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Chapter One
He’d killed the kid.
A metal trash can slamming to the ground woke Joe Ramsey from the nightmare. He’d been having that same one about Miguel dying ever since it happened two years ago. He jerked upright and looked both ways down the dark alley. A huge orange cat crawled inside the overturned can as it rocked slightly from side to side. The animal mewed, and the sound echoed and blossomed in the midnight stillness.
Wind stirred paper and ashes from the mountains of debris around Joe, turning the slight yellow light closer to grey. Joe looked at the skeletal remains of the buildings in front of him. Uneven bricks formed half walls. Charred metal twisted toward the sky, reaching for the moon.
"Damn dream," he muttered. His breathy words came out in a stream of gray mist before dissolving in the cold air. Joe shivered and pulled the filthy, torn blanket closer as the December air cut through him, especially his bum knee. Christ, it hurt. He straightened his left leg out and winced as the muscles and cartilage rippled from the movement, resisting as though they would break before stretching.
Three more months, and the weather would be tolerable. That damned Texas wind would stop biting in March—not that he intended to hang around the good old city of Dal-Worth until then. Joe lifted his hand and rubbed the aching muscle in his neck, instantly regretting sleeping in such a half cocked position. Just as soon as he could get a job and save enough to slip away, he would. You can't keep wandering like this, he thought. It's time to put down roots. It's 2175, old man. You're 37, and the days keep adding up.
And Dal-Worth, Texas, was too dangerous for anyone right now, what with the Lifers and Resisters drawing battle lines over the Lifespan Chips. From the corner of his eye, Joe took in the fragmented buildings—just another argument between the two factions which had gone from words to works.
A small buzzing sound hovered over Joe's head. He saw a zoom-scope flashing a beam in his general direction. The beam came from a small, black box which functioned as a broadcaster, uploading surveillance data to the Dal-Worth Federation Headquarters. Yeah, I want to be hauled in because I'm out during lock down. At least it would be warm. Joe ducked under the covers, hoping he wouldn't be spotted by the Federation's patrol units. The beam touched his blanket for a moment before leaving.
"That was close," he muttered, tired of dodging the Federation, Resisters, and Lifers. Joe wiped the sleep from his eyes and shook his head. He didn't understand the controversy over the Chips. True, they could increase longevity, but why was that so bad? Maybe if he ever found a job, he'd get one.
A lump formed in his throat, and he reached into his pocket. His fingers touched a cigarette lighter he hadn't used in months. Then he felt the blue teddy bear. His fingers had memorized the black, button eyes and red satin ribbon tied around its neck. They caressed the soft fur and pushed the bear deeper before he pulled out his hand.
He wouldn't get that Chip, even if he were a millionaire.
Joe looked down the alley at the filth and refuse piled up around him. He had made his bed deep in one corner of the pile, hidden from plain sight so both the Lifers and Resisters would leave him alone. So far, so good. Since the two factions had torched this place just last week while fighting, he figured he was safe enough. Besides, getting too close to most businesses wasn't a smart idea, not with the Impulse security systems now everywhere. Hell, last week, a drunk homeless guy had walked too close to an invisible trip-line near a jewelry store and been zapped unconscious. Joe had watched the Federation peace officers carry him away. He’d wondered how long that little sleep spell had lasted.
Joe suddenly felt a gentle humming sensation in his head. He bent and cradled it between his hands, trying to drive the feeling away. It wouldn't go. "Goddamn propagandist shit!" he seethed, knowing New Life, Incorporated was about to broadcast an advertised message directly into his thoughts. He couldn't stop or ignore it.
NEW LIFE INCORPORATED OFFERS THE CHANCE OF A LIFETIME. LIVE TO SEE ABSOLOM’S COMET IN 3050. GIVE YOURSELF AN EXTRA FIFTY YEARS. DON'T YOU DESERVE IT? FOR A MODEST FINANCIAL COMMITMENT, WE CAN GIVE YOU NEW LIFE. NEW LIFE. NEW LIFE.
