, powered it down, and settled in to watch the last match.
 
   But the last match didn’t happen.
 
   As soon as the General’s mech was cleared from the battlefield, Clay saw Bunting walk out into the open area. A second mech, also one of the Mister’s, walked out to face Bunting. But instead of taking a fight pose, the mech bowed then slowly retreated from the field. The second its foot stepped over the white line, a horn sounded and the tournament voice announced, “Disqualification. Match goes to Pilot Bunting.”
 
   “You sneaky son of a bitch,” Clay said. “Well, that’s one way to make sure your best pilot doesn’t get hurt.”
 
   “That is the end of the tournament for this day,” the tournament voiced announced. “The final championship match will be held at dawn tomorrow. We hope you have enjoyed your time today. Please drink responsibly and clean up any litter close to your rollers. Thank you and goodnight.”
 
   “What?” Clay cried as he looked at the horizon. “We still have at least an hour or two of sunlight!”
 
   No one responded to him. Clay shook his head and pounded a fist into his palm. He did not want to stay one more damn night in the territory. He wanted to kick Bunting’s ass and then get the hell gone.
 
   “Hey,” Gibbons whispered from the stealth decks. “You think I can come out now?”
 
   “Don’t see why not,” Clay said. “Looks like we are on hold until the morning.”
 
   “Good,” Gibbons said. “Because I want to talk to you about something. I’ve been reading the tournament rules and I think I found a loophole that could really help us out.”
 
   “Do go on,” Clay said as he undid the cables and collapsed into his pilot’s chair. He stripped off the too-small suit and sighed with relief. “What you got, buddy?”
 
   The two talked for several hours, going over Gibbons’ findings again and again so there could be no mistake what they were looking at. 
 
   It was one bitch of a loophole, if they were right.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   Clay woke in the middle of the night, his body screaming at him, every muscle and tendon nothing but cold fire. His nerves were burning, his flesh was crawling, his head felt like it was swelling to the size of the moon.
 
   He fell out of his pilot’s seat and onto the cold floor of the cockpit. His cheek pressed against the metal, trying to find comfort from the fever that burned through him.
 
   “Gibbons,” he whispered. “Shit. Gibbons?”
 
   “I got ya, pal,” Gibbons said and the temperature in the cockpit dropped twenty degrees in less than a second as Gibbons pumped the space with the frigid desert night air. “Just relax, Clay. Sensors show you have a fever of nearly one hundred and eight. I’m calling Nasta up here to help you out.”
 
   “No, don’t,” Clay said. “She’ll see the modifications.”
 
   “You don’t think you can trust her?” Gibbons asked.
 
   “I don’t think I can trust anyone,” Clay said. “We have to see this through on our own.”
 
   A tray slid out and Clay managed to push up onto his hands and knees and crawl over to it. He took the offered injector, put it to his neck, and hit the trigger. Eight hundred milligrams of a mixed cocktail of analgesics and anti-inflammatories coursed through his veins. He turned and laid on his back, letting the drugs work their magic and bring his fever down while also bringing the pain levels to something manageable.
 
   “Good thing you found what you found,” Clay muttered as sleep started to take him. “I am pretty much done here, buddy. My body just can’t take anymore.”
 
   “Sleep, man,” Gibbons replied. “I’ll wake you when it’s time. These people won’t know what hit them.”
 
   Clay smiled as his eyes closed. “No, they sure as shit won’t.”
 
   Dawn broke over the horizon and the bright pink light filtered into the cockpit much faster than Clay could have believed. Even with the injector’s cocktail in him, his sleep had been restless and far from comfortable.
 
   “Good morning,” Gibbons said. “That night went fast.”
 
   “Says the guy that doesn’t have to sleep,” Clay said.
 
   “Ready to drop the bomb on the powers that be?” Gibbons asked.
 
   “Ready,” Clay replied. He crawled up into what had been the pilot’s seat, but he and Gibbons had transformed into the co-pilot’s seat during their hours of plotting and planning.
 
   Clay opened a com and cleared his sleep-gunked throat.
 
   “Good morning, Tourney folks,” Clay said. “Got a little announcement to make. Unfortunately, my body is not cooperating this morning. I took one hell of a beating yesterday, not to mention the beatings I’ve taken the past few weeks, and I don’t think I will be able to continue as pilot.”
 
   “He forfeits!” the Mister’s voice yelled over the com. “I insist that I am declared the winner of the tournament for yet another year!”
 
   “Hold your horses, Grampy Greedy Dick,” Clay said. “I did not forfeit. In fact, I intend to stay in this cockpit during the entire fight to come. It’s just that I am invoking Section 8, Subparagraph Y of the tournament rules and regulations that states if no other machine is available, I reserve the right to have an alternate pilot take my place. This is of course, if my sponsoring landowner agrees.”
 
   There was silence. Everyone waited.
 
   “Will someone go wake up the damn comunista woman?” the Mister snarled.
 
   After a couple of minutes, Willow came on the com.
 
   “What is happening? Clay? Are you quitting?” Willow asked.
 
   Clay read the entire section and subparagraph. Willow didn’t respond. For a moment, Clay feared she wouldn’t agree and all of his and Gibbons’ planning would have been for nothing.
 
   “Can he do that?” Willow asked finally.
 
   “He can, according to the bylaws,” the tournament voice replied. “His right of replacement pilot is not even a question. It is the fact he is choosing his AI to take his place that I believe we should discuss.”
 
   “Why don’t you all do that,” Clay said. “I have to pee something fierce. I’m going to take five and climb down out of here, stretch my shaky legs a bit, and wait for your answer.”
 
