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It came from the sky. 

Some called it the Smash Down, others the Great Collapse. 

Some gave it names based on their beliefs — the End, the Apocalypse, and the Judgment.

By any name, it was the same event — the moment of impact. The moment Solaris collided with our world and the earth went dark. 

The few who survived came to call it the Blackout, and that was the name history remembered.

Tides surged. Skies darkened.  And civilization perished beneath its flames. But from the ashes, survivors rose and rebuilt.

Now the privileged dwell in Central - Earth's last city. The others, kept away by Central's great walls, cling to harsh life in the Outlands.

Despite their differences, they share the same struggle. All seek to reclaim what the Blackout stole from them: Humanity's lost past and glories. 

And so it was that Re:memory was created to give birth to Retros: memories from another time and place fed directly into the minds of the survivors.

Of some of the survivors . . .

For only citizens of Central are granted access to Re:memory's Retros. 

Everyone else relies on the black market. 

Everyone else relies on Reapers to patch-in and steal. 

Everyone else relies on Rezin.
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ShutEmDown

 Rezin raced, searching for shadows in a city that had none.

* * *

The decryption had gone well, but they all did. This one was no different from any other, from any of the dozens of others he’d decrypted since he learned he could bypass systems. 

Patch-in, decrypt, make the take, and get out. 

That was the pattern. 

That was what he did. 

That was who he was. 

That was what had made him rich.

That was what every decryption he’d ever made had been like, and this was the same…

Until it wasn’t.

* * *

Rezin knew as soon as he patched into Re:memory that this was going to be a big job, one with a big payout. He could tell– he’d always been able to tell. Ever since the first time he discovered that something within himself let him decrypt Re:memory — the storehouse where they kept the material most worth reaping — Rezin knew to make the take and get out without getting caught. 

Before the Blackout, reapers, or as the old world called them: hackers, used their hands to bypass systems. They relied on analog keyboards and some street smarts to penetrate security. But in today’s world, ever since the giant rock Solaris punched a hole in the earth and gave birth to the Blackout, everything’s changed. Central’s systems had to evolve. Today, they are faster, stronger and smarter. Reapers have to augment themselves with a chip and cerebral implant to get through. 

Reaping used to be work. Now it’s an art form and Rezin its greatest artist. 

But Rezin couldn’t always pick what he took, couldn’t always choose what he got. He’d be even richer if he could. People had lists of wants, and their friends had lists of other wants, and they all had money. If Rezin could have picked his gets, scoured for specific Retros, he’d have had it even easier than he already did.

If he could have patched-in remotely from his digs, he’d have done that, too, but he had to be close, close enough to touch the outer walls of some of the poorly secured facilities he’d decrypted. 

With Re:memory, he had to be even closer. He had to be inside the building.

Which was not hard –Re:memory belonged to everybody in Central, or so Kaine, Central’s leader, told the city’s citizens. 

Nobody completely believed him, and most people didn’t even partially believe him. But it didn’t matter. There were booths and kiosks for the general public, private rooms and even, some said, opulent suites for the wealthy. And whether in a booth or suite, a small fee let the visitor tap into the “Retros” - remembered treasures of the forgotten past - and lose themselves for an hour or two – longer for the wealthier – in other times.

Some said that the memories fed to them through the taps in the kiosks and suites were as false as the lies that led customers to the storehouse: not memories at all, but artificial experiences manufactured at the command of the leadership, and used to distract the public from the more awful aspects of their present. Not a real memory in the place, some insisted.

Rezin knew that wasn’t true.

Others said the memories the public was allowed to tap were only the most innocuous, diverting, pleasing memories. Nothing too strong, and nothing that could short anybody out. They said, too, that the selection queue of accessible memories that customers could choose from wasn’t even the tiniest fraction of what Re:memory held, not even a hint of the treasures and dangers the storehouse contained, and that they were withheld from the public by the city’s leadership.

Rezin knew that was true, and didn’t even come close to describing just how rich in memories the storehouse was.

The memories beyond the queue were, after all, what were making Rezin a very rich young man.

And they were what he was after today.

* * *

He wished there was a selection queue for his targets. It would be a dream just to scan the contents, pick his takes, reap them out and sell them.

But once patched-in, whatever it was in him that let him bypass systems only worked if Rezin let the process guide itself. He knew what people wanted, and he knew what he could get for a good Retro. There were customers in the city, but there were customers in the Outlands too, he knew, and sometimes he could play them against each other.

Depended on what he got. How things used to be done was what the Outlanders wanted – practical, usable Retros.

Everybody had too much of now. Nobody wanted any more of it. How it used to feel was what most of the city’s Retro-collectors desired. 

“How they made crops grow," was the top want in the Outlands, so Rezin had been told by his fences.

"The last good day before the Blackout,” or, from darker-souled customers, “The opening moments of the Blackout,” were requests Rezin had heard more than once from customers in the city. 

Not all of his customers were predictable, either. Though he hadn’t worked with them directly, the fences the Outlands used to move Retros beyond the barriers that surrounded the city told him that some in the Outlands wanted former feels. And he’d found a few in the city, richer than most, and far richer than anyone in the Outlands, who’d paid and paid well for schematics, plans, instructions from the past. 

  But it was tricky selling such things in the city – he made sure that the people he dealt with would keep their newly acquired Retros quiet for a while after the transfer. That rule held for former how-it-used-to-feels as well as former how-it-was-dones. Anybody doing business with Rezin was somebody who knew how to keep quiet. That was how Rezin kept from getting caught.

Until now, he thought as he rounded a corner still too close to the Re:memory building and spotted two Scandroids gliding fast in his direction. Rezin scoped out the area, brushing away curly locks of brown hair from his pudgy face. He backstepped, dodged and danced his way through the few people on the boulevard, ducked down a sideway, fighting hard to keep from looking to see if the Scandroids followed. He walked fast without looking back or up, but not fast enough to attract attention. 

When he did, he was pleased to see no Scandroids.

Pleased but not relieved.

He wondered if he would ever feel relieved again.

He doubted it.

* * *

He’d patched-in smooth as glass, no problems, just like every other patch he’d ever made. He’d done it from the north wall of the Re:memory building - he hadn’t worked that wall in awhile.

To anybody paying attention, he’d have looked like anybody else. Maybe a little better – maybe a lot better. Rezin didn’t like attracting attention but he didn’t hide himself under a rock either. Reap in plain sight was the way he saw it. Not too plain today – he was making the bypass from inside a booth rather than a kiosk. 

He took his cares. Never patch from the same spot twice in a row. Don’t always use a booth – reaping from a kiosk was tougher, and not just because others could see him. Bringing out the Pulsar in a kiosk was tricky. But he had to have the Pulsar so that Re:memory’s systems had something to feed the stolen Retros into without a trace. And to the system, the Pulsar registered the same as Rezin himself did on those occasions when, as protective cover, he purchased a Retro or two from the queue and lost himself in the same dull pasts accessible to anyone.

Rezin wasn’t just anyone – and the Pulsar let him be more than that.

Most important of all, whether in a kiosk, a booth, or leaning against a wall at a low-secure facility: keep his eyes open and fight for all the focus he could while the decryption was taking place. The reaping wanted to take him over, drop him down into Re:memory or whatever he was decrypting, carry all of him along with it while it went after whatever it was going to get. 

But he couldn’t get too comfortable or he’d lose himself in memories of the past. 

Memories of his first Re:memory reaping.






II

It seemed like just yesterday, Rezin remembered, since he found himself reborn into a dystopian utopia. Since his new life as a reaper began:

The world Rezin awoke to startled him.

His body was numb. His vision blurry. 

A large neon sign swayed back and forth. Exposed wires clasped its bottom right corner, keeping the sign stable atop a pile of debris. Sparks burst with each oscillation, the bright light piercing Rezin’s brain. He blinked twice, his eyes adapting to the flickering fluorescence that cut through the shadows entrapping him. His vision focused, allowing him to read the neon lights:

OLD DETROIT 

2 MILES

Rezin did not know this place. 

This was not his home. 

He was a visitor here.

But where was here? 

Was this a dream?

A dark liquid dripped from a collection of rusted pipes in the ceiling onto his forehead. Rezin brushed the water away and sat up, the numbness in his body replaced by the aching pain of broken concrete jabbing into his legs. 

This was no dream. This was real. And then Rezin realized where he was: the Undercity. A place buried deep below Central where the old world still lived. A place where the dregs of society from both Central and the Outlands came together for business and other, more illicit, activities. Rezin didn’t know why he had awakened here. But if he wasn’t being held against his will, then he had to find a way out.

A melodic noise crept up from an alleyway in the distance, its tone filled with power and vigor. Rezin rose and followed the sound. He trudged through puddles of mud and water dotting the street before him. Bodies laid stretched out across the pavement in terrified poses. Some of them quivered. Some did not. Rezin wasn’t sure if they were dead or alive - and he had no desire to find out.

 The sounds grew into an energetic harmony as he drew closer to its source. Sounds of music, he knew. Rezin placed a hand against an embankment for support and felt the dry texture of paper against his fingers. He looked up and saw hundreds of posters smothering the walls, all of them displaying the same message:

SCANDROID - A NEW WAVE OF SOUND 

This was not an advertisement for the machines that held order in Kaine’s  Central. This was something else. A duo. A musical group. One that reveled in defying Central by calling themselves the very thing that governed the city above.

Rezin studied the two figures on the posters. He admired the front-runner’s sense of style. The lead singer sported a red mohawk. A symbol of defiance. Rezin ran his fingers through his own short, dark hair. A symbol he would make use of someday soon, he thought.

Shouts of excitement came from around the bend. Rezin pushed himself away from the wall. He didn’t have time to waste. He had to find a way out of this place.

A voice overcame the shouts in the distance and synced to the music:

I’ve been dreaming of a savior

To pull me from this lowly place

She’s analog and digital

Halo of light around her face

The words cut into Rezin’s mind and he saw:

Her face against the pavement, eyes losing their light.

Rezin shook away the visual. 

What had he just seen? 

Who was she? 

He wasn’t sure. He was only certain of one thing: he needed to find his way out of this place. Find his way to the surface.

Rezin emerged from behind a support wall and entered a large chamber. A group of onlookers, all of them dressed in unkempt garb, gathered at the base of a wooden stage in the middle of the room, their arms outstretched to those adorning the dais. 

Rezin recognized one of them. The figure from the poster. The man with the red hair. 

The crowd writhed together like a single organism, hammering the street with the soles of their feet to the same rhythm emitting from the stage. A beam of light cast down upon the performers revealed something beyond the fluttering onlookers. Rezin pushed forward through the congregation. Their stench was unbearable, he thought, and he tried his best to avoid physical contact with as many of them as he could.

The red-haired man continued his melody:

The path becoming clearer

The light cut through the shadows, displaying a large steel door at the other end of the room. A young man, not much younger than Rezin, stood against the exit, bobbing his head at the performance. Rezin approached and ran his hands against the door’s cold surface. 

“Good show, huh?” the young man said with a loud voice.

Rezin nodded. But he wasn’t interested in the show or what the young man had to say. He only cared about finding his way out and, he hoped, discovering why he ended up in the Undercity in the first place.

 He pushed gently at first, but the door did not budge. Rezin readied himself for a second, more aggressive, attempt before the young man’s laugh stopped him.

“You new here or something?”

Rezin ignored him.

“Well you won’t make it out that way. Central sealed us in from the outside. Only way out is through the tunnels in Subterra. But you’re safer here, trust me.”

A fragment of a memory came to Rezin. He knew the tunnels would lead him into the Outlands. But the answers he sought would not be found there. They were hidden somewhere in Central. Hidden within the vaults of Re:memory. 

Something inside of himself urged him to try the door again.

The lyricist’s voice echoed through the chamber once more:

I’m getting closer

Rezin placed his palms against the steel hatchway.

And every day I’m nearer

His fingers tightened. 

To the Salvation Code

The code, Rezin thought. He had sensed it. He could hear it calling to him through the thick walls of the steel door. It wanted to be found. It wanted Rezin to reclaim it.

A trail of sparks flowed from Rezin’s fingertips and chased a path of circuitry to a keypad situated in the center of the door. Currents of electricity danced between the keys. Smoke rose from the pad and a brilliant blaze burst outward, framing Rezin’s silhouette within its glow. 

The door fell to the ground with a thud, forcing the young man to reposition himself to keep from falling.

“What the hell?”

Something within Rezin allowed him to bypass the door’s security defenses and access its code. He wasn’t sure how or why it happened, but it felt natural — a part of him.

Alarms painted the room red, the music stopped and gasps from the concert’s attendees filled the chamber. 

The crowd watched Rezin, the man who decrypted Central’s security door, exit the Undercity.  

* * *

When Rezin breached the surface he nearly collapsed at what he saw. 

A vast cityscape stretched far beyond the horizon. A massive, transparent dome held the city and its ecosystem, providing it with the fresh air he now tasted. The streets were clean. The metropolis advanced. A far cry from the world he crawled out of.

He came from that world, the Undercity, starving — and even hungrier for knowledge.

He knew where he was now: Central, where the spoiled and pampered people lived.