As the message faded, Joe said, "Shut up," to block the traces of humming left in his mind. He lowered his hands and clenched his fists, wishing he could strangle the men responsible for mental advertisement. They still couldn't cure cancer, but they could climb inside people's heads. No laws forbade it. The Federation had ruled that mental advertisements were only thoughts projected at a certain level. These “thoughts” didn't have influential power, and they couldn't change normal mental processes. They simply replaced the radio broadcasting of the 20th century.
"And what about annoying people?" Joe seethed, resting against his makeshift bed. A growling from his stomach answered him. It felt hollow, like the acid had already eaten through his gut. Joe reached into his pocket, searching for coins he knew he didn't have. His fingers touched the bear and lighter.
I need a job, he thought, clenching his fingers into a tight fist. Unfortunately, the only job Joe Ramsey knew exceptionally well was a job he didn't want killing people for the Federation. Even though his fingers had clenched, he still felt the soft bear that reminded him of the little boy who had owned it. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he remembered the medal the Federation had given him fifteen months ago to honor his bravery.
The cold wind ripped through Joe, numbing his hands. The throbbing in his knee worsened, as though someone had punched it. If he'd had any guts, he would have left without that medal. If he'd had any strength, he would have declined that “honor.” If he'd wanted to absolve that sin, he would have blown his brains out. An eye for an eye. Instead, he’d thrown away his career and deserted his military retirement, leaving his medal at the bottom of Lake Erie.
His stomach rumbled more loudly, and Joe knew he had to eat something or he was going to be sick. With one last glance up and down the empty alleyway, Joe pulled the blanket back and stood, preparing to do something he'd never done before, scavenge food from a trash bin.
As if in reply to Joe's intentions, his stomach growled again, more resistant. Whether in protest or agreement, Joe hadn't a clue. He stood and walked toward the dumpster, trying to ignore the cold air stirring around him. Pain sliced through his knee, and it almost buckled. Two years, and the pain still wrapped its claws around him. How much longer before walking became easier?
Taking short steps, he managed to get to the silver, metal wall that came to his chest. As he stuck his head over, he smelled the mixed garbage and thought about moving away from its pungent odor, but he knew better. This was the Last Chance Cafe. No money, no meal—unless he wanted to bum something from the Resisters' shelter a few miles away. Nobody else ran any type of good Samaritan sanctuaries these days, and Joe wasn't sure he wanted to stick his face in one, had he known of any others.
He didn't deserve pity. He deserved to die.
His stomach rolled, and he knew he didn't have a chance to refuse food—even disgusting food. He had to eat. He forced himself to look inside the dumpster. All the garbage lay deep, at the bottom, which meant he would have to climb inside to find anything remotely edible. After checking to make sure no one had appeared in the alley, he pulled himself over the wall and jumped into knee high refuse.
Pain snapped through him as he landed, and when his feet slid into the garbage, the smell worsened from his body’s stirring it up. The stench of some rotting animal filled Joe's lungs. Damn, he thought, staring at other people’s trash. Living on the streets had been a nightmare when he couldn’t afford to buy food. What was he becoming?
Joe bent and dug. His numbed hands moved slowly, awkwardly. Joe couldn't feel the garbage he sifted through, and his fingers could barely pick up anything. Papers lined the surface. Joe saw advertisements from New Life Incorporated. He picked up one of the glossy sheets and saw the perfect, five star pentagram which had come to symbolize the corporation—probably because that was the rough shape of the scar left on the foreheads of those who had had the Chip implantation. Free advertising.
Joe shoved aside the crinkled brochures and found a partially burned sheet of white paper with typing on it. Curious, he brought it close to his face, trying to read the words in the dim lamplight. The darkness pressed closer. Joe reached in his pocket and pulled out his lighter. Flipping it on, he held up the paper and looked at it. "dation bought out by Lifers." The first word of the sentence had been burned badly enough so Joe couldn't make out all of the letters. He read on. "Justice can be bought for a `modest’ financial commitment. Corruption can live and prosper far longer without the help of longevity chips."