   There was some fast shouting and several barked curse words from the Mister. Clay cut the com and stood up.
 
   “I’ll lower you down,” Gibbons said. “Co-pilot MacAulay.”
 
   “Ha freaking ha,” Clay said as he stumbled over to the hatch and popped it open.
 
   He basically fell out of the cockpit and onto the extended palm that Gibbons had brought up to him. He rode the whole way down on his back, rolling off onto his feet only when Gibbons gave him a hard shake.
 
   Clay looked at the line of privies set up fifty meters behind the mechs’ parking area. He shrugged and unzipped his trousers, deciding peeing where he stood was the better scenario. No way was he walking all that way to the privies and back just to take a leak.
 
   “Dude!” Gibbons yelled over the com. “You are pissing on my foot!”
 
   “Sorry,” Clay said as he adjusted his aim and sent the stream into the dirt. 
 
   He shook, zipped, and turned to stretch. Nasta, Firoa, and Hank were standing right behind him.
 
   “We came to wish you good luck,” Nasta said, her nose wrinkled in disgust. “But it doesn’t look like you are too concerned about today’s match.”
 
   “Not really,” Clay said and shrugged. “I have a plan.”
 
   “We have a plan,” Gibbons said. “Or, better yet, I have the plan. I found the loophole and you—”
 
   Clay clicked off his com. He looked at Hank and frowned.
 
   “Is that my hat?” Clay asked, pointing at Hank’s hands. 
 
   Hank nodded and held it out.
 
   “Thanks, man,” Clay said as he took the old cavalry hat and settled it on his head. The world suddenly felt lighter to him. The aches and pains and dregs of the night’s fever didn’t exactly wash away, but they took a backseat to everything else for a change. “I don’t know how you got it, but thanks.”
 
   “You think you can beat her?” Nasta asked. “Beat Bunting? She is a monster in that mech of hers. Some think she would prefer to be a mech rather than a person.”
 
   “I get that,” Clay said. “I honestly do.” He reached out and patted his mech’s leg. “But she isn’t a mech, this is. As much as she wants it, she won’t be metal, but always flesh and blood.” He gave the three of them a wicked grin. “Which is why she’ll lose.”
 
   “Your ego is disgusting,” Firoa said. “I will be glad when you are gone and we can focus on our cause.”
 
   “Right back atcha, FiFi,” Clay said and gave her a thumbs up.
 
   “Bastard,” Firoa said and stomped off.
 
   Hank nodded to Clay and followed right behind Firoa, both headed to a roller only a few meters away. Clay eyed the roller then eyed Nasta.
 
   “Going somewhere?” Clay asked.
 
   “We’re leaving,” Nasta said. “Heading back to our caves. If you lose, we can’t be anywhere near here. They disarmed us and have us on watch anyway. We couldn’t execute the backup plan if we wanted to.”
 
   “I’m not going to lose,” Clay said. 
 
   “Yes, you said that,” Nasta replied. “But Firoa does have a point about your ego. Not that I think it is disgusting, but it is not one of your more positive attributes. I think you are being too casual about this match. Bunting has never lost once. Not in all the years she has fought for the Mister in this tournament. No pilot has even come close to beating her.”
 
   “Pilot MacAulay?” the tournament voice announced. “I mean, uh… Co-pilot MacAulay. Please return to your cockpit. The match will begin in five minutes.”
 
   Clay tapped at his com. “So I guess the Mister couldn’t find a way to disqualify me, eh?”
 
   “No, Co-pilot MacAulay, he could not,” the tournament voice replied. “Your analysis of the rules and regulations was correct. There is no rule against an AI being a pilot, only being a co-pilot. There is also no rule stopping your AI from replacing you as pilot in your mech due to your injuries. Since you are the sole entry by the Flower Peoples’ Brigade…” The tournament voice took a deep breath, working up the strength to ignore the idiotic name and continue. “Since you are the sole entry by the Flower Peoples’ Brigade, then a second is allowed without a new mech being required.”
 
   “Excellent,” Clay said.
 
   “You!” the Mister shouted as an open top roller came speeding towards him. Right drove while Left hung in the backseat, a rifle across his chest. “YOU!”
 
   “Me,” Clay said and waited for the old man’s roller to come to a stop right in front of him. The wheels came close to running over his feet, but he stepped back in time, never showing that he even cared, his face passive and serene. “Morning, old man.”
 
   “You!” the Mister shouted again. “You think you are so smart, don’t you?”
 
   “Nope,” Clay said. “Well, yeah, but not about this. My AI is the one that figured it all out, God bless him.”
 
   “Don’t you blaspheme by thinking the Lord would have anything to do with that abomination!” the Mister shouted as he got out of the roller and crutched his way up to Clay. “I do not recognize your claim if you should happen to win! You will not get a damn thing from me, boy! Not one square inch of land nor a single hoof from my cattle!”
 
   “I don’t want any of it,” Clay said. “I’ll leave that all up to the Flower Peoples’ Brigade.” He shivered as the words came out of his mouth. “Ugh. Yuck. Anyway, the second this fight is over, I am out of here. Whatever happens, happens. None of my business, as far as I’m concerned.”
 
   “Damn right it is none of your business!” the Mister said. He pulled a revolver from his waist band and pointed it at Clay’s head.
 
   “Whoa, whoa, whoa there!” Clay yelled as held up his hands. “Chill the hell out, old man!”
 
   He stared at the revolver’s barrel for a seconds.
 
   “Hey, is that my gun?” Clay asked. The Mister sneered and nodded. “Asshole.”
 