He knew where he had been: the old city whose stench enwrapped him like a shroud.

He knew his name: Rezin.

But who was he?

Was he a Centrite, like those who stepped away, their faces wrinkled with disgust, as he approached?

Or an Outlander, sneaking into Central through the Undercity? 

Or something else?

He had no idea. He had awakened in the Undercity, choking on the stench, with no idea of how he had gotten there, what he was doing there, where he had come from — or where he should go.

So he had gone — up.

And emerged in the genteel section of Central, a post-Blackout metropolis built upon the dead cities of the past. A district filled with money and manners. He had neither. He began to walk, ignoring the gasps of those he passed, moving as quickly as he could beyond the loathing on their faces. 

He knew no one, he had no memories of anyone —

Venus. 

Someone named Venus. 

The memory returned: Her face against the pavement, eyes losing their light.

Rezin staggered and leaned, panting, against the wall of an office building, trying to hold onto the memory of her face as she died, trying to push himself deeper into his own thoughts —

But there was nothing there.

He nearly wept, turning toward the wall, and —

He felt something change in the emptiness. He felt himself meld with the systems embedded in the building he leaned against, felt information flowing into him.

Felt the decryption. Which ended nearly as quickly as it began. But which left him possessing access codes, passwords and ID numbers. Enough to get himself fed, cleaned, clothed and off the streets before a Scandroid tagged him.

Enough to get himself started. He didn't know how he had bypassed the systems. But he intended to find out, and to get better at it. 

Rezin needed to know more. Needed to know something – anything – about himself. But there was nothing. Not a single Retro existed with information on Rezin. Everything about where he had come from - who he was – had gone missing from the Retros database.

Rezin moved away from the building fast, taking some of its secrets with him.

He had no idea who he was. But he knew what he could do — and that was almost as good.






III

Peake stood lookout, waiting to warn Rezin should something go wrong. Rezin hired Peake for jobs like this. He needed another pair of eyes and a distraction should security become aware. But Rezin didn’t entirely trust Peake either. His loyalty and commitment to reaping faded with each passing job, Rezin thought. 

Even behind the booth’s closed doors, Rezin was careful when he brought out the Pulsar. Not that anyone – or any surveillance devices, which he was sure the booth was laced with – would see anything other than a microcase, maybe a little thicker than was typical, but still a fairly nondescript case for covering the microwallet. Everybody carried a microwallet, and almost everybody carried theirs in a microcase, which added a bit more smarts, and a lot more electromag protection. That’s what anybody or any device would see when Rezin placed the microcase on the counter beside the screen showing available memories. Even a scan would show nothing more than a microcase with a wallet inside.

Making a show of studying the queue, Rezin drummed his fingers on the microcase, a precise and far from random rhythm that brought the Pulsar to life, the device sending out a wireless signal that breached the system at just the moment Rezin made his selection and rested his forehead against the foam cushioned cradle that fed Re:memory customers with what they’d come for.

As far as the Re:memory staff or any of its attendants knew, the customer in Booth 156 had purchased an hour’s diversion among audiences who’d heard, and thus remembered, the Great Speeches of Second Stage Democracy. That was Rezin’s little joke – he didn’t want the Pulsar having any fun while its owner – reaped.

* * *

Reaping, Rezin could feel it, the pressure of the pasts, of all the pasts, and all the lives, all the memories. He could feel them calling to him, almost begging for him to decode them, as though they wanted the opportunity to live once more.

But he was helpless, as always, and went with the flow and the decryption took him along for the ride. He might get a hint of what the day’s take would be, he might not. Sometimes he didn’t know until the decryption had made the take and it was all the way inside his head.

This was one of those times.

The decryption pushed deep into Re:memory, moving far into the past, farther back than Rezin could recall ever being taken. This might be something very special, something old enough to bring the biggest fees. He wondered how deep it would go.

Then, without the usual gradual slowing and circling, the decryption found what it wanted, or what it was able to get, and began to make the take.

And everything changed.

* * *

Rezin stiffened, suddenly unable to move. He felt as though he was wrapped in some sort of constriction-web, the same “constrictors” that Scandroids deployed on criminals when they tracked them down, or on Outlanders when they tried to steal into the city. 

But Rezin didn’t panic. There were no Scandroids subduing him with constrictors as they recited the charges he faced. He was alone.

He was in the Re:memory booth, his head resting against the cradle as though he was a normal customer receiving a purchase.

He could see the Pulsar on the counter.

He could hear the gentle hum of the environment conditioner.

And he could feel the Retro entering his mind. 

Whatever the reaper had found, it was big.

And dark — still no hint of what it held.

Big and dark – he had no idea what he was getting, only that it was different from any other take he’d made. It felt different in ways he could not make clear even to himself.

Big, dark, different, and he couldn't move. Rezin felt a flicker of fear, just one fast flick, and he fought it back. Fear wouldn't help him, and he didn't know if he needed to be afraid.

Yet.

An instant later — Rezin knew.

* * *

Big got bigger, dark grew darker, both fast, and Rezin permitted himself one full pulse of fear. He might have shivered if he'd been able to move. 

Instead, he focused everything he had, called up and called on every augment he'd added to his natural talents, put everything together and focused it all on moving his right hand.

Nothing.

Swallowing hard against another flicker of fear — and realizing simultaneously that he could still swallow, was still breathing, though he could not blink his eyes — Rezin tried something different, something he had never tried in all the years or all the reapings.

He tried to stop the decryption and push the Retro back into the vaults of Re:memory.

And that's when bad became far worse.

And almost instantly became worse than that.

* * *

The first seizure hit Rezin the instant he tried to stop the reaping and push the incomplete take out of his mind. The seizure hit him hard, jerked him upright, threw his arms out wide, and arched his spine as though electric currents surged through its length.

The second seizure was heavier, more intense, flinging Rezin from the chair. He was unable to extend his arms to break his fall. He landed hard on the carpeted floor of the booth, gasping for a breath, then —

Catching his breath and unable to breathe at all as the reaping took on greater force than any he'd ever felt, this thing he was taking that he no longer wanted now filling his head, spreading through his mind, threatening to fill every corner of his thoughts with —

Darkness.

Enough darkness to swallow him and leave no trace.

He writhed on the floor as another seizure broke over him, another surge of … something alien entering his mind.

The darkness grew even deeper and for an instant Rezin was ready to surrender himself to it.

Then the largest seizure of all struck him and, as it did, he saw the face.

* * *

Rezin had never seen anything like it.

There had never been anything like it.

It was the face of a world - a vast, ruined, ravaged world.

Its mouth was a cavern filled with fire, casting forth stars of blackness.

Its mouth opened wide as though the world itself was about to scream, but scream — what?

Rezin knew what the world would scream before the sound reached him.

His name.

* * *

He heard himself being called — summoned or condemned? — by the face of the world.

Then the face vanished, the darkness closed once more, then opened and he was again in the Re:memory booth.

The decryption was winding down — Rezin felt all the familiar tugs of withdrawal and completion, along with all the unfamiliar sensations of the new take: his skull had never felt so filled. 

Disconnect. The reaping was done.

The seizures ceased the instant the endless take was completed and in that same instant, the alarms began to sound.

He could move again, and he moved fast, part of his mind — still working, despite the pressure of whatever it was that filled him — telling him to keep his face low, narrow his eyes, hide himself as best he could even as he got to his feet. Rezin gathered the Pulsar and left the booth as casually and calmly as he could.

Rezin scanned the area, searching for Peake’s location. He’d have an escape route devised, Rezin hoped. He turned his head side to side, looking first to a waiting area positioned near a cluster of booths and then to an open hallway. 

But Peake was gone. Rezin was on his own.

“Shit!” Rezin said to himself.

The alarms followed him, accompanied now by a voice:

"Remain where you are. Stand in place. Unauthorized access. Remain where you are. Stand in place. Await security detention."

Rezin didn't pause, kept moving toward the exit — not the one he'd entered by — his thumb moving in long-practiced, but never used, patterns across the surface of the Pulsar.

Other patrons of Re:memory were staring at him, some stepping back almost fearfully as he approached. Rezin kept his head down, his thumb moving faster, the Pulsar humming as it began to deal with its master's commands, already widecasting a scatter signal fry frequency that might — but only might — scramble the worst of the surveillance images and tracking cameras, buying Rezin a little more time to get out.

He almost made it.

* * *

Rezin heard the Scandroids above, the roars of their aerial turbines deafening him. Then he heard nothing, only ringing in his ears. 

Their engines stopped, the machines dropping mid-flight, flanking their target. Rezin raced for the exit. 

Mechanical leg-extensions burst from their midsections. In the instant they landed, they rose and stepped through the doorway just as Rezin approached it.

"Stand in place," they said in unison, each already extending a nozzle to deploy their constrictors and bring an end to —

An end to me, Rezin thought desperately, watching their constrictor apertures widen, bracing himself for the entrapment even as he shot a desperate glance behind him in search of an escape he knew wasn't there.

He held his breath and —

The thing in his skull seemed to expand. For a moment Rezin thought that his head might burst, yet he felt no pain, no sensation at all, only an almost weary resignation as the Scandroids took aim and —

Something sudden came forth from within Rezin, some force that emanated from him, struck the Scandroids and spun them, their circuits fusing and the air filled with the scent of them fried, dead.

Rezin didn't allow himself to think, to wonder, to be amazed or relieved or anything other than moving.

And moving fast, pushing past the dead security devices, and then faster down a corridor to a stairway, thumb pressing the Pulsar to put everything the device had into casting as much protection and distraction and scatter as it could, and keeping the widecast going hard after Rezin made the streets and almost lost it when he realized where he was –

The northwest entrance to Re:memory.

The entrance that he never used.

The one he gave the widest of berths.

The one that scared him.

The one where –

Her perfect face, bloodied against the concrete where she lay

The one where  –

6:17

The one where –

Her eyes losing their light 

Here:

Where she died

* * *

Rezin shook himself free from the scraps of memory – all he had of her, whoever she had been, and moved fast as he darted from Re:memory, making one, two, three, and then a full fourth block before he dared look back.

No one following, no Scandroids in sight.

And still Rezin didn't relax or relent. He put more distance between himself and Re:memory, moving in a direction opposite to the tack that would take him home. He would head that way later.

Maybe.

He wished the city had more shadows, more dark places he could hide himself within. His home was one of those places, and the best one, but he couldn't go there now.

For now, all he could do was keep moving, not quite aimlessly, but in as random a fashion as he could manage, keeping alert, watching, wary, occasionally pressing with part of his thoughts against the unyielding darkness in his head. Nothing.

After half an hour he powered down the Pulsar, and was pleased when another half hour went by without a Scandroid or human officer paying him any notice.

Had they deployed Sentinels?

He hoped not.

And still he did not return home.

Finally — an hour, two, more? — he found a spot near the North Wall barrier which protected them against the Outlands. He stopped moving, stepped behind a pylon that supported an observation platform whose observers were looking outward, not downward, and in its shadow Rezin —

Tore off the skullcap with its mass of brown curls and cast it aside, shaking loose his red-dyed mohawk, his bangs hanging over one side of his face.

Massaging his cheeks in the pattern that signaled the inserts to dissolve themselves, the chunky featured face that he wore into Re:memory for the reaping replaced by his own sharper features.

He pressed thumb and forefinger against his closed eyes hard enough to dissolve the lenses that made his own fierce blue eyes far less memorable, both to passersby and, he hoped, surveillance monitors. He tapped his cheeks and their pudginess receded.

Rezin took a deep breath and then another.

He was himself again.

He was wholly himself once more.

Mostly.

Something dark and powerful gnawed inside him.

Rezin removed his jacket. The red undershirt he wore wouldn't have been picked up by any cameras. He wadded the jacket into a ball; he would ditch it where it would be likelier to be found by some scavenger or cleaning crew rather than a Scandroid or Sentinel. He didn’t need it anymore. He had plenty of others – his line of work allowed him a large and luxurious wardrobe.

He stepped out of the platform shadow and began to walk, slowly, toward home.






IV

Rezin ducked through the crowded, shadowless streets, making his way to a domed building that towered over its neighbors. 

Home.

For an instant as he neared the entryway, Rezin considered turning away – there was every chance that he’d been identified despite the disguise, and half a dozen different ways it could have been accomplished. They might be watching him even now – they might be waiting for him inside.

He could run, he could abandon everything – but where would he go? 

Back to the Undercity he’d crawled from? The idea repelled him, but he would go there if he had to, and lose himself in the filth until he could create a new identity and emerge once more.

Rezin didn’t want a new identity. He had no idea who he was – who he had been – but he was comfortable with who he had become.

And he realized that there were things he couldn’t abandon – not without seeing them at least one more time.

He walked toward the building that held his home.

* * *

He entered, making his way down a vast hallway punctuated by dozens of metallic doorways, each adorned with a holographic number floating at its center. He moved quickly, recalling the same sense of anxiety he felt from the last job. He hurried – he had to. Haste was all he knew.

A series of footfalls echoed behind him. 

Is someone following me? 

He moved faster. 

A27.

A28.

A29. 

He stopped, an electronic voice greeting him at the door. 