Human screams broke the silence. Joe ducked more deeply into the trash bin as someone yelled, "Get him! Now!"
Joe's heart hammered. Had he been spotted? The small lighter flame consumed the paper. In his careless haste to hide, he had allowed the lighter and letter to get too close to each other. The flames lapped from the paper to his fingers, burning his skin. He dropped the paper and ground it deep into the trash.
Outside the container, Joe heard things crashing together. "Get away from me!" a man shouted. More scuffling sounds. "I know the truth about New Life!"
"Grab hold of his arms and hold his body down," that first voice ordered. "Kneel!"
Joe listened to feet moving against the concrete. Jesus, the Lifers and Resisters were at it again. How many were there? He closed the lid on his lighter and shoved it deep in his pocket.
"Let me go!" the man screamed again. "Get away from me!"
A cold rock pressed down the pit of Joe's stomach. His whole body ached from sitting still and listening too long. He forced himself to rise, carefully favoring his injured knee. He peeked over the side of the bin toward the scuffle.
Three men surrounded one. Two of them held the victim’s arms out to the sides like on a crucifix. The faint moonlight played on the victim's face. Joe scrutinized it and wanted to be sick. A damned teenager, if Joe weren't mistaken—a kid whose voice had changed only a couple of years ago—a kid who didn't have the good sense to stay off the streets during lock down. Just another kid caught in the middle. Joe's fingers curled, and he felt anger work through every muscle—stiffening, tightening.
The kid's dark eyes shone in the moonlight, frightened by the flash of steel pointed at his jugular. Joe's stomach rumbled again, but not in hunger. Nausea replaced appetite as he looked at the teenager’s trembling body. He swallowed the bile in his throat and looked at the men around the kid, focusing on the one holding the knife.
About 5'10” and stocky, the guy looked old enough to be Joe's father, but his father had never looked that massive and bulky, as though he might have trouble fitting through a doorway. Hard, unnatural lines around the man’s mouth, eyes, and forehead defined an angry profile. In the moonlight, Joe could see the star shaped scar on his forehead where the Lifespan Chip had been implanted.
Yeah, Joe thought savagely. This SOB is somebody I want walking around this earth another fifty years. He looked at the kid's forehead and found another blatantly differently mark—a triangle patch fused over the skin. The badge of a Resister that forever blocked the Chip’s implantation. The kid had made a lifetime choice, probably at the age of sixteen, when getting drunk, laid, or anything else which, at that moment, seemed smart and fashionably acceptable.
And the Lifers were going to kill the kid because of that badge. If they couldn't convert him, they had no use for him. Joe gritted his teeth to keep from muttering a string of obscenities. He shifted his weight and grimaced when pain ripped through his knee.
The older guy brought the knife close to the kid's neck. "Looks like we got us a guinea pig. Maybe we should crack his skull and see what replaced his brain." He pressed the knife deeper, cutting. The kid gasped. A smile lit the old man's face. "How dare you protest the gifts of New Life!" He pulled the dagger back a bit. The youth's shoulders sagged, and his head rolled forward as though he wanted to faint. "Christ," the kid whispered looking down at his pants. A growing wet spot appeared.
Joe looked back at the kid, at his tortured face. The older man moved the knife upward and flicked the point of it against the kid's left temple, drawing blood from a deep gash. The man leaned close and touched the kid's face with his fingers. "Hell, maybe I should just cut that badge from your head and take it back to Caleb as a souvenir. He collects `em, you know. Ain't like we could use you for anything else." He lifted the dagger and poised it at the top of the triangular mark.