   Still in the roller, Right and Left aimed rifles at Clay’s chest. He was staring down three barrels and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.
 
   “Co-pilot MacAulay, please return to your cockpit immediately,” the tournament voice said. “If you do not then you really will forfeit this match.”
 
   “Kind of got a situation on my hands,” Clay replied. 
 
   “I got it, pal,” Gibbons said.
 
   The mech’s foot lifted then came down squarely on the Mister’s roller. Neither Left nor Right even had a second to scream. Their crushed bodies, as well as the demolished roller, pulped out from under the mech’s foot, staining the dirt a deep, oily black.
 
   Gibbons returned the foot to its first position and lowered a hand to Clay. Clay’s eyes locked onto the Mister’s pistol,his pistol. He crawled into the hand and let out a long breath as Gibbons brought him up to the cockpit as fast as possible.
 
   “That was close,” Clay said as he stepped into the cockpit and took his seat. “That crazy old bastard didn’t even flinch when you stomped his guys.”
 
   “He’s gonna flinch when I stomp his mech,” Gibbons chuckled. “Ready, pal?”
 
   “Always, buddy,” Clay said and strapped in. It was nice not having the burden of being the pilot on his shoulders. Plus, he really didn’t have the will to squeeze back into that integration control suit. “Let’s win this thing and get the hell out of here.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Thirty
 
    
 
   Clay double checked all systems even though he knew Gibbons had already done it a hundred times in the time it took him to do it once. As good of an idea as it was to have Gibbons take over as pilot, it still was a bit of an ego punch to Clay. He felt a little obsolete. 
 
   “Here she comes,” Gibbons said as Bunting’s mech walked onto the battlefield.
 
   The mech stopped and faced Clay’s mech. If he squinted really, really hard, he could just make out the shadow of Bunting tucked away inside her cockpit, all cabled in to her integration control suit. He lifted both hands and flipped her off. He was more than surprised when Bunting’s mech returned the gestures.
 
   “Nice,” Clay laughed. “I like this woman. I’m almost sorry we have to kill her.”
 
   “Really?” Gibbons asked. “Because I could change my strategy and leave her alive for—”
 
   “Nope,” Clay interrupted. “Rip the bitch apart.”
 
   “Roger that, pal,” Gibbons said.
 
   The tournament voice gave the countdown and the fight was on. Just like that, the end of the tournament was only one win away from being over. Or one defeat away, depending on the view point.
 
   Gibbons circled the mech around, using the sidestep motion technique to compensate for the lack of servo flexibility in its waist. Bunting only pivoted on one giant foot, keeping her mech facing forward the entire time, never giving Gibbons even a glance at her side or back.
 
   “This isn’t going to be easy, Clay,” Gibbons said. “I’m detecting serious power surges in her extremities. She is really juicing up her arms and legs. I don’t know what she’s playing at, but it is not going to be pleasant.”
 
   Gibbons was right. It was not pleasant.
 
   Like a furious storm, Bunting sent her mech rushing at Gibbons and Clay, both arms up with fists raised. Gibbons stood his ground and tried to turn the mech so he was in a side stance, but his waist wouldn’t allow it so he basically turned completely to the side, cutting off the cockpit’s, and Clay’s, field of vision. 
 
   Luckily, Gibbons wasn’t human and his field of vision was every single sensor and scanner the mech had. He saw Bunting’s mech get ready to strike, both arms coming in for a crushing blow that would annihilate the cockpit with one hit. Gibbons leaned to the left and kicked out to the right, his left heel shooting a ten meter anchor into the ground for stability.
 
   Bunting tried to switch tactics, but it was too late, she had built up too much steam and there was no way to slow down. Her mech ran right into Gibbons’ extended leg and her armor plating crumpled under the blow. Half of Bunting’s midsection sheared right off and fell to the ground, the other half hung loose against her side.
 
   Bunting’s mech spun away from the impact and fell to a knee. She ripped the remaining armor plating from her midsection and threw it at Gibbons and Clay. Gibbons stepped out of the way and the screams from the spectators could be heard all the way up in the cockpit.
 
   “Oh, damn,” Clay said as he brought up an image of rollers sliced in half by the flying armor plating. People were running every which way, some bleeding profusely, others just looking dazed and panicked. “That was cold.”
 
   Bunting leapt at Gibbons and Clay. Her mech’s shoulder collided with Gibbons’ and Clay’s side, sending them sliding backwards for several meters. Right to the edge of the white line.
 
   “Gibbons,” Clay growled.
 
   “I’m on it,” Gibbons replied as he spun around and let Bunting’s momentum take her to the line. 
 
   She was one toe from being over and disqualified, but she brought the mech up onto tiptoes then did an almost graceful pirouette that brought her back around to face them. Her left fist jabbed at the cockpit and Gibbons’ blocked it. It was a feint, an obvious one, so Gibbons brought his other arm up to block the right hook that came just after the jab. 
 
   He didn’t see the knee that nailed him in the left thigh, though. That sent alarms ringing through the mech and both Gibbons and Clay swore continuously as they backed away from Bunting to give themselves some space to assess the damage.
 
   “Crap,” Clay said. “Power coupling is damaged. Bad. We’re going to lose that leg soon.”
 
   “I know,” Gibbons aid. “I’m trying to reroute power from the other leg.”
 
   “Don’t do that,” Clay said. “Two weak legs is not a good idea. Not with how fast she moves. Keep full power in the one leg and let the other die.”
 
   “Are you nuts, Clay?” Gibbons snapped.
 