“ID please.” 

Rezin remained still, listening for the footfalls.

“ID please,” the door muttered again, its tone no different from the first request. 

When Rezin heard the echoes soften, receding down another hallway, he stepped back.

A28.

A27.

The same voice, this one from door A17, spoke the same words, “ID please.” 

A grid of light blinked at the base of the door. Rezin stepped forward, the glowing lattice racing up his body.

“Welcome,” the voice said.

The door hummed and rose. 

* * *

“Lights.”

Bright beams pulsed overhead in response to his command, replacing darkness with a vast, empty, steel-walled room.  Rezin entered, his shoulders slumping a bit as the tension of the pursuit he’d eluded finally began to subside.  

He knew that the pursuit wasn’t over – wouldn’t be over until they had him, and with him had what they knew he carried in his head.

  “You’re back,” a woman said. She was nude, her athletic form fully exposed for him. Blonde hair flowed over her delicate porcelain features to her chest, barely concealing her breasts. She walked quickly to Rezin, wrapping her arms around him.

“I missed you,” she said, pursing her lips.

“Not now, Venus.”

She pouted for a second, then made her face impassive. Rezin stared at her —- those remembered features, no blood staining their perfection now. He had worked hard, and spent freely, sculpting her in her own image.

Rezin ignored the gesture and stepped forward, his body passing directly through hers, a shimmer of blue light spreading for the instant that their forms made contact. 

“Not now? But what about me?”

Rezin recalled the words he heard in the Undercity:
She’s analog and digital

Halo of light around her face

“You?” He chuckled as he moved away from her. “You’re just memories. Memories of a girl I haven’t met.” Rezin walked down the hallway, leaving her behind.

Venus stood silent for a moment before her body fragmented and burst into millions of pixels, followed by blinking text floating in her wake:

OFFLINE

Rezin approached a bare, metallic wall. He examined his distorted reflection in its surface. He sighed and placed a hand against the cold metal, light instantly outlining his fingers and palms. A panel opened, creating a gap in Rezin’s reflected head. 

He heard a hydraulic lock unlatching. He pushed against the wall, a rectangular section of the metallic barricade opening.

He entered a small chamber. Warm, amber light bathed the area. Oak bookshelves lined one side of the room, redwood furniture the other. Old relics smothered the walls and ceiling - analog clocks, books and newspaper clippings - only things from the old world lived here. 

He stood beneath a skylight at the far end of the room and stared out at the Re:memory building, the company’s slogan blinking in the distance: Your past is our future.

What past? Rezin thought.

 Rezin gazed at a grandfather clock standing in the corner next to the window. One of the things he’d come here to see once more, should he get any hint that he must abandon this place. The clock had not worked in centuries, and Rezin had no interest in replacing its ancient mechanisms. It no longer worked, the clock’s hands frozen at 6:17. He gazed at the time, his jaw tightening. 

When he was ready, Rezin permitted part of himself to push against the Retro he’d made. He had to know what he’d taken into himself – and not just to discover how valuable it might be.

If he could open it, even partially, he might find a hint or even a key to how Re:memory security had detected him.

If he couldn’t open it, he wanted it out of him.

The darkness remained impenetrable. 

The dark thing remained immobile.

Rezin closed his eyes and tapped harder with his thoughts, using every trick and ability he’d learned or acquired over the years since he crawled from the Undercity. Tricks and abilities and skills.

There was something in his head. Something big, dark, and different. Something that's tripped an alert, soured the Retro, and might cost him all that he had. 

He wasn't sure he could stay. His disguise had been good, but there would be plenty of images of that disguise. They could work with their tools – not as good as Rezin’s, not nearly — on those images, and ultimately discover what lay beneath the surface. They could find him.

For all he knew, they already had. 

He would have to go. Have to run. Have to leave all this — 

 A tear forged a slow path down his cheek. 

The artifacts here were memories he’d created, having none of his own. They were the reasons for doing what he did. To be alone here, with pieces of the past. With Venus.

6:17.

He blinked away the tears and turned back to the window. For a long time he did not move, and only turned away from the view when he heard Venus cough softly behind him.

She was dressed in a severe business suit. Her hair was pulled back. Her lips bore a trace of a smile. Her eyes remained lifeless.

Rezin recognized the wardrobe: he should, he’d selected it, and Venus wore it only at particular times. Times when she had a specific type of information for him.

Job.

Hired reaper.

“Yes?” he said.

“Large opportunity, lucrative,” Venus said, her voice as emotionless as her eyes – another bit of instruction Rezin had given her for times such as these.

“Approach track?” Rezin said.

“Legitimate and secure,” Venus said. “Most secure approach you’ve ever had. Final approach was through Peake. And he had triple his usual level of guards up.”

Rezin’s trust in Peake had declined drastically since his disappearing act at the job they just finished, but he didn’t have any other options. Peake was one of the very few people who knew how to contact Rezin for a hired job. 

That bit of information set off an alarm in Rezin’s thoughts. But he pushed the alarm aside and said in a voice as flat and without emotion as the tone Venus was using:

“How lucrative?” Rezin said.

“Two hundred thousand, guaranteed, succeed or fail.”

The alarm tried to rise in Rezin’s thoughts, but he kept it filtered. 

“I always succeed,” Rezin said, knowing that he would. He always did.

Always.

Her face, bloody against the pavement outside Re:memory

Rezin forced the thought upon himself again: Always.

Something dark and impenetrable inside him

Always!

6:17

He became aware that his hands had curled into fists and he took a deep, slow breath as he forced his fingers to uncurl. 

“Why so lucrative?” he said.

“The job’s in the Outlands,” Venus said.

“Take it,” Rezin said, his voice still flat. He walked through Venus and began gathering his tools. “They won’t come after me there.”






V

Someone handed Rezin a pair of goggles, “Put these on. You’ll go blind without them.”

Rezin snatched the goggles and pulled them over his eyes. He stared ahead at the orange hue that choked the sky and recalled stories of the old cities that once stood here. Before the Blackout. Stories about Solaris’ impact, centuries ago, that altered the earth’s ecology and unleashed the toxic elements that now occupied this place. 

Elements that Central’s great domes and environment purifiers protected its people from. 

Elements the Outlanders were forced to cope with on their own. 

Rezin didn’t look back. Central was below the horizon now, and there was nothing to see behind him. Nothing except the same broken, dead terrain that had stretched around him since the moment Peake got him past Central’s security Sentinels and into the Outlands.

And into the hands of the Outlanders.

Peake, Rezin thought. He’d have words with him about his withdrawal from the last job when he returned. If he returned. But he didn’t have time think on it now. He was on another job. A more important job.

There were four of them, all bearded, none of them clean. They smelled. They didn’t offer their names. They wouldn’t tell Rezin where they were headed, simply escorted him to their vehicle. One sat on either side of Rezin, and for a moment he felt more like a prisoner than hired reaper. But he pushed his concerns to the back of his mind – behind the dark strange thing, Rezin thought sourly – and concentrated on making himself as comfortable as possible.

Which wasn’t much. Rezin had cringed. Peake told him that Outlanders would be transporting him to the reaper-site in an Earthscraper. He knew about these cars from Re:memory Retros he’d viewed, but he’d never ridden in one. After a very few bouncing, noisy kilos he was hoping he would never ride in one again. 

Rezin kept his discomfort to himself. For all he knew, the Outlanders were deliberately steering over rocks and broken pavement as a way of testing him. He wasn’t going to indulge them. He said nothing, and neither did they. There was no need to be sociable – on either side of the transaction.

The sun was beginning to sink when they came to a stop and were approached by three Outlanders carrying weapons. The man seated to the left of Rezin climbed from the car and closed the door. Rezin assumed that he wasn’t meant to hear whatever the Outlanders were discussing. After a moment the guards waved the vehicle on. The Outlander who had sat beside Rezin did not get back into the vehicle. Rezin didn’t miss him. There was more room on the seat now. Wondering how much farther they had to go, Rezin slid closer to the door, farther from the Outlander to his right.

The journey continued for only a few minutes more. The Earthscraper slowly climbed a steep hill and from its crest Rezin could see they had finally reached their destination. In the distance Rezin could see skeletal buildings reaching toward the murky sky.

They approached the remnants of a large, collapsed statue in the middle of the barren wasteland. Segments of broken stone rested atop one another, forming a gnarled entrance at its base. Most of its sections were badly decayed and resembled the ancient ruins located in Central’s Historical Quarter- a fossilized place of research in the heart of the megacity. The buildings all bore the dark stripe of a highwater line. Very high here, Rezin thought. The waters had receded almost as fast as they rose, but their mark remained – and not just in lines high on the walls of structures whose civilization they had drowned.

A figure wrapped in a robe emerged from the dark entrance below the stone sculpture, slinking toward the vehicle. A gray, matted beard decorated the middle-aged man’s leathery face. His garments hid an array of scars that meant anything but the comfortable life Rezin knew. He rested against a staff made of rusted tools. 

“You the reaper?” he said gruffly.

Rezin, still fixated on the broken statue, nodded.

The man looked him over, obviously disapproving of his bright-red mohawk.

“Name’s Maddox. Yours?” he reached out a hand.

Rezin ignored him.

Maddox grunted and put his arm down, “Follow me.”

The old Outlander turned back and limped to the entrance, his right leg stiff at the knee. Rezin followed, still gazing at the architecture above. 

They moved down a tunnel, torches illuminating the path before them. The fire revealed a large, open room to the right. Rezin slowed his pace and peeked inside. A massive stone tablet, held in place by a sculpted hand broken-off at the wrist, sat in the middle of the expanse. The Outlanders built an extravagant shrine of scrap metal and rock to house the piece, allowing for groups of people to huddle below in adulation.  

Rezin squinted, trying to make out some text on the masoned pages. The people in the room, some bowing down, others lifting their arms in prayer, worshiped with hushed tones – chanting the message scrawled upon the tablet:

You can see we're alive

You didn't think we'd survive

From the hills & the ground, we've risen with a sound 

Through the flames, purified

Raise your hands to the sky

Rezin stared, making no effort to hide his contempt.

“Something bother you about that?” Maddox said.

“Believe what you want, worship whatever makes you happy,” Rezin said. “Your time, you can waste it.”

“The ritual is a reminder of the Blackout. A message of our survival,” he eyed Rezin’s youthful complexion, extravagant hair and designer jacket, “Something you clearly know nothing about.”

Rezin, equally offended, snapped back, “Survival is all I know.”

Maddox looked his guest over once more, sighed and continued down the tunnel, ”No one from Central knows what it takes to survive. You have everything you need – all of it served to you on platters. Kaine sees to that. It keeps you quiet. And it’s made you soft.”

Rezin immediately thought of the grandfather clock.

6:17

Venus

He clenched his teeth and rushed toward Maddox, grabbing the collar of his shirt. “I’m here to work, not listen to your shit,” he said.

“You’re right. You’re here to work. No more than that,” Maddox said, swatting Rezin’s hand away. “The only thing I’m betting on is that you can perform the decryption we require. Now follow me.”

* * *

A low groan echoed through the tunnel. Maddox pushed open a thick, metal door, ushering Rezin into a dimly-lit room. 

Rezin blinked, his eyes adjusting. A slender, bald man sat in a wooden chair at the opposite corner. The walls were covered in dust, the floor damp, and judging from the sponginess beneath his feet, Rezin suspected that the foundation was bad. 

Nearly every visible area of the bald man’s body was covered in tattoos, concealing his age. He rose from his chair and approached.

Maddox spoke: “This is Ark, our best reaper.”

Rezin studied Ark, “And whatever you’ve brought me here for is too tough for your best?”

“I don’t like the word reaper,” Ark said with a grin. “I prefer architect.”

Rezin didn’t return the smile.

“So this is our help, Maddox?” Ark said, eyeing the reaper.

Maddox nodded.

“What do I call you?” Ark asked.

“Krasniy,” Rezin said. He’d used the alias before; Krasniy was a rising reaper.

“Cranny?”

“Krasniy,” Rezin said, certain that Ark had deliberately mispronounced it.

“What?” 

“My name. It’s Krasniy,” Rezin said.

“Krasniy?” Ark snickered, “What kind of name is that?”

“It’s Russian. Language from the old world. Means ‘the red one’.”

Ark glanced at Rezin’s hair. “Indeed. Don’t know the Russian word for bald, do you?”

“I’ll tell you after we’re done here,” Rezin said.

“I used to have a full head of hair. Didn’t I, Maddox?” 

Maddox smirked.

Ark chuckled and glared down at his tattoos. “But the ink out here isn’t exactly safe. It’s like poison - kills the follicles.”

Rezin sighed, “When do we start?”

“Not a fan of small talk, is he?” Ark said to Maddox.

The old man locked eyes with Rezin and gave him a fierce look, “I learned that earlier.”

Ark walked back to his seat and leaned forward, placing his hands on a stone surface with a single, transparent sphere sitting at its center. He pushed down the top half of the orb. A collection of holographic diagrams erupted from the object, their light casting a blue hue on the entire room. Almost eagerly, as though seeking approval, Ark glanced at Rezin.