You gonna stand and watch or fight the fight? he asked himself. His fingers slowly moved to the hilt of his dagger. Three against one. Could be worse. He started over the wall, and pain skewered his knee with each movement. Then again, it could be better, he thought. Joe Ramsey didn't care about odds. He yanked out his knife and darted behind the old man. Before the guy could react, Joe held it across the man's neck.
"I wouldn't move if I were you," Joe ordered in a softly menacing voice. "I'll cut you up so you'll need a miracle to save you, even with that Chip." Joe saw a slight movement of hands and pressed the blade closer. "Tell them to back off and let the kid go."
Joe saw his opponent's shoulder and back muscles ball into rigidness. "Do you know who you're fucking with?" his adversary asked in an equally quiet voice that came out between clenched teeth.
"Doesn't matter," Joe said. "This knife doesn't care who the hell you are. It'll take your head off just the same."
"It'll matter the next time we meet." The man slowly lowered the blade.
Joe pulled him back. "And what makes you think there will be a next time? What makes you think I won't kill you this time?"
"Because you're stupid enough to save a Resister. That means you won't kill me."
Joe dipped the tip of the blade into his skin and cut. "Don't be too damned sure about that, Old Man."
Despite the cut, Joe's hostage stood perfectly still, as though he hadn't felt anything. "Ask anybody in this neighborhood about Malachette." The two men holding the youth grinned, revealing sharp, white teeth. The pretty boys of New Life, Joe thought disgustedly.
"And if you don't shut up, you won't be breathing long enough to worry about being a tough guy," Joe snapped at them. He looked at the youth. Red splotches covered both his cheeks, and when he saw Joe's eyes, he looked away, embarrassed. In the second that they’d stared at each other, Joe saw something that didn't resemble youth—something broken. The kid was praying Joe would get him out of here, and Joe knew somebody else needed to be wearing the hero suit—somebody with two good legs. Somebody who hadn't been the person Joe once was.
Joe's head hummed. Not now, he thought. Then the message came. NEW LIFE INCORPORATED OFFERS THE CHANCE OF A LIFETIME. LIVE TO SEE ABSOLOM’S COMET IN 3050. GIVE YOURSELF AN EXTRA FIFTY YEARS. DON'T YOU DESERVE IT? FOR A MODEST FINANCIAL COMMITMENT, WE CAN GIVE YOU NEW LIFE. NEW LIFE. NEW LIFE.
The guy on the right of the kid lunged. Joe started to cut Malachette's throat, but fingers grabbed his hand. A fist rammed across Joe's face, and the world turned rainbow-colored. Jesus, I knew this wasn't a good idea. Joe felt himself falling. He threw out his hands to soften the landing he couldn't see coming.
"Grab that kid," Malachette screamed. "He's getting away!"
Pain exploded in Joe's ribs as a foot slammed into them. "You piece of shit!" Malachette yelled. Another kick. Joe's arms moved in front of his chest and abdomen. "I had that punk. I could have taught him why being a Resister doesn't pay. Why didn't you just stay out of it?" The irrational tone quickly died, and Malachette's voice softened into a normal pitch. "It doesn't matter."
Malachette bent over and grabbed a fist of Joe's hair. As his fingers knotted in it, Malachette yanked Joe's head from the ground. "You're a street rat—no home, no nothing. And you think saving a Resister is a noble deed." Venom laced laughter filled the night.
Joe's head pounded. Pain trickled through his scalp from Malachette's death-grip in his hair. He kept blinking, trying to cleanse away the blackness. At least the kid got away. At least I managed to do one thing right during my miserable life. Joe's blindness melted in time to see Malachette kick his left leg. Joe whimpered. His fingers wrapped around the damaged knee.
Malachete stopped lashing out at him, and leaned close to absorb Joe’s pain. He leaned so close Joe could see the map of scars on Malachette's pitted face—hard, angry lines made by a razor. Or a machete. A light snapped on in Joe's head. That's how he got his name.