   “Yes,” Clay replied. “But trust me. Drop an anchor into the ground and stake the leg down. Use it as a pivot point.”
 
   “You just said she moves fast,” Gibbons objected. “So why would we stake ourselves in place? Hard to get out of her way.”
 
   “We don’t want to,” Clay said. “Let her come at us. Use her speed and power against her.”
 
   “Okay…” Gibbons said.
 
   Clay typed some commands into the console next to him. 
 
   “Oh, I see,” Gibbons said. “Good plan.”
 
   Bunting came at them. Gibbons let Bunting slam into them and pivoted on the leg. He used the force of her motion to spin them one hundred and eighty degrees then grabbed her by the shoulder and slammed the mech down into the dirt. Their spin stopped dead and Bunting’s mech had two feet of earth covering most of it.
 
   She exploded up out of the dirt and shook it off. Her fists grabbed at Gibbons’ and Clay’s mech, but they met only open air as Gibbons spun them around the other way. Before Bunting could react, Gibbons’ had brought his knee up and let it slam into her mech, colliding with the unprotected midsection.
 
   Pieces of mech flew everywhere. Bunting’s mech went flying, barely held together by the few struts that hadn’t shattered. It rolled across the battlefield, sparks and flames flying up into the air. Yet, Bunting did not quit. She got her mech up onto its knees then onto its feet. She stood there for a few seconds then came stumbling towards them.
 
   “What does she think she’s going to do?” Clay laughed. “She’s done for. Look at her.”
 
   “Uh, Clay?” Gibbons said. “I’m reading some serious power build up coming from that mech. Holy hell, she’s got it set to self-destruct!”
 
   “Are you kidding me?” Clay yelled as he scrambled at the controls, forgetting that he wasn’t the pilot anymore. “Crap! Get us out of here, buddy!”
 
   “I’m trying, I’m trying!” Gibbons yelled. “But we’re anchored to the ground, man! The leg is stuck! I can’t get the anchor to withdraw!”
 
   “Then cut it off!” Clay yelled. “Cut it the hell off!”
 
   “Cut what off?” Gibbons screeched. “The leg? My leg? Are you insane?!”
 
   “Just rip it off and get us away from her!” Clay yelled. 
 
   Gibbons moaned then reached down and started yanking on the stuck leg. Bunting came closer and closer and claxons had started to ring out on the staging field as the tournament organizers detected the self-destruct energy building. Rollers scrambled to get away. The mechs in the parking area, those still capable of escape, started to lumber off into the desert. The com was filled with panicked voices.
 
   “Come on, come on!” Clay shouted.
 
   “I am trying my best!” Gibbons shouted back as he yanked and yanked at the leg. 
 
   Metal started to warp and tear. Gibbons worked the mech’s fingers between two struts and pulled. One strut popped and the mech began to teeter to one side. The second strut popped and suddenly Clay felt the world go sideways. 
 
   The mech collapsed onto its side and Gibbons didn’t waste a second. Hand over hand, he pulled them away from Bunting’s mech. He shoved with the one leg still attached, and was making progress when Bunting’s mech went critical. An automatic countdown started on the screen next to Clay. It was Gibbons’ estimation of how long they had until Bunting went thermo on their ass.
 
   Four seconds.
 
   Gibbons clawed across the battle field, aimed right for the white line. Estimations said that if he could get them there, they wouldn’t be destroyed. They’d take some major damage from the shrapnel, but complete destruction was only a fifteen percent likelihood. 
 
   Three seconds.
 
   The mech’s hands grabbed the earth, cutting huge furrows into the dirt as it dragged itself closer and closer to safety.
 
   Two seconds.
 
   The ground shook as Bunting’s mech started to vibrate with nuclear energy. There were safety protocols that would keep it from going totally mushroom cloud. There had to be or the land would have been a radioactive wasteland after the first few months of the Bloody Conflict. But even still, things were going to get hot and uncomfortable if they didn’t get at least another few dozen meters away.
 
   One second.
 
   Clay closed his eyes just as their mech reached the white line. It was all over. Nothing more they could do.
 
   The world went white with a light so intense that Clay felt pain even with his eyelids closed. Then their mech was tumbling and falling over itself, shoved across the desert by Bunting’s self-destruction. Flames and debris rushed around them and Clay screamed the entire time. He didn’t stop screaming until the mech had been still for at least thirty seconds.
 
   “Well, that was new,” Gibbons said. “Let’s not do that again.”
 
   “Yes, let’s not,” Clay said. “What are we looking at?”
 
   “Still missing a leg,” Gibbons said. “We are down to five percent power. Half of the cells are wiped. Her mech must have had some sort of EMP dampener because our systems are still running. Obviously, since I’m talking to you right now.”
 
   “Obviously,” Clay responded. “Are we salvageable?”
 
   “We are,” Gibbons said. “But we’ll need some repairs.”
 
   “Well, we did just win the tournament, so I’m guessing we can make a request for parts and a repair space,” Clay said. “In fact, pretty sure that General Hansen’s ranch is up for grabs right now. I’ll suggest that the comunistas take that over as their new home base, which is within their rights since they sponsored us.”
 
   “Good idea,” Gibbons said.
 
   “Clay MacAulay,” the tournament voice announced. “You have been disqualified. Your mech moved over the white line before the match was completely ended. The Mister is declared the winner. Please exit your mech and prepare for it to be handed over, per the rules and regulations.”
 
   Clay sat there, his mouth open.
 
   The triumphant cackle of the Mister filled the com.
 
   “Ha! You sorry sack of mech shit!” the Mister yelled. “Too bad you were so focused on living and forgot all about the fight! Suckers!”
 