“That’s supposed to impress me?” Rezin said harshly. “Did you think I wouldn’t recognize it? Early Century Twenty-two ThinkOrb. They thought it was sophisticated then.” He smirked broadly. “It wasn’t. And this is what’s giving you trouble?”

Ark’s shoulders slumped. He turned away from Rezin and put on a pair of reaping gloves. He began to cycle through the screens.

“Let’s see how good you are. The real decryption – the one that will earn you your fee isn’t here. All we know right now is that it’s somewhere in the Outlands. Precisely where that somewhere is —” He moved his hands outward, the gesture enlarging three holographic circles. “I have reason to believe that the location is stored in this system. I’m sure of it. And I’m almost sure I could decode it myself. But the security…”

Ark turned to face Rezin. The Outlander’s expression was rueful, almost embarrassed. “I just don’t know if I’m good enough. And if I – or you – decrypt the wrong node, it’s over.”

Rezin grinned at Ark, without contempt. “Better me screwing up than you, right?”

A hint of a smile darted across Ark’s face. “Not entirely. But a little, yeah.”

Rezin nodded. His guard was still up, but he felt a small sympathy for Ark’s predicament. He’d been there himself, more than once, especially in the months – and the reapings – just after he crawled from the Undercity. He remembered what it was like to be up against a system that wanted nothing more than to thwart your decryption, rebuff your attempts at entry, keep you out.

“Let’s go in,” Rezin said to Ark. He pulled on his own set of reaping gloves. “Step close and watch.”

Rezin tightened the wriststraps on his gloves and approached the floating panels of information. He set to work, his smile fading. His hands moved through the air like a maestro guiding an orchestra through a challenging piece. Screen after screen cycled around him.  He worked fast – if Ark couldn’t keep up, that wasn’t his problem. 

He spent twenty minutes probing, testing, exploring but that was mostly for show. No reason for Ark to know how easy this was going to be.

Finally Rezin said, “All right. I’m ready. Last chance for you to back me out.”

“No,” Ark said softly. “Your move.”

“And I’m making it,” Rezin said.

With his right index finger, Rezin outlined a path among three nodes. He pulled up a holographic keyboard with his other hand, immediately punching in various commands. The screen blinked and a pop-up window interrupted the decryption with a single message: 

WARNING.

Rezin reached to his side and pulled the Pulsar from his satchel. His fingers knew what they were doing, and he brought the device to life without looking away from the hologram.  He placed the Pulsar on the stone surface and pulled a thin cable from the Pulsar’s side.

The hologram went red, the screens blinking like an alarm.

“What the –“ Ark shouted, grabbing Rezin’s shoulder.

“Get back!” Rezin said as he patched the cable into the sphere and punched in the killcode:

ShutEmDown

Static filled the air. 

SYSTEM REBOOT. 

SCANNING.

OPERATION ONLINE. 

FILE ACCESS GRANTED.

Rezin touched the node with his gloved finger, the file opening in response. 

BLACKSTAR COORDINATES

42.3314° N, 83.0458° W

Rezin snatched the information out of the air and placed the palm of his hand against his temple, a bit of theater to impress the Outlanders as the data transferred itself to his augmented mind, as well as to the Outlander deck.

“Got it,” Rezin said.

Ark’s mouth was open, wide. “I – I’m sorry about the –“

Rezin shook his head. “Forget it. I got what you needed, didn’t I? No harm done.”

“What the hell is that?” Ark said, staring at Rezin’s device. He leaned closer and squinted at the word Rezin had etched onto its faceplate, “Pulsar?” 

Rezin patted the device. “My own little creation. My helper. I’ve taught it everything I know.” He smiled broadly. “Almost everything.” 

Rezin began gathering his tools, and then stopped himself. He’d impressed Ark already, but there was a bigger surprise he could offer. “Almost forgot.”

“Forgot what?”

“Always sign your work.”

Rezin wiped the screen clear, then swiped his finger over the screen in quick, long-practiced gestures.

Ark was staring even before Rezin was finished. 

“There’s only one person who uses that badge,” Ark said.

Rezin’s tag, the symbol all reapers knew him by flashed atop the screens:

//_^)

“It’s you? You’re Rezin?” Ark said.

“Our secret,” Rezin said, smiling. “Don’t tell anybody.” He resumed packing his gear. “Wouldn’t want word to get out that it took me twenty minutes to decode this piece of –“

The ThinkOrb grew suddenly brighter at the same instant that the dark strange thing in Rezin’s mind began to pulse. He dropped to his knees, fighting against the seizure that tried to break free. His mind was filled with noise and light, and Rezin clapped his hands over his ears, closed his eyes tight.

He found himself staring at the face of a planet – a whole world screaming at him for all of an eternity that lasted –

Less than a second.

Rezin opened his eyes. Beyond Ark’s shoulder he could see that his tag was no longer the only thing on the screen. It now showed:

//_^)

COME TO US






VI

At the bottom of a rocky grave at the end of a deep tunnel, standing next to the still-smoldering wreckage of a Blackstar: two children.

Twins.

Flames burst from the shattered tip of one of the ship’s six wings, showering the already ash-coated walls of the tomb with sparks. 

The twins did not flinch, nor make any move away from the craft. Despite their age, this was nothing new to them. They had been purified by the kiss of Blackstar flames before.

 They had the wreckage to themselves, as always. Those on the surface, Outlanders and the people of Central alike, were wary of the crafts. Eventually, once the flames had died, the smoke and fumes cleared, the black surface of the vehicle cooled, someone would come. An Outlander band seeking salvage, or, worse, one of Kaine’s squads of recoverers, guarded by Scandroids, seeking information.

Information about the Blackstar.

Information about – the twins.

It would be awhile before anyone from Central or even the nearest Outlander enclave arrived, but the twins wasted no time. The girl, no more than ten but with eyes that were far older, clambered into the Blackstar and seated herself in its navigation center. She briskly tapped a series of numbers into the glassy keyboard that was displayed on the cracked surface of the Blackstar’s command port. She knew what she was doing – she typed quickly but carefully. There must be no mistakes.

She sighed with relief and brushed her frost-white hair from her eyes when the confirmation beep came. “Found it, Bastian,” she said. “Coordinates are ready. He’s online.”

Her brother lowered himself into the navigation center, nodding when she looked at him.

“You’re certain, Vray?” he said. “You know how important this is. We must reach him before Kaine does. Any mistake in the coordinates –“

“I don’t make mistakes,” Vray said fiercely. “Any more than you do.”

“Let’s go, then.”

Vray returned her attention to the keyboard, entering a final command. 

The Blackstar, despite its damage, responded to her as she knew it would. 

Metal groaned.

Mechanisms struggled back to life.

The twins climbed from the craft and waited in the pool of smoke surrounding it, an island in the darkness of the tunnel the Blackstar had dug.

Dust and small rocks shook loose from the ceiling as the Blackstar’s engines gained strength. The pool of light dimmed as the damaged craft summoned all of its power for the task Vray had given it.

Bolts of energy unlike any energy ever produced on earth burst from the ship’s core, piercing the tunnel wall directly before the twins.

Vray looked at Bastian, his hair, as white as hers, dancing wildly in the turbulence cast outward from the portal the Blackstar was creating.

When the portal was complete, the twins clasped hands and leapt without hesitation into its brilliance.

As soon as the children were gone, the portal collapsed, and the Blackstar began to die.

The final bit of the craft’s life to be extinguished was the display that still flashed, with diminishing brightness, the coordinates:

42.3314° N, 83.0458° W.
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 PURSUIT OF THE HUNTED

Venus flashed to life. Her illuminated form was the only source of light in the reaper’s suite. Her character profile was disengaged, awaiting Rezin’s activation.

But there was no activation.

A man stood before the AI unit. Her static-blue figure reflected in his optic shades. A long, black coat concealed the bulk of his tall frame; he towered above the three Scandroids opposite him. 

The man stared at Venus and swallowed hard at the task before him, his scarred throat expanding to the rim of his tight collar, nearly choking him. The reaper had done a good job, taking the standard model and recreating it in her image. Almost as good a job as he could do himself.

“Open service history,” the man said. He knew this model and how to control them.

“Access denied,” she replied. 

Unsurprised, he tried again.  “Open service history.”

The hologram’s tone flashed red, “Intruder alert.”

He gritted his teeth, but as much in admiration as frustration. He hadn't expected it to be easy. He knew her security level was high. Probably the highest he’d ever seen – higher even, he suspected, than the security defenses of Re:memory.  Maybe much higher. It was a simple calculation:  The reaper had erected the defenses that guarded this model – and the reaper had penetrated Re:memory.

How do you access a master reaper’s files? 

You don’t. 

But he had no choice. There were no other options. No information on the reaper’s whereabouts other than the identity scan supplied by the informant. He had to find a way.

The man lifted his right arm. A robotic limb, encased in white armor, emerged from beneath his trench. He opened his hand atop the hologram’s head, attempting to manually access her data. Glowing circles appeared beneath each of his fingers. The circles joined and formed a control orb. He rotated the holographic sphere. Static filled the female’s body as she resisted.

“Access denied. Intruder alert.”

He gazed into the hologram’s face. Something about her jerked at his thoughts. That face, alive or dead or holographic, always did.

He rotated the orb again and received the same response.

The man pulled his arm away, awaiting the warning system’s silence. He stared. Her features became more and more familiar.

“Who are you?” he said. He knew the answer — but wanted to know if she did.

“Access denied. Intruder alert.”

He listened, recalling her voice:

I.D. confirmed. It’s Kaine. I’m taking the shot!

He remembered - much like one of Re:memory’s many Retros, but this far more real, much more his own – the woman’s fierce eyes targeting him through the viewport of a plasma rifle. And the heat. The immense heat and the smell of burnt flesh taking over his senses before . . .

Before the blackness. The eternal darkness of death.

Kaine shook away the memory and removed his optic shades for a better look. Purple veins pulsed at his temples, sinking below bloodless flesh near the corners of his eyes. He blinked against the glare of the hologram’s light. 

“Do you remember me?” he said, the anger rising in his voice. He half-expected the copy to acknowledge memories of her design’s inspiration. But she could not, he knew.

Venus repeated the warning. 

 “Of course you can’t,” Kaine said. “The dead cannot remember. They can only be remembered.” 

Kaine touched a series of glowing nodes on the outer frame of his optic shades and placed them back on. A projection of Rezin’s identity scan played inside the lenses. He analyzed the rotating head display. 

Kaine recognized the face and thought he heard the projection speak to him. Thought the fugitive was trying to tell him something.

Look into your past, Kaine, and you will find me.

Kaine fell into the thick fog of his mind. Searching - remembering.

Deeper.

Kaine froze the display, pausing the rotation. He gazed into Rezin’s fierce blue eyes.

“I will find you,” Kaine said.

He ran a match routine. Thousands of faces flashed behind his eyes. His mind cycled through a record of each individual he’d ever met. 

Those he loved. 

Those he hated. 

Those he killed. 

And then it stopped. 

MATCH

The mental projection of Rezin softened, melding with the scan. The match routine targeted a memory stored deep within Kaine’s augmented brain and pulled it to the surface. He embraced the nostalgia the visuals brought him:

The assassins watched their victim bleed out on the floors of Re:memory. 

Rezin stood beside her. 

Venus lifted her weapon from his cold body. 

From Kaine.

The memory stopped.

Kaine raised his fingers and massaged the deep scar on his throat. 

“I found you, Reaper,” he said. “I am coming for you.”






II

Elara wiped oil from her brow. She smudged the grease down and across her cheek bones like war paint. She pulled back locks of black hair from her eyes and tucked them under a pair of goggles. With a deep breath, she pressed her weight against a large breaker bar poised at the center of one of a vehicle’s multiple thrusters. With a few slight bouncing movements, the tool snapped, hot mist spraying from the engine. 

“Piece of shit,” she said. 

She kicked the side cabin of the vehicle and dipped her head in the mist. The mist, she knew, was cooler than anything the Outland skies had to offer. 

Elara sighed and slumped down against the transport. She gazed into the never-ending landscape, kicking her legs off the edge of the vehicle’s wing, trying to get comfortable. She knew she’d be here awhile. 

Breaking down in the middle of the Outlands was dangerous enough, and none more dangerous than here. Outposts were few and far between; anyone lost in this area would either die beneath the sun’s heat or fall prey to bandits. 

But Elara wasn’t just anyone.

She raised a hand, blocking the light from her eyes, and squinted at the horizon line. Plumes of dust rose from behind an Earthscraper approaching in the distance.

This was her chance.

Elara climbed to her feet. She freed her hair and yanked at her clothing, tearing away strips of fabric around her legs and stomach, revealing her athletic shape. She cupped her hands beneath the mist, collecting the moisture, and wiped her body down. 

* * *

“That was you behind the Re:memory decryption, wasn’t it? They’re saying whatever you did shut down part of the system,” Ark said, sliding closer to Rezin. “Central’s gone crazy!”

Rezin tried to listen. He wanted to - it wasn’t often others reveled in his work, and he appreciated the adulation - but the Earthscraper’s vibrations distracted him. And, he knew, discussing other jobs was not only bad business practice, but it was the most unnecessary of risks.