Malachette flicked his knife at Joe's hand, leaving small, painful gouges in the flesh until Joe finally moved it. "Smart boy. At least you understand pain."
Joe lifted his leg and started to kick, but one of Malachette's thugs slammed his elbow down on Joe's groin. More pain. What does this SOB want?
"Do you know how much that one little Resister was worth? Ten thousand." Malachette said. "Be still, and I won't hurt you. Much." Malachette's large knife poised at Joe's left knee, as though waiting for Joe to panic. The blade would sink in if he laid still. Or if he panicked. Either way, Joe didn't stand a chance. He didn't see mercy as one of Malachette’s qualities.
Malachette's scarred fingers flicked the blade, cutting a small hole in Joe's pants. Malachette pulled back the material and peered at Joe's knee. Then he sat back, satisfied. "Hell of a war wound, boy. Hurts, don't it?" He lifted the knife and skimmed the bruised surface, scratching the tender skin.
Pain ripped through him. Joe met Malachette's cold eyes and ignored the intense desire to look away. His fingers curled into fists. He'd rather die than talk about that war. "Fuck you."
Malachette grinned. "You ain't my type. I only like dead whores—or soon to be dead ones."
The blade sliced in up to the hilt. Joe felt like his body had been ripped in half. He screamed in a voice he had never used. Tears jumped into his eyes. He gripped his leg as the pain impaled him again. And again. He started to hyperventilate. I'll never walk again. But the frantic heart pounding against Joe's chest told him walking again wouldn't be his worst problem. Being able to breathe after Malachette had finished took top priority.
Malachette bent over him and yanked Joe's hair back while laughing. "Nothing like taking something small and making it--"
The air exploded around them. Bullets rained into them. One whizzed past Joe's ear, and all he could think was, Here comes the war, and I might as well have a target painted on me.
Chapter Two
Joe covered his head as the world blurred into screams. Bullets whizzed past his body. Pain throbbed in his leg, paralyzing him. He couldn't have walked, even if he’d wanted to. Bullets? Joe thought. Must be Resisters. They tended to pack more of the heavy stuff since it was illegal. One of Malachette's men grunted and toppled onto Joe, knocking the air out of him. Dead weight pinned him to the ground.
"Damn! I missed," someone shouted. The bullets stopped snapping. Joe looked for Malachette—gone—and Joe rolled the body off his chest. He sat up and looked at the knife handle protruding from his knee. Blood had quickly soaked the fabric of his ripped pants, turning them black. I wonder if the implants make you feel younger, Joe thought, feeling painfully ancient, as he stared at the weapon and started to vomit. Five men walked toward him. So much for hiding in the trash.
From the corner of his eye, Joe sized them up. Most looked bigger than he was, and Joe knew this wasn't a fight he could win—not with his own blade lying about fifteen feet away. He cursed the alley and his luck. He reached for the handle and started to pull out the knife. Any weapon would be better than none.
"I wouldn't do that if I were you."
Joe looked up, and saw the youth Malachette had almost killed. "You pull it out, and we might not be able to staunch the bleeding before you die." The kid walked up to him and yanked a rag from his pants pocket. Joe forced himself to look away from the wet at the crotch of the kid's pants. Joe had misjudged him. Even if he had pissed in his pants, it had taken balls to walk back to where someone had almost slit his throat.
"Name's Henry," the kid said, looking down at Joe's leg. He knelt and began tying the rag into a tourniquet around Joe's bloody knee, avoiding the dagger as much as possible. "Not that anybody ever calls me anything but Cammo."
"I'm Joe," He grimaced as Henry yanked a knot around the wound. "Why Cammo?" he forced between clenched teeth.
"Because most of the time he remembers how to hide so you could walk right past him and never know he was there," one of the other guys said, stepping toward the two. His olive clothes appeared almost brown. Short black hair ridged upward from his scalp. He wasn't particularly tall, but he strutted forward and grabbed the kid by his shoulders, yanking him up. Three others followed.