   “Gibbons,” Clay whispered.
 
   “We’re good, pal,” Gibbons said, his voice light and cheery. “Watch.”
 
   Clay watched on the one screen in the cockpit that wasn’t flickering and smoking. He smiled and nodded.
 
   “Good catch, buddy,” Clay said and rested his head on his arms. “Very good catch. How about you show that to the tourney folks while I take a little siesta?”
 
   “Will do, pal,” Gibbons laughed. “You just go ahead and pass right out now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Thirty-One
 
    
 
   It took a full week to repair the mech, which included getting the full weapons systems back from the Mister’s ranch and reattaching them so the mech was whole once more. Better than it had been when it had stumbled into the territory, since it was fully powered with geothermal as well as a nice reserve of grey. 
 
   During that week, Clay rested and relaxed in the late General’s ranch house. To his surprise, Zeus was still alive. He was missing both his left eye and left arm, but he was alive. He refused to say what the General had exactly done to him, but there were rumors amongst the servants that the woman had forced him to eat his limb as well as the eye.
 
   Clay didn’t doubt that at all. He also didn’t ask for confirmation of the rumor. 
 
   To while his time away, Clay entertained himself by watching the instant replay of the last moments of the fight with Bunting. There was a particular part he liked to rewind and watch again and again. The moment before Gibbons’ and Clay’s mech hand had reached over the line, Bunting’s mech had exploded. It blew with so much force that a good deal of Bunting’s mech had raced past the white line at supersonic speeds, beating Gibbons’ and Clay’s mech fist by milliseconds.
 
   It was a photo finish. After Gibbons insisted the tournament organizers study the footage a few times, there was no question. Bunting’s mech was declared disqualified, not destroyed. 
 
   The Mister had lost his shit. He threatened to kill everyone within shouting distance. He even powered up a couple of his rollers and had aimed cannons right at Clay and Gibbons. But in the end it had all been worked out. The Mister wouldn’t be bothering anyone again.
 
   “Knock, knock,” a voice said from the doorway to the den Clay was lounged in. “A word, Mr. MacAulay?”
 
   Sheriff Trang sauntered in, his thumbs hooked into his gun belt, making sure Clay knew he was ready to get tough if needed, but would rather not have to.
 
   “Looks like your mech is up on both feet again,” Sheriff Trang said.
 
   “That it is, Sheriff,” Clay agreed. “Getting ready to pack up and be on my way.”
 
   “That is exactly what I wanted to hear,” Sheriff Trang replied, his face confirming his statement. Relief was written all over it. “As much as some folks are happy you’ve helped relieve the territory of two of its biggest problems, there area good deal more that seeyou as the problem, not the solution.”
 
   “Story of my life, Sheriff,” Clay said. “I’ll be out of your hair by this time tomorrow.”
 
   “Yes, about that,” the sheriff said. “I might suggest you up your departure time. Like I said, there are a might more people that would rather you hung from a mesquite branch than be hailed as a hero.”
 
   “Yep, you said that,” Clay replied. “So?”
 
   “Well, those folks are on their way to this ranch right now,” the sheriff said. 
 
   “They are?” Clay asked, surprised.
 
   “They are,” the sheriff replied and nodded. “They’ll be here in rollers in about an hour. I can talk to them, which is my job, but in the end I just don’t have the men to hold them back. Your little win has created a power void in these parts and loyalties are a little loose at the moment. Once things is settled, I’ll have more sway, but right now? Not so much.”
 
   “Mob rule, is it?” Clay chuckled. He waved a hand at the sheriff. “No need to look apologetic. I get it, Sheriff. This ain’t the first time I’ve been run out of town. Not even my second. I’ll be on my way before they get here.”
 
   “I appreciate that,” the sheriff said.
 
   “No problem,” Clay replied. “How is the mood towards the comunistas? They’ve taken this ranch as their own, you know. The mob gonna give them a hard time?”
 
   “Do you really care?” Sheriff Trang asked.
 
   Clay shrugged. “Not really. I freaking hate comunistas. But they are helping some friends of mine.”
 
   “The undergrounders,” Sheriff Trang said and nodded. “Last I heard those folks haven’t even stepped one foot out of their caves. Smart people. Best to let the dust settle before they get back to work.”
 
   Clay gave the sheriff a curious look. “You approve of what they’re doing?”
 
   Sheriff Trang chuckled softly then rolled up a sleeve. He showed Clay the brand. “We all have our pasts, Mr. MacAulay. Being the law around here, I can’t outright condone what they are doing. But then I’ve been looking the other way for the Mister and General Hansen for years. I have no problem staring off in the distance for some undergrounders helping out people that just want a chance to live free lives.”
 
   “Good to hear, Sheriff,” Clay said and extended his hand. The sheriff shook it then moved aside, indicating the meeting was over and it was time for Clay to go. “Hopefully I won’t ever see you again. So you take care, okay?”
 
   “You as well,” Sheriff Trang said. “Safe travels, son.”
 
   Clay nodded and stepped out into the hallway. He had stacked his things by the front door, having expected to need a quick exit, but they were gone. Zeus stood there instead and bowed slightly.
 
   “Godspeed, Clay MacAulay,” Zeus said. “May the fates be kind to you on your travels.”
 
   “Thanks, Zeus,” Clay said. “Hey, do me a favor, will ya?”
 
   “Yes, sir?” Zeus replied, eyebrows raised. 
 
   “Firebomb that dungeon,” Clay said. “I’ll sleep a lot better knowing something like that is gone from this earth.”
 