“No. That one wasn’t me,” Rezin said.

Ark chuckled, “Sure it wasn’t. I get it though.” He moved back to his side of the vehicle.

Maddox watched the two reapers through the rear glass. Rezin knew the Outlander didn’t approve of casual conversation between one of his own and a Centrite. And Rezin felt much the same way. But this time he didn’t mind. A fan was a fan, even if he was from the Outlands.

“Well, what do we have here?” Ark said. He leaned over Maddox’s seat and peered out the debris shield for a closer look.

Rezin brushed away the grime on his window and saw her. The girl was beautiful, he was certain of that, but she looked rugged – no doubt an Outlander. And Rezin preferred to keep his distance from Outlanders. Even the females. Unless the job, like this job, required it.

The girl waved her arms in an attempt to flag the vehicle down.

“What do you think, Maddox? Quick diversion?” Ark said.

Maddox grunted.

“No,” Rezin said, answering for the old man. “There’s no time. We’re on a job. An important one.”

Ark chuckled, “Ah, come on now. We’re making great time. Just look at her. I’m sure she’d do all kinds of fun to a famous reaper like yourself.” 

“We’re not stopping, Ark,” Rezin snapped.

“Calm down. Are all of you Centrites such tight-asses?” Ark slapped the back of Maddox’s seat, “Slow down, let’s at least see what she wants.”

Maddox nodded.

Ark looked himself over in the rear glass. He wiped the frizz from his eyebrows and pulled his shirt tight against his torso, squeezing out the wrinkles.

“Maybe we can score something … sweet,” a dirty grin stretched across his face.

Rezin rolled his eyes.

The Earthscraper slowed its approach.

Elara reached Maddox’s window. She bent over for a peek inside. Rezin tried not to stare, but it seemed, he thought, she wanted them to get an eyeful. And he did. Something about her features drawing him in.

She scanned the three in the vehicle. Rezin and his red hair claimed most of the attention.

“Catch yourselves a Centrite?” she said.

“You could say that,” Ark said, sure to speak first. “So what’s a pretty thing like yourself doing alone out here? It’s dangerous out here.”

Elara lifted her head from the window and examined the landscape. Rezin wondered why she was so concerned with the layout. Was she looking to see if anyone followed? If they were alone?

“Thruster caught fire. Trying to dump the damn thing before it fries the flight deck. Think I can get some help?” she said.

“Looks like a Jupiter VII. There’s a reason they decommissioned those models.” Maddox said.

“I don’t see any trade posts around here, do you? So can I get your help or not?” Elara said, turning back to her transport.

Ark exited the Earthscraper. Maddox turned off the ignition and pocketed the keys, struggling to straighten his knee as he clambered against his staff. Rezin remained seated.

“It’s heavier than you think. I’ll need all of you to lift, including your prisoner,” Elara said.

Ark nodded. His expression begged Rezin to step out.

Rezin sighed, “I’m not a prisoner.” He shut the vehicle’s door and approached the others.

The three men walked beyond the girl and to her damaged ship, climbing up the wing. Ark pulled Maddox onto the platform below the engine. Each of them positioned themselves around the smoldering thruster, waiting for Elara to release the support clamp. 

“Ready,” Ark said. “Go ahead. Release it.”

Elara climbed up and kicked the clamp free, the engine’s weight falling into the arms of the three men, the woman immediately drawing a fragger on them. 

“Whoa! What the hell?” Ark said, none of them able to move with the thruster in-hand.

Elara directed the fragger’s muzzle at each of them, stopping at Maddox.

“Keys,” she said. 

Rezin stared, his disdain for Outlanders reaching a new level.

Maddox trembled, his bad knee beginning to give way beneath the thruster.

“Now,” she said, pushing the weapon against the old man’s forehead.

Maddox let go and straightened his balance, the thruster’s weight falling to the others. Ark nearly collapsed, struggling to keep from dropping to his feet. Rezin's posture survived, indifferent to the load.

“Last time we break away from a job,” Maddox said, pulling the keys from his pockets and tossing them at Elara.

She caught the keys midair, “I don’t have much sympathy for those who work with Centrites. Better get it running quickly,” she said. "It'll be dark soon."

Elara stepped back, the gun still pointed at the group, "Oh, I nearly forgot: the flight deck’s shot. This heap’s had a busted circuit for a while now.”

Rezin felt it. The darkness returning. He could feel it growing, pressing against his mind, taking over.

The face out there – the face of the fiery world —

Rezin released his right arm - the thruster supported with his left - and opened his palm at Elara. His vision changed. Everything around him fell into shadow, everything but the woman. His fingers twitched. With a quick gesture, he snapped his arm back, a sudden and unseeable force yanking the gun from the woman’s hand and delivering it to Rezin.

The same force that came from the darkness —

The darkness with the face of the world at its heart —

The darkness that allowed Rezin’s escape from Re:memory had released something within him. Something he didn't fully understand. But it didn’t matter. Whatever was in his head - whatever Rezin unleashed during his Re:memory decryption - it had given him the advantage. 

“I don’t think so,” Rezin said, the pistol tight in his grasp.






III

Kaine’s orders were clear: apprehend and return the fugitive immediately. Terminate only if necessary. 

A team of Sentinels blasted through Central’s main port and entered the Outlands, their accelerometers moving into the red. A three-dimensional portrait of Rezin’s identity scan rotated in their communication dock, a signal relaying the same scan to all known networks in the area, along with a reward: Retros.  

Sentinels were rarely deployed, often kept in various warehouses across the city, awaiting rebirth. They served little purpose in Central. Kaine’s rule alone maintained order. And when there were those who defied his rule; Scandroids were more than enough muscle to deliver his justice. 

The Sentinels were the big-guns, used for the jobs Scandroids simply weren’t built for, equipped with technology capable of withstanding the harsh climates - and the harsher inhabitants - of the Outlands. 

The commanding unit led the team across a large portion of flat earth on the outer rings of a giant crater, the smooth surface perfect for high speeds. This place was considered by many to be the birthplace of the Blackout, the blast zone stretching hundreds of kilos in every direction. 

The Sentinels pushed forward, searching.

* * *

Elara wrestled against her bonds inside the vehicle’s storage bin, pressing her head to the inside wall closest to the occupants of the vehicle, listening. Their voices were muffled, but audible, through the choking sounds of the Earthscraper’s engine.

Light cast through puncture wounds in the Earthscraper’s metal casing. Elara focused on and saw something shimmer above. She squinted, catching glimpse of a broken hatch lock.

* * *

 “How the hell did you do that?” Ark said.

“You an aug?” Maddox asked, pressing against the accelerator. “They didn’t mention anything about an aug.”

Rezin stared down at his hand, his grasp still firm around the grip of the gun. He tried to understand, tried to piece together what allowed him to do what he had done.

“Well?” Ark said. “Are you or aren’t you?” 

Rezin remained silent.

“Can you believe this, Maddox? An aug! Should’ve known. No way a clean-body could decrypt like that.” 

 “I’ve never been augmented.” Rezin said. 

He wasn’t lying, but he wasn’t exactly telling the truth, either. All reapers, even Ark, Rezin knew, upgraded their memories, making space for large and expensive grabs. They had to if they wanted to survive such a competitive market. It was common. But Rezin never traded his own biology for the artificial. He wasn’t a cyborg or, more commonly called, an aug. 

He’d have to prove it. Augs, Rezin knew, were hated by Outlanders. Hated even more than Centrites. The augmented were a product of Central’s leader. Kaine was the first augmented human. Augmented in order to survive an assassination attempt years ago. The upgrades made him faster, stronger and smarter. And far more difficult for anyone, especially an Outlander, to take down.

Rezin tapped his forehead. “It’s something I decrypted. Something from Re:memory. Has to be.”

Rezin placed the fragger on the seat and reached for the floor, searching frantically for his satchel. He pulled the microcase from the bag, opened it and retrieved the Pulsar. “I need to perform a system clear. Get this out of my head space.”

Rezin didn’t actually believe he could expel the darkness – he’d already tried dumping it without success. It had taken residence inside him and was far too powerful to delete. It was, Rezin knew, here to stay. So he’d have to put on a show. He’d have to make them think he could remove it.

Rezin powered-on the Pulsar. He gave Ark a reassuring look, hoping he’d buy it, and strummed his fingers against the device.

“Here we go.”

Ark swatted Rezin’s hand away from the Pulsar.

“No,” Ark said, snatching the fragger from the seat. “Whatever you’ve got up there,” he pressed a single finger against Rezin’s skull, the gun dangling in his grasp. “Whatever’s inside your head ... Best keep it. Job’s not done. It might come in handy later.”

Rezin nodded and slid the Pulsar back into the microcase, his eyes fixated on the weapon. The Earthscraper bounced hard and pulled Rezin’s attention back to the road.

“We’re nearing the coordinates,” Maddox said. 






IV

The vehicle stopped. 

Elara heard a door shut and felt the Earthscraper’s load lighten a bit, but not entirely - some of the occupants remained.

She pressed an ear against the wall’s scratchy fabric and listened to hushed tones:

“What should we do? Do you think he’s an aug?” a voice said.

“I don’t know,” another replied, the gruff voice of the old man, Elara knew.

“What about the girl?”

There was a long pause.

A loud transmission came from a device inside the vehicle:

Fugitive wanted. Reward for cooperation leading to his capture.

“That’s him, Ark,” the old man’s voice returned. “They’re after the reaper!”

“Shit! They’ve got Sentinels on us?” Ark said. “We need to withdraw, Maddox. They’ll wipe us clean! Our memories will be sitting in Retro booths while our bodies rot somewhere in Re:memory!”

“No,” Maddox said, pausing. “Alert the Sentinels.”

“What?”

“Relay our location.”

“Are you crazy? Why?”

“Let the reaper finish the job. Then we take the score and leave him for them. We’ll be out of here before they arrive and split the earnings two ways instead of three,” Maddox said.

Elara felt the vehicle shake, the two conspirators clearly nervous.

“How? You saw what he did back there with the fragger.” Ark said.

There was another long pause.

“Get out and distract him. Give me the signal when the decryption is complete. I’ll run him down with the ‘scraper if he tries anything funny.” Maddox said.

“I don’t know …”

“It’ll work.”

“But what about the girl?” Ark asked again.

“She’s caused enough problems. We’ll take care of her on the way back,” Maddox said.

“Let’s at least have some fun with her first.”

Elara heard a door open.

“Damn it, Ark,” Maddox said.

“What?”

“Give me the gun! If he sees you still have it he’s going to suspect something.” 

The door closed.

* * *

A blip flashed on a navigation screen. The Sentinels’ steering columns rotated in unison, rerouting their travel. The machines turned sharply, smashing through a salvage tribe unable to evade their approach, a shower of brilliant sparks left in their wake.

* * *

Rezin maintained a slow pace, examining the landscape. Hundreds of tunnels pockmarked the scorched earth around him, running deep below the ground. 

What was he supposed to decrypt? 

Did they input the coordinates correctly?

“This is Subterra,” Ark said, coming up behind Rezin. “A system of tunnels. They line this area for miles,” Ark stamped his feet atop the ground. “The navsystem says the job site’s in there.” He pointed into one of the dark passageways.

“A bunker?” Rezin said.

Ark shrugged.

Rezin moved forward into the shadowed burrow. Ark followed. The Earthscraper rolled behind them, the vehicle’s night lamps illuminating the passage. 

Rezin ran his fingers against the rough, stone walls.

“These walls weren’t formed naturally, were they?” he said.

“Of course not,” Ark said. “It’s Subterra.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You don’t look too far beyond Central, do you?” Ark chuckled, still trailing Rezin. “Machines did this. Fell from the sky and smashed up the land, creating these tunnels. Not really sure why or where they come from.”

“What kind of machines?”

“Don’t know that either. But they’re at the end of every tunnel. Can’t salvage ‘em, none of their parts work with what we have. Some call ‘em Blackstars and wish upon the damned things. Not much good that’s done anyone.” Ark said.

Rezin followed his shadow, its shape cast over a trail of wreckage. He wondered if his shadow was leading him to the answers he’d spent his life, or what he’d known of his life, searching for. Twisted metal and wing fragments littered the ground before the Blackstar, its main hull smashed open, revealing a navigation system. A screen swayed from a bundle of wires spilling from the command port. 

“This one of them?”

Ark nodded.

Rezin looked over the craft, “A Blackstar?”

Maddox reached his head out the window of the Earthscraper, “Coordinates stop here. This is the spot.”

“So I’m supposed to decrypt one of these?” Rezin grabbed the dangling screen, static expanding from his touch.

Ark looked over Rezin’s shoulder, “Any idea where to start?”

“Not in the slightest.”

Rezin peeked inside the Blackstar’s hull, searching for something – anything – to decrypt. He ran his hands along the interior of the mangled star, feeling the compartments for a breachable system. 

Nothing.

Maddox fed power to the engine. Ark raised a hand in response, signaling him to wait.

“What’s that all about?” Rezin said. “A bit impatient?”

“It’s nothing,” Ark paused. “What about your gadget? Can it help?” he said, pointing to the Pulsar in Rezin’s satchel.