The man quickly patted Henry down, obviously searching for signs of injury before stepping back, folding his arms across his chest, and glaring at the kid. "What did you think you were doing back there? Did you think you could take on Malachette single handed? Damn it, Cammo, the next time you fuck up, I’ll be digging your grave for whatever's left of your miserable body—whatever Malachette doesn't take to Caleb."
"Take it easy," Henry said in a soothing tone. "I'm fine. He didn't hurt me. Joe stopped him."
The man stared at the wet spot on Henry's pants and looked back at his face. "So you just peed all over yourself for the hell of it?" He shook his head. "No, I think he was probably getting ready to cut through that thick skull of yours."
The kid winced as though the words struck him. "I'm sorry, Murray. I wanted to get him." The kid's voice softened, breaking into painful fragments. His wet, brown eyes peered at him imploringly. "I did it for you."
Murray's hands, paused in mid air, trembled visibly. The color had left the dirty face. He lifted his right hand and raked it through short, spiky hair before turning from Henry and glaring at Joe. Hard eyes full of rage centered on him. The triangular mark of the Resisters branded his forehead. "I suppose I should be thankful to you for my brother's life, foolish as he is." He glanced down at Joe's wounded knee, the blood seeping through the rag. "My men and I will take you back to the Palace so we can treat your leg."
Murray strode into the darkness as two men bent on either side of Joe and began carrying him. Don't do me any favors, Joe thought.
"You're brother's got a hell of a chip on his shoulder," Joe said between clenched teeth. He looked at Henry.
Two red splotches grew on the kid's face. "Yeah, I know." Henry looked at Joe, his eyes wearing a glassy expression. "He's got more than one. Malachette. Caleb Walker. New Life Incorporated. Take your pick."
Joe watched Murray walk. Even with the thick coat spoiling the clear definition of Murray's body language, Joe saw the shoulders rising upward defiantly. "Yeah, so what's the big deal? Who the hell is Caleb Walker? I mean, I've heard the name twice tonight, and it doesn't ring a bell."
Henry closed his eyes as though seeing something he didn't want to. "He's the owner of New Life Incorporated—and the same SOB who owns Dal-Worth and a lot more Federated lands than one man should."
Joe tried to ignore the pain by concentrating on the kid's words. "Yeah, so? Why does this concern your brother? I mean "
"You stay out of it!" Murray stalked in front of him, staring with cold green eyes. Only a few inches separated their faces, but neither would move away. The gun clenched in Murray's right hand silenced Joe more than the rage, probably because he'd seen many furious men before but never that type of a gun—a Parkinson 85, fully automatic and lethal even to Lifers, which is what made them illegal. Ten years ago, the Federation had outlawed all guns. It had been part of the peace negotiations which had united the three countries forming the Federation. Germany, France, and the United States, all ruled by a handful of prominent men in their fifties.
Joe stared at the gun. The Parkinsons were the only weapons that had impactifers for bullets. These not only made physical reconstruction of tissue a nightmare but also zapped the electric pulse conducted by the chip, negating its power.
So much for longevity, Joe thought, staring at the sleek silver metal that all but pointed at him. "Nice gun."
Murray's mouth never twitched from the malevolent frown. Despite the lines of rage cutting into his expression, his face seemed tiny, dwarfed by the anger. His body bristled with it, like raw energy sizzling from within. Joe wondered what had caused that much hostility.
Murray took a step back. "Don't ask questions that don't concern you, and we'll all be better off." His eyes strayed from Joe to Henry. "And why don't you shut your mouth? We don't know who the hell this guy is. So what if he saved your life? Piss him off, and he'd probably take it quick enough." Murray glared at him one last time before walking away.
As the group walked through the sleeping town, the cold wind wrapped itself around Joe, and the pain filled his gut. All he wanted was to find someplace warm, away from the pain. His stomach rumbled again, but this time he didn't feel hungry—just alone, surrounded by people he didn't understand.