   “Plenty more out there,” Zeus said. “Just like there is plenty more bad folk. But, yes, Mr. MacAulay, I’ll firebomb the living hell out of that dungeon. Won’t no one in this territory be bothered by its horrors again.”
 
   “Thanks, Zeus,” Clay said and clapped the man on the shoulder. His only shoulder. “My things in the mech?”
 
   “I had them moved there when the sheriff arrived,” Zeus said. “As well as something else that was brought by per the terms of your win.”
 
   “My revolver?” Clay asked.
 
   “Your revolver,” Zeus said. “Mighty fine piece, that is. Glad you got it back.”
 
   “Me too, Zeus,” Clay said. “Oh, and thanks for giving my hat to Hank. You did do that, right?”
 
   “I may have had something to do with that,” Zeus said and smiled.
 
   Clay stepped out onto the porch. His mech loomed in the middle of the ground. He smiled up at it, gave a half tip of his hat back towards Zeus and the sheriff, then sauntered down the steps and over to his machine.
 
   Gibbons piloted them well around the oncoming mob, but Clay watched the rollers head for the ranch on the screen next to his seat. His legs hung over the chair’s arm and he dug into a gap between his two front teeth with a toothpick as the mech stomped its way across the desert.
 
   “Gibbons?” Clay asked.
 
   “Yeah?” Gibbons replied.
 
   “Hang a right at that bluff there,” Clay said. “We need to make a stop.”
 
   “We do?” Gibbons asked. “Is that a good idea? What if the mob decides to turn around and come after us?”
 
   “You think they’ll try to take on a fully repaired battle mech?” Clay laughed. “I don’t.”
 
   “You’re probably right,” Gibbons said. “Hanging a right at the bluff.”
 
   They walked for kilometers until they came to a familiar mesa. Gibbons piloted the mech right up to the spot below the undergrounders’ cave.
 
   “You going to go talk to her?” Gibbons asked.
 
   “Nope,” Clay said as he took over the controls. “Just going to leave them a little present. Should brighten up Firoa’s day, at the least.”
 
   “You sure you don’t want to kiss Nasta goodbye?” Gibbons asked. “Isn’t that what people do when they care for each other and may never see each other again?”
 
   “Some people,” Clay said. “But not me. Too complicated. I like the simple goodbyes.”
 
   He removed something small from the cargo hold, almost too small for the mech’s fingers to grasp between them. Clay reached up and set the small item up on the lip of the cave, waited to make sure it didn’t come tumbling down, then nodded when it stayed put. 
 
   “Time to go,” Clay said. “You’re driving for today. I’ll take over tomorrow.”
 
   “Yeah, sure you will,” Gibbons laughed. “Lazy bastard.”
 
   “Kiss my ass, punk,” Clay laughed back as the mech turned around and moved away from the mesa.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   Nasta watched the mech walk off across the land, on its way to leaving the territory for good. It took the giant machine close to an hour before it was lost from sight over the horizon. She sighed and put the hand down she didn’t even know she’d been holding up the entire time. 
 
   She rubbed at her tired elbow and laughed to herself as she turned away from the mouth of the cave. Something caught her eye and she stopped. Nasta cocked her head as she moved cautiously closer. She was only a couple of feet away when she gasped and put her hands to her mouth.
 
   “What?” Firoa asked, moving to her side quickly, having been lurking in the cave’s shadows, watching Clay and Gibbons stomp away as well. “What the hell is…?”
 
   The two women stared down at the severed head. The eyes were bulged out and the neck was ragged, like the head had been cut off with a very dull knife, but it was easy to tell who it was.
 
   The Mister’s dead face stared back at them until Hank walked by and punted it out of the cave mouth, sending it falling to the desert floor far, far below.
 
   The three of them faced the horizon one last time, each swearing they saw a flash of light as the sun glinted off the top of the mech. But there was no way to know for sure, it was gone for good. The last of the Fighting Iron making its way to NorthAm and a future that wasn’t theirs.
 
    
 
   The End
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   Ten-year old Piotr Zabinski was almost to the airlock when his mother said, “Hold it right there.” She came over, knelt, and inspected his EVA suit.
 
   “I want to go out,” Piotr told her, fidgeting.
 
   “Hold still.” She checked the readout, and nodded. “Everything looks to be in order.”
 
   “I know how to suit up, Mom. I’m not five anymore.”
 
   She smiled and kissed him on the cheek, even though she had to know he couldn’t feel it through the faceplate. “You’re growing up much too fast. It seems only yesterday I was pushing you in your stroller.”
 
   “Mom,” Piotr said impatiently.
 
   “All right.” She stood and tapped the code for the airlock. “What are the rules?”
 
   Piotr sighed.
 
   “The rules,” she said again.
 
   “Watch my air. Watch out for sharp objects. Watch the sky. Come right back in if the alarm goes off,” Piotr recited.
 
   “What else?”
 
   Piotr had forgotten the last one. “Don’t go too near the fence.”
 
   “Because?”
 
   “Can I please just go?”
 
   “Because?” his mother said in that irritating way she had.
 
    Piotr hated being treated as if he were dumb. “Because if I touch it, it will short out my suit.”
 
   She raised her thumb to the pad, a green light glowed, and the inner pressure door hissed open. “Off you go. Have fun.”
 
   Piotr went through the ritual of waiting for the inner door to close and the outer door to open, and at last he was outside. He gazed up at the orange-red sky, then at the barren expanse beyond the fence, which wasn’t really a fence at all but a series of poles that projected an invisible barrier.
 