“Doubtful. I designed it for systems common to Central. Not stuff like this.” Rezin removed the device, his rhythmic stroke bringing it to life. “Worth a shot, I suppose.”

He tuned the Pulsar, searching for a vulnerable signal. It beeped. Rezin waved the device left and then right, the melody guiding him. He moved the Pulsar next to the Blackstar’s broken screen, the sounds becoming more rapid.

“Interesting,” Rezin said. “Got something here.”

He followed the bundle of wires up into the command port, the rhythmic pace amplifying. He stopped at a base of paneling where the wires fed into the Blackstar’s system, the Pulsar’s beat reaching a crescendo.

Rezin yanked the paneling open, twisting his head to get a closer look at the circuitry, an emblem on the inside casing temporarily derailing his search: 

  //_^)

“What the hell?” Rezin said to himself. 

His voice grew louder, “I found something.”

Rezin pulled his head from the command port back to Ark. “I - I think this thing is from Central,” he said.

“Really?” Ark said, gazing at the craft’s design. “Spy drone or something?”

“Maybe.”

Ark chortled, “Damn Centrites.”

Rezin reached back into the command port, wedging the Pulsar in between two obstructions in the Blackstar’s design, trying to come to terms with his discovery.

“Shouldn’t take long,” Rezin said.

He watched Ark shoot a look to Maddox through the Pulsar’s reflective screen, nodding at him.

What’re they up to? Rezin wondered.

Rezin patched-in. Easiest patch he’d ever made. Too easy, and he knew it. The same as whoever had inscribed his symbol here would know it. But he didn't hesitate.

The Pulsar’s wireless signal tapped the Blackstar’s system, feeding information to Rezin. He let the decryption guide him and he waited to make the take.

But there was nothing to take. No firewalls to crack. No information to uncover. Nothing to steal. Only basic functions - rudimentary sequences designed simply for operating the star’s travel. Most of the sequences were inactive. All Rezin could do was turn it on.

SYSTEM ONLINE

The Blackstar hummed, coming to life.

INITIALIZING 

Rezin waited, streams of command data pouring into his mind.

CLONE SYSTEM FOUND

CONNECT?

Rezin connected, unsure of what he was connecting to.

* * *

Vray briskly tapped a series of numbers into the glassy keyboard that was displayed on the cracked surface of the Blackstar’s command port. She knew what she was doing – she typed quickly but carefully. There must be no mistakes.

She sighed with relief and brushed her frost-white hair from her eyes when the confirmation beep came. “Found it, Bastian,” she said. “Coordinates are ready. He’s online.”

* * *

Rezin disconnected the Pulsar and pulled himself from the Blackstar.

“Done. But no grab. No history banks. Nothing to steal. Just an on-switch.”

“That’s it?” Ark asked, confused.

“Has to be. Scanned it top to bottom. There’s nothing. They must’ve just wanted it online. One hell of an expensive errand,” Rezin said. 

The Blackstar shook, slowly awakening.

“Who sends a team out to flip a switch?” Ark said. 

“I’m not sure. Or why the client insisted on my help. Any good reaper, even at your level, could have done this.” Rezin smirked and placed the Pulsar back in its case.

Ark gnashed his teeth at the insult.

“Notify the client, we’re done here,” Rezin said.

Ark looked back to Maddox, obviously offended. He raised a hand and gave the signal. 

The Earthscraper jumped forward. 

Blinding light filled Rezin’s eyes, the vehicle’s beams charging him.

* * *

Bolts of energy unlike any energy ever produced on earth burst from the ship’s core, piercing the tunnel wall directly before the twins.

Vray looked at Bastian, his hair, as white as hers, dancing wildly in the turbulence cast outward from the portal the Blackstar was creating.

* * *

Rezin called to the darkness to save him, but it did not answer. He stretched his arms out in an attempt to stop the vehicle. But he knew there was nothing he could do. He couldn’t dodge his way out of this one. Unlike all the other jobs, all the other close-calls, there was no escape here. 

Rezin’s body tightened. He braced for impact. Would it hurt? Would he awaken? Or would he pass into never-ending blackness? 

He screamed.

The Earthscraper smashed the figure forward, driving the body deep into a stone wall.

Dust filled the cavern. Rezin lowered his arms and coughed. He brushed himself off and looked to his side. 

Where had Ark gone? 

Then he saw him - part of him - bent unnaturally beneath the vehicle. Rezin felt his stomach rise to his throat. He couldn’t remember the last time he saw a dead body. Didn’t want to remember the last time. He turned away.

The rear driver-side door flew open. Elara stepped out, her fragger at the ready, and approached the driver window. 

Rezin saw the anger in Maddox’s face - the hatred he projected to the woman. 

“Thanks for the ride,” Elara said.

Maddox scrambled, pushing at his door, “I’m going to kill –“

She pulled the trigger. A flash of white-hot light painted the room for only a moment, followed by a wave of intense heat. Elara dragged Maddox from the Earthscraper and dropped his body to the ground, the left side of his head now charred with plasma burns. 

She sat in the old man’s seat, wiped blood from the debris shield and backed the vehicle up.

Elara peered out the window at Rezin.

“You’re welcome,” she said.

Rezin was unsure of how to react. Didn’t know what to say.

“They were going to kill you,” she said. “I heard them.”

Rezin looked down at Maddox and watched the smoke rise from the old man’s head.

“I wouldn’t waste much time standing around here. They alerted Sentinels,” Elara said.

Rezin looked up at the girl and pushed away the shock, “Why would they do that? I was their ticket to a big payout.”

“They got a transmission. Central is looking for you. Big reward, too, it sounds like. They’re offering up Retros …”

A Retro on the blackmarket – in the Outlands, Rezin knew, was worth a fortune. 

“So are you waiting to collect it yourself?” Rezin said.

“I considered it. But I don’t do business with Central,” she paused. “I’ve got my own problems. I don’t need to get wrapped up in your little drama.”

“That’s fine, but I need a ride out of here,” Rezin approached the Earthscraper.

Elara shook her head, “I don’t think so.” She gripped the wheel. “This is a one-passenger ride now.”

The vehicle’s wheels rotated counterclockwise and continued its retreat from the tunnel.

“You’re not going to leave me here…” Rezin said, keeping pace with the Earthscraper.

“Watch me.”

“Then why did you help me?” Rezin said.

Elara tightened her grip around the wheel, “He was a threat to me, too.”

“And the Sentinels will be an even bigger threat. You’ll need my help if they show up. They’ll take you in, too.”

Elara chuckled, “Help from a Centrite? I don’t think so. Your people took everything from me. None of you can be trusted. Now, if you know what’s best for you, get moving. That’s the extent of my help.”

The tunnel shook. Thunder resonated from the Blackstar before them. A blast wave rocked the walls, the machine ejecting streams of energy from its core.

Elara stopped the vehicle, “What the hell?”

Electric currents formed a portal a short distance from the star. Two small children, clad in ivory-colored body suits, their hair white as frost, emerged from the gateway. They took a step forward, their movements identical – and looked up at Rezin with ashen eyes.

“Come with us,” they said.

The children reached to him. A flux of energy flowed from their finger-tips.

Within the last many hours Rezin had experienced forces and energies within himself unknown to mankind. And whatever those forces and energies coursing through his veins were, Rezin thought, the children standing before him now were here to take them away. 

And take him along with them. 

Rezin backed away, ran to the Earthscraper and climbed in.

“Drive!”

Elara slammed her foot against the fuel pedal, tires screeching, the vehicle racing backwards.

“What the hell was that?” Elara said.

“I don’t know.”

“Children?”

“I don’t know! Just get us out of here,” Rezin said, watching the approaching exit through the rear window.

The Earthscraper burst from the tunnel into daylight, sparks trailing. Elara turned hard against the wheel, corrected its trajectory, spinning one hundred and eighty degrees into a brigade of Sentinels - their weapons drawn.






V

“Shit!” Rezin said.

“Remain where you are. Stay seated. Await security detention,” the Sentinels said at once.

The machines approached the vehicle, creating a perimeter around the Earthscraper.

Beads of sweat collected on Rezin’s forehead. “Think we can make it through ‘em?”

“I’m not letting them take me in. Outlanders aren’t detained. We’re killed,” Elara said. 

She squeezed tight against the steering wheel, took a deep breath and slammed her foot back into the fuel pedal. Rezin fell into his seat. The Sentinels fired and Rezin felt a surge of static invade the cabin. The Earthscraper dipped forward and rolled to a stop. 

Elara turned the ignition. Nothing. She tried again.

“Dammit,” she said, hitting the wheel.

Rezin heard the engine crackle and hiss, its components fried. 

The Sentinels approached. 

Elara looked back to Rezin for only a moment, “Good luck.” She kicked her door open and dashed from the vehicle. 

Rezin watched her roll beneath restraining clamps, barely evading the Sentinels’ grasp. This was it. He had to make his move now, while they were distracted. He had to place all of his energy into his escape.

Rezin shoved himself away from the Earthscraper and ran back to the tunnel. Back to the twins. Back to the darkness where he could, he hoped, hide. 

A Sentinel picked up his movement and broke from the group.

“Remain where you are. Stand in place. Await security detention.”

Rezin felt the strain. Felt his legs begging for relief. But he could not stop. He had to run. He would not be captured.

Deep thuds pounded the ground with rapid fury, chasing the fugitive. Rezin felt the heat of each blast. Gravel sprayed up from the impacts and into his eyes, but he did not squint. He did not wipe away the grime. He pushed harder, widening his eyes even further, watching the tunnel come closer and closer to him with each frantic leap he took. 

A blast collapsed the ground just before Rezin. He fell face-first into the rocky terrain. A Sentinel’s large shadow engulfed the reaper, its cold detention claw clasping his throat. The machine pulled him up and off of his feet.

“Do not resist,” the Sentinel said.

Rezin reached into his satchel for the Pulsar. Maybe he could scramble their systems. He strummed his fingers against its surface. But it did not activate. The charge that disabled the Earthscraper must’ve disabled the Pulsar too, Rezin thought. 

He tried getting a look at the area. Hoping he’d see Elara. Hoping she’d save him again. And he did see Elara –

- held tight by another sentinel.

“Damn it!” Rezin said.

And then he hoped for the thing he’d been trying to avoid since the Re:memory job. He hoped the darkness would return. He begged it to come and save him. But it did not return. He didn’t understand why it abandoned him now, when he needed it most.

Another arm extended from the Sentinel’s metallic torso, this one equipped with electrodes. A current of energy flashed between the nodes. Rezin knew what was coming. They’d zap him out and he’d awaken somewhere else. 

Would he awaken to a new life like before? 

He wasn’t sure. 

Would he awaken a prisoner of Central?

He hoped not.

Would he awaken at all?

He wasn’t sure he cared.

“Do not resist,” the Sentinel said again.

Rezin closed his eyes and waited for the shock. 

But like the darkness, it did not come.

Rezin felt the Sentinel tremble, its grip loosening beneath its own convulsions. 

Metal groaned. Rezin saw the Sentinel’s outer shell collapse upon itself, as if an invisible force wrenched at it, and then its head ruptured. Sparks sprayed like blood across Rezin’s face. The Sentinel foundered, releasing its prisoner. 

Rezin gasped for air and rubbed his throat. The other Sentinels turned, targeting the new threat: the twins. 

The Sentinel holding Elara dropped its prisoner and readied its next attack. The machine took aim, firing shot after shot at the children. Waves of earth and fire washed over them. When the blasts subsided, the twins remained in place, unharmed. 

Each child lifted an arm, smoke rising from their garments, and positioned their palms in the direction of the remaining machines. Rezin watched energy collect inside the twins’ milky-white eyes. He watched the energy widen, growing larger, and pass from their arms into their hands, releasing an invisible force that warped the very fabric of the world around them. 

A cylinder of light erupted from each of the machines and stretched high into the sky, followed by a powerful explosion. A shockwave erupted outward, incinerating the Sentinels and throwing Rezin and Elara from the blast zone, the children remaining in place.

Rezin ducked his head away from the falling debris and looked up to the two who saved him. He stared into their ghost-white eyes and felt a chill spread through him.

“Come with us. There will be more,” they said in unison.

Rezin climbed to his feet. “Who are you?”

“There is no time to discuss. You must come with us now.”

“I’m not going anywhere until I know what’s going on.”

“We are your client. You are our reaper,” the boy said.

“You activated the star so that we could make contact. Now come, we must go before the portal collapses,” the girl said.

She took Rezin’s hand and led him away.






VI

Elara rubbed her shoulder and trudged through a field of smoking debris. She kicked away a chunk of hot metal and found her fragger. She yanked the gun from the sand and slid it behind her belt. She looked back at the tunnel and saw the children pulling Rezin away. Pulling him back to the portal.

Rezin looked tired and confused, she thought. But not nearly as confused as she was. 

Why was a Centrite working with Outlanders? 

What did the Sentinels want with him? 

And who the hell were those kids?

But it didn’t matter now. It was done. She’d never see him again. She’d never know.

A flash of light blasted through the burrow, cast from Rezin’s entry into the portal, Elara knew.