The lightheadedness washed over him quickly, and unexpectedly. His head lurched forward, and he felt himself losing consciousness. "Joe?" Henry called. Hands touched him. "Wake up, Joe." The sounds drifted farther and farther away into the blackness where Joe slept and dreamed.
***
"Damn it," Malachette seethed as he approached the forty story building nestled at the center of Dal-Worth, Texas. New Life Incorporated. He looked up at the windows and found all dark except the one at the top. "Damn!" His hands balled into fists.
Two security guards glanced at Malachette and his men before nodding for him to enter—as if I need your permission, he thought, glaring at them. He opened the glass door and stalked inside. One closed elevator. Malachette glanced at the number up top to find it was stopped on his floor.
"Caleb's going to skin us when he finds out we had the kid and lost him.” one of the men behind Malachette said.
"You let me handle Caleb.” Gauging the panic in their faces, he knew he could still control them. That little ambush hadn’t changed anything. He grinned at them, knowing his smile usually frightened people. Perhaps it was the fact that somebody with that many scars could still smile that unnerved them. "And we'll get that stupid kid. Next time he won't have a savior to free his scrawny ass."
Malachette turned and punched the button, but the door wouldn't open—not without passing through the damned security formalities. Gritting his teeth, Malachette walked to the panel beside the elevator and pushed on it. It slid away, revealing a dark hole. Malachette leaned forward and waited for the humming. It came as a clamp latched down around his neck and held his head in place. Bright light bearing down on his forehead forced him to shut his eyes.
Seconds dragged by. Come on and read the DNA sequence. It hasn't changed since the last time you scanned me.
Sweat beaded his forehead as he thought of Caleb's impending displeasure. Not only was the fact the kid had escaped going to set him off, but finding out Murray hadn't died after all would finalize Caleb's wrath. Some days it just didn't pay to work for the man who owned New Life. He had a nasty habit of killing employees.
When the light finally went out and the elevator door opened, Malachette turned to his men. "Stay down here. I'll come back and tell you the next move." He stamped into to the elevator which closed in around his body—a one man job built to keep security secure.
"What floor?" A computer generated voice asked.
"Forty."
"How is your implant working?" the voice asked.
"Fine. Save the speech. I work here."
"As you wish."
The rest of the ride passed in silence broken only when the elevator had reached the top floor. As the doors slid open, Malachette stepped off. Two guards Malachette affectionlessly referred to as Lugnut and Spare Change patted him down, searching for a weapon. Three knives later, they finished frisking him.
"Everybody happy now?" Malachette asked, arching his eyebrows.
"Go on in," Spare Change said, gesturing toward the door straight ahead. "He's waiting for you—been waiting for an hour." Calm voice, dangerous words.
"Yeah, well," Malachette said, walking towards the door, "I got hung up."
"If you're not careful, that might become a permanent state," Lugnut said, grinning. His shaved head gleamed in the bright light like a peach-colored bowling ball.
Malachette stopped before the closed door. His fingers balled into white knuckled fists. "You think this should bother me? I've been cut like a jigsaw puzzle by bigger men than you—cut so damned deep all I had left was breath coming in and out of my body. But it was enough. And it was more than what I left those pricks with the last time I saw them."
Malachette listened to the silence breathing behind him while he opened the door. Everybody likes to think he’s a tough guy.
As the door swung open, Malachette stepped into a large foyer. Cream-colored carpet and dark textured walls made the room appear smaller than it was. A crystal chandelier lit the room Malachette had entered many times before. "Likes nice things, doesn't he?" Malachette muttered to himself and walked through the doorway to a much larger living room. More cream walls and carpet. Black leather couch and love seat.
Malachette sensed one of the guards following him. The sound of footfalls on the floor confirmed it. More of Caleb's standard operating procedures—muscle boys to make him feel safe. Unfortunately, it would take both Lugnut and Spare Change to equal one working brain.