   Piotr never understood why they needed it. There wasn’t any life on Mars, other than the people from Earth. Yet settlers who lived outside the New Meridian dome were required to put a fence up. 
 
   Piotr began a circuit of their house module, looking for something to stir his interest. To the north reared Albor Tholus, an extinct volcano. Ever since he first set eyes on it, he’d wanted to go there to explore. One day, his dad had promised, they would.
 
   The rest of the scenery consisted of rocky ridges, scattered boulders, and a plain. He’s seen it a thousand times. Nothing ever changed. Just all that rock and dirt, with no vegetation, no water. Compared to Earth, Mars was boring.
 
   Grinning to himself, Piotr picked up a small stone and threw it at the security fence. It was against his mother’s many rules but the stone wasn’t big enough to set off the alarm, and he liked the crackle effect.
 
   Piotr debated going to the agripod and down into the horticulture farm to watch his father work. Instead, he drifted toward the fence. He was halfway there when he happened to glance down, and stopped in surprise.
 
    There were marks all over the dirt. Puzzled, he squatted and examined them. Each was the same. About half as wide as his hand, with a lot of small points around the edges, as there would be if his mom poked her knitting needles into the dirt.
 
   Piotr wondered what made them. It didn’t occur to him they might be tracks until he realized a trail led toward the fence. He followed it, and was dumfounded to see a hole where there had never been a hole before, rimmed by freshly dug Martian earth.
 
   It dawned on Piotr that something must have come up out of the ground, roamed around, and gone back down again.
 
   Piotr grew excited. His mother and father never told him about anything like this. He started to turn toward the agripod to go let his dad know but the hole piqued his curiosity.
 
   About the size of a tractor wheel, the opening went in at an angle. Piotr couldn’t see much. Kneeling, he placed his hands flat, and peered in. He heard a slight sound, and something moved. Before he could do more than gape in amazement, the thing was out of the hole—and on him.
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   Captain Archard Rahn smothered a yawn. If there was any work more boring than filing his daily report, he had yet to come across it. He glanced at the clock and saw it was only ten a.m. He needed to come up with something interesting to do for the afternoon.
 
   Leaning back in his chair, Archard stretched. On the wall to his left hung the United Nations Interplanetary Corps banner. On the wall to his right was a map of Mars that showed the east and west hemispheres in bas relief. Near the door hung a large image, taken from space, of a bright blue pearl in the dark abyss of space
 
   “Mother Earth,” Archard said aloud. God, how he missed her. Missed being able to go outdoors without a suit. Missed being able to breathe actual fresh air. True, New Meridian’s dome enabled people to do both, but only under its protective shell. And the air was artificial, supplied by the oxygenator and other components of the Atmosphere Center.
 
   His desk phone chirped and he answered.
 
   “Captain, this is Levlin Winslow.”
 
   Archard sat up. It was rare for the Chief Administrator to ring him up. “Sir?”
 
   “I’m sorry to bother you,” the C.A. said, sounding slightly embarrassed that he had. “It’s probably nothing.”
 
   “Sir?” Archard said again. As head of security, it was his job to protect the colonists and maintain the peace. Neither required much effort, principally because there was nothing to protect the colonists from. Mars was lifeless. In the century and a half since the first colony was established, not a single indigenous life form had been discovered. As for lawbreakers, crime was as nonexistent as alien life. Not surprising, since every colonist went through a rigorous screening process. Those with sociopathic and/or psychopathic tendencies didn’t make the cut. Mars would never have its very own version of Jack the Ripper. 
 
   “Do you know the Zabinski’s?”
 
   Archard brought up the personnel file on his screen, typed the name, and recited, “Family of three. Husband, Josep. Wife’s name is Ania. Occupation, farmers. One child, a boy, Piotr.”
 
   “You’ve met them, then?”
 
   Given the size of the colony, one hundred and twenty-one souls, Archard knew many of the people by sight if not by name. In this instance, “I went out to their farm when they first moved in to make sure their fence was up, as required. Small place. Two or three modules, the house and some sheds. Underground hydroponics. The usual.”
 
   “Well, the mother called here about, oh, an hour ago, saying their boy had disappeared—”
 
   “Disappeared?” Archard interrupted, suddenly all interest. 
 
   “The kid went out to play, apparently. A while later the father came in and asked the mother where the boy was, and she didn’t know. They both went looking and couldn’t find him so the mother buzzed my office.” Winslow paused. “My assistant took all this down.”
 
   “Why did they call you and not the Security Center?”
 
   “Probably because I’m the head of the colony, and the colonists all look up to me and respect me.”
 
   Archard let that pass.
 
   “At any rate, I wasn’t in. My assistant told them I would return their call as soon as soon as I got back. Which I just did a few minutes ago.”
 
   “And?” Archard prompted when Winslow didn’t go on.
 
   “No answer. Could be they’re still out looking.”
 
   Archard frowned. Military EVA suits all had comm-links. Civilian suits weren’t required to; an oversight, in his judgment. But then, except for farmers and geologists and the like, few colonists ever ventured out into the real Martian environment. 
 
   “Was their fence down when the boy went missing?” Archard wondered. Sometimes a fence had to be shut off for maintenance or what-have-you, and if that was the case, the boy might have wandered off.
 
   “The mother didn’t mention anything about that,” Winslow said. “Anyway, I have to go. Council meeting. Will you check this out and report back to me at your earliest convenience?”
 
   “Of course.” Archard was willing to bet a month’s pay that it was nothing. Kids would be kids. Even on Mars. Still, it was something to do besides paperwork. He saved his daily report to finish later, and turned to the communications console. “Heads up, people. Where is everyone?”
 