She continued sifting through broken scraps and uncovered a partially-active communication dock, the screen projecting the fugitive’s name. Elara read the name aloud:

“Rezin.”

Something sounded in the distance. She looked beyond a series of slopes and saw another team of Sentinels moving toward her. 

“Shit.”

Elara scanned the area, searching for the Earthscraper. Perhaps she could jump it? 

She turned and saw the vehicle flipped on its side, fire rising from the engine. 

“Back where I started,” she said to herself.

She stood in silence, watching the Sentinels close-in.

She exhaled, “Damn it,” and sprinted back into the tunnels. 

* * *

Elara followed the same path she’d been on moments earlier and approached the Blackstar. The portal was shrinking fast. 

She hesitated. 

Sounds came from the end of the tunnel. Sentinels, she knew.

Elara watched the portal constrict, now half the size it was moments ago. She looked back at shadows cast from the tunnel entrance. She bit down hard against her lip, tightened her fists and leapt into the light, the portal closing behind her.
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THE POSSIBILITIES OF PURPOSE

Rezin knew this place.

He knew this world.

The world the portal had brought him to.

It was no place he had ever been, ever seen, ever imagined, in life or in Retros - yet he knew it. More than that, he recognized this blasted, devastated landscape, this pockmarked desolation that stretched from the sphere of light left by the rapidly closing portal all the way to the far horizon. There were no houses, buildings or structures. No plants or foliage of any kind.  There were no ruins, no remains, no skeletons or fallen trees or dead vegetation. The landscape was without roads or any indication that anyone, human, aug or machine, had ever been here.

Even the stars in the sky beyond the horizon appeared dull, lifeless.

Yet Rezin knew this place. And he knew that despite its appearance, this place was filled with life.

For an instant, no longer than it took for the last light of the portal to dwindle and begin to vanish, Rezin thought:

This is where I come from — this is my birthplace, this is my home.

But even more quickly, what Rezin thought, hoped, dreamed and above all — wished — was chased from him by a ferocious burst of power and anger from the darkness that he held within his mind.

Again the waking nightmares seized him. Again Rezin felt himself hurled from everything he knew and thought he knew, flung into a place of brightness as brilliant as the darkness was bleak. Its brilliance was punctuated by colors more vivid than any color could be. Flames brighter and hotter than any fire could burn. Sounds richer than any music he'd ever heard, but filled with pain.

Voices — pleading, begging, and screaming for release from the pain.

And at the center of it all, at its heart from which the colors and sounds, the sounds and the screams, the pain that was beyond pain flowed — the face that was the world.

Which spoke to Rezin now. Its voice was immense, louder than the screams of those who still begged for release. It said:

I am no home you have ever known.

You will find no welcome here.

The eyes of the face that was the world widened, able to see into Rezin. He could feel those eyes, their gaze assaulting him, piercing him, staring into him, seeing into the dark thing that dwelled at his own center.

It saw.

It knew.

Rezin was sure of this — as certain as he had been that he knew this place.

Take this darkness from me, Rezin wanted to say.  You have seen it. You know what it is. You must! It is yours.

But Rezin no longer possessed a voice.

The eyes that had seen so deeply into Rezin and the thing that inhabited his mind now looked beyond him. Rezin felt a sense of loss, of absence and emptiness, of something vital missing from him. The gaze that just an instant before had assaulted him, had now become something he wanted. Something he needed.

But the gaze was gone from Rezin. Those eyes were looking elsewhere now.  Had the eyes of the face that was the world seen into the dark thing? Or had it, too, seen only the darkness, not what the darkness contained, not what the darkness knew?

Rezin had no way of knowing. He wanted to scream, to add his own voice to those of the ones in pain. But that, too, was denied him, and in the denial he felt an agony of his own. It was an agony he had known only once before. 

Venus — her shattered face against the bloodstained pavement

Had the eyes seen that, too?

Had those eyes seen . . .  her?

Rezin had no more of an answer to those questions than he did to the others — but even as he felt himself beginning to be tugged back from the place to which he had been so violently hurled by the darkness and the power of the thing within him, he felt his determination to find the answers growing. The desolate terrain onto which the portal had opened became real, its tug stronger.

Rezin blinked. 

The face that was the world, and all that accompanied it, was gone. Rezin was here once more, returned to this place that portal had brought him to, this place —

That he no longer knew.

Rezin shook his head, dizzy. He blinked again, and as he did so he thought he caught a flash of a hint of the portal's glow as it disappeared. How long had the vision lasted this time? Rezin doubted that it had lasted any time at all.  

He felt small hands with strong fingers wrapping themselves around his own.

"Come," the twins said in a single voice. "We must hurry. We have very little time." They pulled hard on his hands.

Rezin resisted. He thought that if he took a step he might vanish.

"Please!" Vray and Bastian said, the tone of their voices piercing the vision Rezin had heard when he was — where?

"Please come with us. Come with us, now! You must help us — only you can help us, can help all of us."

Rezin drew a shallow breath, uncertain that his voice had been returned to him.

"Help you with what?"

"With what only you can do," the female said.

"With what you do better than anyone has ever been able to," the male said.

"Or ever will," they said together.

And Rezin understood:

"Decryption," he said.

"Yes." Even in that single word Rezin could hear their fear.

"There are systems here?" Rezin said, looking around. Nothing had changed — neither life nor signs that there ever had been life here. And yet this place was – alive. He felt it. He sensed it. He knew it.

"No," Vray said, "No . . . systems." 

"Not as you know them," Bastian said.

"What, then?" Rezin said.

The twins released their grips upon Rezin's hands and stepped ahead of him. They spread their arms wide.

"This," they said in unison.  "You must decrypt —"

"This,"Rezin said, and set out across the blasted landscape.

He knew where he was headed. 

He knew what he must do.

He had never been here before and yet, once more, Rezin knew this place. 

He would find no home here. 

He was not welcome here.

Yet he knew now what this place was — the face that was a world.

More than that, he knew its name: Scardonia!

And he was going to decrypt it.






II

Kaine moved easily and gracefully through the rubble that surrounded the blackened remnants of the ruined craft. He held a broken section of one of the craft’s wings and stopped for only a moment to remember. 

To remember …

Kaine rubbed the scar adorning his throat before returning to his task. Those who served him tried to match his pace, but failed, stumbling, falling, abrading and cutting themselves, cursing Kaine under their breaths for pushing them harder than they wished to be pushed. 

Kaine ignored their words, gave no indication that he had heard any of the obscenities spoke of him. There would be time to deal with that later.

No one among those who served him thought of Kaine as an understanding or compassionate man.

That, he felt, was a product of their own lack of understanding, of the absence of compassion from their hearts, far more than from his own.

What sorts of lives would any of them have without Kaine? 

Kaine knew — they would have lived like the beaten things they were, the defeated things that had barely survived the dying gasps of the civilization that had fallen so hard.

And would have remained fallen, or fallen even further, deeper down into the dust and decay than even the Outlanders had Kaine not emerged to lead them — up!

He had no regrets — Kaine had reaped far larger benefits from them than they ever could hope to from him. He had given and continued to provide them the services that they wished for — the cleanliness of Central, the comforts and distractions and diversions it offered, full bellies and shared beds, luxuries and safety, a sense of future that would be an endless continuation of their unchallenging, comfortable present.

All that they wanted —

All that they needed —

More than they deserved.

And still he had given them more than that.

He had given them Re:memory, and with that palace of the past had offered them the addiction he required to hold them in place until their true purpose, which was Kaine's purpose, was served.

Kaine had known from the moment that he brought the first rudimentary elements of Re:memory into existence that what he was creating would become the single most important aspect of life in Central, no matter what the Centrites thought.

They could tell themselves — and they did — that what mattered was their comfort, their families, the wealth they accumulated, the art they appreciated, the occupations they pursued, but Kaine knew better.

What mattered to them more than anything else was Re:memory and the Retros it held,  the glimpses Re:memory permitted them of lives other than their own, different from their own, better or worse than their own, and every one of them calling to the Centrites to come back, to return to Re:memory for —

More.

Sooner or later, Kaine had known with a certainty that grew every time his efforts raised Re:memory to another level, one of the Centrites, or perhaps more than one of them working in unison, would bring the right combination of abilities and characteristics to bear upon Re:memory and would provide Kaine with the key to the dark thing that was at the heart of it all. It was simply a matter of patience and persistence, of keeping the Centrites hooked on the Retros, and watching for the right one to appear and pierce the darkness.

And once the contents of that darkness, and the powers that the darkness concealed, were revealed to him, Kaine would have no more need of Central or its citizens, and would show them all the true price of their ingratitude.

But when the one Kaine had waited for arrived, he had taken the dark thing, and vanished with it, bringing it —

Here.

Kaine took one more long, slow look around the cavern where the ruined craft's remnants lay.

Where have you gone, Reaper? he wondered. Where have you taken the treasure that belongs to me?

Kaine knew that he would not find the answer here, but as he stared at the wreckage of the small craft he felt the glimmering of an idea beginning to form.

"Take me back to Central," he said, turning his back on the ruined Blackstar. "There is someone I must speak to. Someone I can trust."






III

From a distance, Elara followed.

She could see the figures of Rezin and the twins, nearly at the horizon. They were moving at a steady pace, somewhere between a fast walk and a slow jog.  Elara set her own pace only slightly faster. She had no wish to catch them too quickly. She was already too far off-balance — 

And too filled with too much that was too new.

Not just this place — harsher, rougher, more dead than even the worst of the Outlands. 

Even in those harshest corners of the Outlands, though, she could find traces of life. Here —

Nothing.

No life other than the three figures ahead of her. Which meant — so far; she knew better than to allow herself to become overconfident — no Sentinels, either.

But there were worse things than Sentinels, and Elara wondered as she walked through the strange landscape if this place itself might be one of them. 

She wondered as well if her leap through the glowing portal, the leap she had made without thinking, had been the largest mistake of her life. 

The one that would cost Elara her life.

It had already cost Elara the life she had known for as long as she could remember. That life had specific boundaries and borders and rules — take what you could, steal what you needed, kill if you had to, don't get too greedy, don't take unnecessary chances, don't get caught, don't get killed.

Elara understood those boundaries and rules and borders, and her understanding of them had kept her alive. She never thought that she needed to know any more than she did.

Now —

Here —

There were new memories within her, new ideas, new things to think about and understand — or try to.

She had known it the moment she arrived at this place. Before its newness and strangeness and difference from anything she had ever seen, any place she had ever been, before any of that became clear to her, Elara realized that her head was filled with new thoughts and a new sense of —

Purpose. 

There were things that must be done, she realized in her first seconds on Scardonia. Things that she must do, that she had no choice but to do, actions that she must take in order to discover who Rezin was and where his strange powers came from. Powers she hoped to wield.

A voice, unfamiliar and dark, spoke directly into her mind. 

Rezin, it said.

She hadn't even known the name a few hours ago. Now —

Rezin must be protected.

Rezin must be defended.

You, Elara, must guard Rezin until his own true purpose is accomplished.

What was that purpose? Elara didn't know — whatever had put these ideas into her mind had not included answers to her questions, only responsibilities for her to fulfill.

She didn't want responsibilities. She never had. Elara was responsible for herself after her sister died, no more than that. It had always been that way, and she had always believed that it would be that way until she herself died.

She certainly wanted nothing to do with a Centrite. She hated those from Central. Those who took what mattered most to her.

Yet now she knew without wanting to know — knew that she would fulfill the responsibilities that had been pressed upon her, and do so without question, do so no matter what was required of her in order to obtain the power Rezin wielded.

Even if she died trying.

She would find —

Purpose.

And that purpose: use Rezin’s power to deliver punishment to Kaine for everything he had stolen. Topple the leader of Central and take the city for the Outlanders. 

She didn't know how she would accomplish her goal. Elara didn't need to know that, either, she realized. 

At least not now. She would find out when she needed to know. Until then —

Until then she would keep her distance.

She would know when it was time to join the trio ahead of her. Elara was in no hurry for that time to arrive.

The ground shuddered beneath her and she heard a rumble from a far distance. She glanced in the direction the sound came from, and saw the flare and the glow of a Blackstar rising from within Scardonia, climbing high into the night, bearing its cargo of dreams and possibilities with it.

Elara bit down against the impulse to make a wish upon the craft as it disappeared into the darkness. She remembered her big sister - her best friend - the only person in the world who was ever there for her. She remembered the comforting words of a poem her sister used to recite when they were children:

Look up at the Blackstar

Before it starts fading

Now go wish upon one

And dream while you’re waiting 

But Elara knew the difference between poems and reality. She watched as the star’s glow faded slowly, as some dreams fade slowly once awakening arrives.

When the last of the glow was gone, Elara drew a deep breath of acrid air and turned her attention back to the far trio for a moment before she resumed following them.

She moved a little faster now. It wasn't time to join them yet.

But suddenly, for reasons she didn't understand, Elara wanted a little less distance between herself and those who were ahead of her.






IV

They were being followed.

Rezin knew it, and had to fight against the instincts that had kept him alive and free for so long in Central. 