   “Sergeant McNee here, sir. I’m in the armory.”
 
   “Private Pasco, sir. The sarge has me mopping floors.”
 
   “Private Everett. Target range.”
 
   “Gear up, men,” Archard commanded. “We’re taking the tank out.”
 
   “Some action, at last,” Pasco said excitedly.
 
   “Don’t get your hopes up, buddy,” Private Everett said. “It’s not like we’ll get to shoot anything.”
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   Ania Zabinski was beside herself with worry. She and her husband had searched their entire farm from top to bottom and hadn’t found Piotr. Now, leaning against a corner of their house, she panted as much from fear as the running around they had been doing.
 
   “Stay calm, will you?” Josep said. “The boy has to be somewhere.”
 
   Ania didn’t care for his tone. “Of course he has to be somewhere.”
 
   Josep scratched his helmet as if it were his chin. “This makes no sense. The fence is working. The boy has to be in one of the buildings.”
 
   “Or lying out behind a boulder,” Ania said. The terrain around the house was flat and open, but to the north, in the direction of the volcano, it was broken and rocky.
 
   “The boy wouldn’t go that far,” Josep said. “He knows the rules.”
 
   “Then where?” Ania nearly wailed. She was close to tears. It was her fault they couldn’t find him. She’d let Piotr go outside unsupervised, which wasn’t an issue in itself. But then she had become busy with her analysis of the chemical effects of a new fertilizer they were experimenting with, and lost track of time.
 
   Josep rubbed at his helmet. “We search again. Don’t worry. Help is on its way from the colony.”
 
   “I hope they come quickly.”
 
   “We’ll try the agripod again,” Josep suggested.
 
   It made sense to Ania. They’d been down there once and shouted Piotr’s name but hadn’t gotten an answer. Now they would search the acres and acres of plants. Nodding, she followed her hulk of a husband, taking two strides to each of his.
 
   As was his wont, Josep thought aloud as they went. “The boy wouldn’t stray off. He knows better. He wouldn’t have tried to go through the fence. He knows it would damage his suit. He wasn’t in the sheds. He has to be underground, in the fields.”
 
   Ania recalled that back on Earth, fields were always on the surface. Yet another of the many differences between their own planet and this red one. “Could he have taken a tool and hurt himself?”
 
   “Unlikely. The boy wouldn’t take one without permission. But I’ll check when we get down there, just the same.”
 
   “Maybe he fell and hit his head on a seeding tray or a bin.”
 
   “Stop your fretting. He was wearing his helmet. It would protect him.”
 
   “He might have opened it. The fields are pressurized,” Ania reminded him. The artificial atmosphere was as close to Earth’s as possible.
 
   Josep unexpectedly stopped and pointed. “Look. More of those strange marks.”
 
   Ania didn’t care about stupid circles in the dirt. She would try to figure them out later. Right now all she cared about was their son.
 
   The agripod airlock was larger than most to accommodate some of the equipment they used. A flight of stairs led down.
 
   Before them spread the glory of their farm; wheat and oats, corn and potatoes, and more. The corn stalks were the highest.
 
   Ania decided that was where she would look and took a step, only to have Josep grab her wrist.
 
   “What in God’s name?”
 
   Ania’s blood went cold.
 
   Not two meters from the stairwell, a wall that should be solid had a dark hole, maybe a meter across, in the center.
 
   “What could have caused that?” Josep said, sounding dazed. He went toward it. 
 
   Ania was more bothered by deep scratches in the wall below the hole. “What are those?”
 
   “Eh?” Josep bent, then caught himself and pointed off across their fields. “Look! The corn! It’s moving!”
 
   Sure enough, the stalks were swaying as if to a mild breeze.
 
   Ania put a hand to her throat. “Piotr!” Certain it must be their son, she raced down the center aisle. Josep called her name but she didn’t stop. All that mattered was Piotr. She flew past waist-high wheat and then the oats. Josep uttered another cry, not her name but something she didn’t catch. “I must find Piotr!” she shouted into her mic.
 
   The corn stopped moving.
 
   “Piotr?” Ania called. She parted the stalks and peered along the rows but didn’t see him. “Son, where are you?”
 
   Only then did Ania notice another hole at the far end of the horticultural habitat. “Josep. Come here. Hurry.”
 
   When there was no answer, Ania turned.
 
   Her husband was nowhere to be seen.
 
   “Josep?” Ania started back.
 
   A profound stillness prevailed.
 
   An uneasy feeling came over her. She tried to swallow but her mouth was dry. Licking her lips, she shouted, “Josep? Where are you?”
 
   Ania was almost past the wheat plot when she realized that stalks out in the middle were moving. Specifically, several swaths were bending in her direction.
 
   “Josep!” Ania yelled, scared. She ran until the stairs were in view. So was a figure sprawled on the floor, and the strange things swarming over it. Sheer horror brought her lurching to a stop.
 
   Hideous creatures were ripping her husband to pieces. Already they had torn through his EVA suit, his clothes, his flesh. Blood was everywhere. Worse, one of his attackers was pulling his intestines out of his abdomen. Another raised Josep’s dripping heart aloft.
 
   Ania nearly swooned. She stumbled, regained her footing, and turned to flee. She would hide until the things were gone and report them to…
 
   Several more had come out of the wheat and were scuttling toward her.
 
   Ania screamed. She was still screaming when one of the creatures launched itself at her, still screaming when one of its limbs speared through her suit into her throat. Her scream became a gurgle.
 
   Then more of them were on her.
 
    
 
   Battlefield Mars is available from Amazon here
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