Those instincts —so hardwon and so deeply a part of him, as much a part of him as his ability to decrypt — shouted at him to break away from the twins who had brought him here, to rush to find a hiding place from which he would be able to work his way to a position that would let him either escape his pursuer or become the pursuer himself.

But he took no action, not even stopping to look behind and confirm his suspicions. Rezin needed no confirmation — he knew there was someone there, following. That, for now, was all that he needed to know. One more factor, one more variable to take into account, one more element. 

One more — unknown.

That was why Rezin took no action. It was all unknown, every bit of this, despite the resonances of familiarity he felt here. 

This wasn't Central, and for that reason Rezin found himself suddenly wary of all the patterns of behavior that had guided his life for as long as he could remember. This place would call upon new strengths within him, demand new patterns of behavior, new strategies, new solutions — how could it not?

And he would have to find, or uncover, or invent those patterns and strategies and solutions or he would die here. Rezin knew that.

He had no intention of dying here.

But he also had no intention of remaining here any longer than he must. 

This place — Scardonia — which he had known for so brief a time had warned him that he would find no home here, and Rezin believed the warning. 

Not long after Rezin and the twins set out across the desolate plain, Scardonia had begun to speak again, though not to Rezin.

The place — the being? — spoke instead to something deep within him, and did so in a language Rezin did not understand, with a voice he did not wish to hear. But he could not stop it — Scardonia was speaking, Rezin knew, to the dark thing that dwelled within his mind.  

The thing he had taken from Re:memory.

The thing that had taken him.

And that thing was now in some sort of communion with Scardonia, a communion that Rezin was permitted to be aware of, but was not permitted to share. He felt as though he were standing just beyond the edge of a sumptuous party, able to catch whiffs of decadent aromas, glimpses of jeweled finery, hear echoes of laughter, hints of sighs, and traces of music. But he was not permitted to taste the foods, or share the jokes, or savor the sighs. They were denied to him.

Rezin had felt something similar, years ago, in the first desperate weeks after he found himself awakened in the Undercity beneath Central, emerging from the old world into their world, which would never be his own, no matter how much of it he decrypted.

Even those parts of that life that Rezin cherished — he thought of the clock, and its presence in his life for so many years — were parts of some other life, and had been even as he lived in Central. He had known that from his first moments there.

Now, the soles of boots making harsh noises as he walked across the broken surface of Scardonia, Rezin thought of those first weeks in Central. They were a lifetime behind him now, just as whoever he had been before his awakening was another lifetime.

How many lives do I have? he wondered, trying to ignore the low steady droning of the voice of Scardonia communicating with the dark thing in his head.

Only one life that matters, really, Rezin told himself, and that is the life that I am living, here, on this place. The clock in his home in Central belonged there — Rezin no longer did. That life was gone now, vanished as though it had never existed — as though it had never mattered.

In some ways it hadn't. There was another life that had always mattered more, despite how impossibly little he knew of that life and its nature. It was the life, the only life that mattered — the life that had ended on the pavement as Venus's eyes lost the glow of life. 

That was the only life that he truly cared about — the life he had had with Venus, whatever that life had been, whatever its purpose and goals and hopes and dreams and —

Wishes.

The word came into Rezin's consciousness so unexpectedly that for an instant he thought that it might have emerged from the stream flowing between Scardonia and the dark thing.

But in the same instant he knew better.

This word — wishes — was his own, cast up from his own thoughts. 

And with the word a memory, sudden, vivid, real — too real to be an illusion, too real to be a Retro.

A real memory — his own.

And — hers.

Not just because she was in the memory — although he could see, suddenly, Venus beside him. Far younger, both of them, as they sat beneath a broad sky filled with stars. Rezin felt himself lurch, nearly stumble, as he realized what he saw, who he was seeing.

The two of them.

Us.

She took his hand in hers and held it tight: he could feel this now.

Then: her laughter, sweeter than song, as she tilted her head upward and moved her lips:

Look!

Rezin remembered — real memory; no question of that — that night, the music of her voice, the caress of her hand, then her soft call for him to  -

Look!

He remembered how hard it had been to take his eyes from her face — those eyes then still filled with a light that, then, he could not ever imagine being extinguished — but he had, and raised his own gaze to match hers, and saw against the pattern of the sky something new, a brilliant star, something dark at its head, blazing an arc across the heavens, brighter than any other star in the night.

Staring upward with him, Venus had spoken again, just before the brilliant light flared out and disappeared.

Rezin heard her words again, and the force of the words she spoke so gently to him that night were now like a blow which forced him to his knees. He pressed his palms flat against the surface of Scardonia, feeling the world abrade his flesh even as he again — and again and again — heard what Venus had said to him that night as they looked upward together:

Make a wish.

The moment passed and the memory faded despite Rezin's efforts to cling to it.

But it would not be held.

When the memory was gone, Rezin pressed his forehead against the rocky surface of the world, as though he was offering a prayer.

But he wasn't, and when he raised his head and saw the combination of puzzlement and concern on the faces of the twins, he stood, and brushed his palms together, cleaning them.

"Here," he said. "It is time."

Then he turned his back on them and began to prepare himself to decrypt the world that was a face, the face that was a world.






V

Vray and Bastian stood completely still, watching Rezin.

There wasn't a lot to see. Crouched there before the twins, his palms flat against the surface of Scardonia, Rezin could have been a statue. The reaper had hardly moved since beginning his work. Only the occasional long, slow, shuddering breath gave any indication that he was a living thing. 

Above them so many Blackstars raced into the sky that Vray didn't bother trying to keep count, although it seemed to her that the longer Rezin was submerged in the reaping, the more Blackstars Scardonia sent forth. Were there more wishes being made — and granted — because of Rezin's efforts? Or were there always this many Blackstars in flight, this many wishes being granted? She didn't know.

"It doesn't matter," Bastian said softly to himself, almost whispering as though he feared disturbing Rezin as he worked.

"What doesn't?" Vray said.

Bastian cast his eyes upward, toward the latest flight of Blackstars.

"No," Vray said. "Not to us. We can no longer make wishes."

"Or have dreams," Bastian said. "Only . . ."

"Duties," said Vray to her twin.

"And now only one duty," Bastian said. "Only one responsibility. Only one . . ."

"Purpose," said Vray, looking at Rezin.

"The only one," said Bastian, taking his twin's hand.

 They stood once more without moving or speaking, waiting for Rezin to complete the decryption and return to them.






VI

Inside Rezin: the dark thing awakening. And with the awakening a sense of —

Possibility.

Inside Scardonia: another awakening. And with that awakening a sense of —

Purpose.

Together melding with Rezin, something else, something different, something more than any of the three separate elements — Rezin, the dark thing, Scardonia itself – began awakening. And with that awakening a sense of —

Peril.

But also:

Promise.






VII

Elara crouched behind an outcropping of rough red stone at the crest of a low hill just above the spot where Rezin worked.

He had not moved in hours, any more than had the twins who stood close to him. Watching over him, Elara thought. Guarding him. Protecting him.

Just as, she realized, I am watching over and guarding and protecting all three of them.

Was that my own idea? she wondered. Or one more thing inserted into her thoughts by this place?

It didn't matter, any more than the life she had lived in the Outlands mattered now. The skills she had learned there, the abilities she had acquired, the things she could do — all of those mattered only because they would help her keep Rezin and the twins safe until —

Until his purpose was accomplished.

She saw Rezin begin to move, breaking free at last from the trance or spell he had been in. 

I must join them soon, Elara thought, again uncertain if she was making a decision or if the decision had been made for her.

Below her, Rezin rose to his feet.






VIII

Rezin felt Scardonia rise with him, as though he carried the world itself within his mind.

He felt as well the dark thing rising as he did, now less dark, aspects of it illuminated, opened to him, revealed.

Not all of it, not nearly all of it — but that would come, he knew.

He now — knew.

He turned to the twins. 

"Vray," Rezin said. "Bastian."

"Yes," they said together, their eyes focused on Rezin.

But he was looking beyond them, toward the crest of a small hill.

"Elara," Rezin said, speaking no more forcefully than he had to the twins by his side, and yet somehow his voice now echoed and rolled forth across the surface of Scardonia.

The twins turned and watched as the Outlander came solemnly down the hill and stood before them. They turned their attention back to Rezin.

"It is calling to us," Rezin said. "To the four of us."

"What is calling to us?" Elara said. She moved to stand between the twins, each of whom took one of her hands.

"Icarus," Rezin said, opening his hands to them, then spreading his arms wide and raising them above his head.

None of the three who stood before Rezin — who stood with him — showed any surprise at all when a Blackstar descended silently from the skies above Scardonia and settled gently to the scarred ground before them.






IX

In his private quarters Kaine awaited the assassin's arrival. 

He felt a certain joy at the thought of what lay ahead. It had not been his intention to deploy the assassin for this particular task — he had another purpose in mind for this killer — but what he had seen at the site of the ruined Blackstar had caused him to reconsider. Now he was nearly sure that he had made the right decision.

When the door to his quarters slid open and the assassin entered, his certainty became complete.

The assassin walked with an easy, lithe, deadly grace to his side, and stood silently, awaiting instructions.

"There is someone I wish you to find. But not to kill," Kaine said.

"No?" said the assassin. "Then why waste my time?"

"Because you will do what I request," Kaine said. He raised a hand and clenched the killer's throat, felt the slow, steady pulse, savored the power that the flow of blood carried through the killer's body.

"You will find the person I want, and you will bring him to me, and you will not fail. That is why."

"And who is this person who is so important to you?"

"He is important to you as well," Kaine said. "More important than you may know.”

Kaine gestured broadly and the systems that served his needs responded, bringing a hologram into existence in the center of the room, facing Kaine and the killer.

"This is the person you will find. You will bring him to me with as little damage as possible. Do you understand your instructions?"

"Of course," the killer said almost sharply. 

Kaine watched as his assassin — his trusted assassin — stepped close to the hologram and slowly inserted a finger into the glowing figure's eye.

"You know who this is?" Kaine said.

"Yes," said the assassin, the killer's tone dancing even closer to insolence, which did not wholly displease Kaine.

"Tell me who he is, then," Kaine said as the killer stepped back from the projected figure.

"He is the reaper who has stolen what you most want."

"Tell me his name," Kaine said. "I want to hear you say it."

The assassin turned to Kaine and stared at him with eyes that, even narrowed, glowed with bright, deadly light.

"He is Rezin," said Venus. 
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Formerly a professor of Game Art & Design for Alta Colleges, Joshua Viola holds a bachelor’s degree in animation and a master’s in marketing. He is the author and creator of the nine-time award-winning novel The Bane of Yoto and art director for Leviathan Games. His video game credits include work on Disney’s Pirates of the Caribbean, Capcom’s Smurfs™ Grabber, Konami’s TARGET: Terror, Flashman Studio’s HorseLife Adventures, Leviathan Games’ Besieged 2, The Bane of Yoto 3D comic app and more.

In 2003, Viola’s work was featured by Grammy-winning band Linkin Park for use in their Linkin Park Underground postcard set. In 2006, Viola co-hosted Linkin Park’s Projekt Revolution tour in Colorado.

For two years he worked closely with New York Times bestselling author Steve Alten, better developing his writing and storytelling skills. He would later partner with writer/editor Keith Ferrell (author of numerous books and former editor-in-chief of OMNI Magazine) to take his understanding of prose even further.

Since collaborating with Celldweller and FiXT in 2012, Viola has authored multiple books, as well as developing album art, merchandise designs & apps for FiXT -- and is currently directing an animated music video for Celldweller’s popular track “Unshakeable”.

Based in Denver, Viola is now vice president of Frontiere Natural Meats and continues working on several games and books—and the next volume of The Bane of Yoto cycle.
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Klayton is a multi-instrumentalist, producer, songwriter, performer and remixer. This New York native is best known as the one-man machine behind the electronic / rock hybrid Celldweller and half of the New Retro duo Scandroid. His music has been featured in the campaigns for various film / TV projects such as Pacific Rim, Real Steel, Iron Man, Spiderman 2 / 3, the X-Men Trilogy, The Vampire Diaries, The Twilight Zone, Syfy’s Face Off and video games such as Dead Rising 2 / 3, and Assassin’s Creed.

The Celldweller legacy began with the self-titled debut album, which had the unique accolade of licensing every single track to Film / TV / Video Games. Klayton has also previously written 4 albums of score music for Criss Angel, as well as lending Celldweller music to the score of the Criss’ Cirque De Soleil Believe: Las Vegas production and the new Criss Angel Believe SPIKE TV series.

After multiple bad record deals and a music industry whose model was failing, Klayton founded FiXT in 2006 as a record label to distribute his and other similarly unique artists’ music. FiXT has since grown into a full scale media company entailing a record label, worldwide music and merchandise online storefront, Film / TV / Video Game licensing branch, publicity company and book publisher. 

When he’s not off-world conquering other planets, Klayton resides at his home in Detroit, MI, and is hard at work on the new Celldweller and Scandroid albums as well as expanding his FiXT empire. Along with creating new Celldweller artist and score music, Klayton is also currently launching a brand new sci-fi clothing company, Outland, Executive Producing a number of films, and co-writing an upcoming horror film.
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