Malachette kept walking. He turned his head slightly to see Lugnut following him. "Careful with your boots. Caleb might get awful damned irate if you stain his perfect carpet."
Lugnut didn't answer, Malachette noted with a smirk as he passed through the living room into Caleb's office.
"You're late."
Malachette stared at the back of Caleb Walker’s leather desk chair. Such a big seat for a scrawny, spineless man, he thought. "Tell me something I don't already know."
"That you're fucked, my man." The chair slowly turned until Caleb's blue eyes fixed on him. Thick blonde hair was had been greased back from his face, and the bluntness of his chin almost made his face rectangular. Thick, bushy eyebrows drew together in the frown he wore. The narrow slants, coupled with the sneering mouth, showed Caleb's obvious displeasure. "You're paid to play, but you can't deliver. I need a new errand boy, don't I? Too bad, Malachette. I thought you were a team player.”
Caleb leaned forward and began typing on the computer keyboard, ignoring Malachette. The Lifer frowned and stared at him, at the complacent way his hands tapped the keys. I don’t like this one damned bit. Malachette blinked and felt a dagger of pain rip through his head. Malachette grasped his temples and groaned. His legs slipped from under him and he fell to the carpet.
“I’ve heard you handle pain exceptionally well, Malachette.” Caleb held a glass in his hand as he stood and walked to the window.
"Stop it,” Malachette moaned. As the pain deepened, he rolled into a fetal ball. “I'm still you're man. I got some goods. I found out something worth more than the kid."
Caleb turned to him. "No, you're empty handed, and your brain is overloading. The chip is malfunctioning. And if you die, it will look like you’ve simply died of natural causes." He watched Malachette writhe on the floor. The spasms of his body forced his fingernails to dig into his face. Swirling the liquid in his glass, Caleb strolled to the computer and hit one key.
Malachette groaned, and his body stilled except for labored gasps. Caleb walked over to where the man lay on the carpet and kicked Malachette’s shin. “Get up. Now. I’m giving you a second chance. Tell me what you know that’s worth more to me than my dead wife’s brother.” He kicked him again and strode back to the window.
Disoriented, Malachette sat up and took a deep breath. He stood on unsteady legs and walked toward the window to stand next to Caleb. He forced himself to bite back the nausea and grin as he looked at his boss. Blond hair. Athletic body. Damned shame no muscles would stick onto that thin frame. Yeah, Malachette thought. He sure was a pretty boy, but pretty boys needed other people to do the dirty work. Five feet, ten inches tall, and a bean pole frame Malachette knew he could strangle the life out of with one hand. But then Malachette wouldn't get paid. And Malachette clenched his jaw and thought, I always get paid.
The two stared out at Dal-Worth spread in darkness below. Some lights illuminated the darkness, but most were concentrated in the vicinity of the Palace—two miles of rectangular brick and steel. Once it had been a prison; now it housed everything Caleb Walker despised.
"And what is your little peace offering?" Caleb asked, turning.
Malachette walked over to the bar in the corner of the room and filled a glass for himself. He looked in the mirror, and his fingers dabbed at the bloodied cuts before he adjusted his rumpled clothing. "The chance to finish what you started years ago. You don't really want the kid. You want the heart of the Resisters. You want his sister. You want your wife Murray Walker." He walked back to the window.
“Murray’s alive?” His face turned red and he clenched his jaw .
“Yeah. Her brother and some other Resisters saved her, apparently.”
Caleb nodded and lifted his glass to a toast with Malachette. "You're right. Double or nothing, Malachette. Get Murray, and you'll be a very rich man."
Malachette nodded and walked toward the door. "Oh, I'll get her, all right—and I'll bring back her head for your approval." He walked back to the elevator and glared at Lugnut. "I'm still in one piece, pretty boy."
Malachette slipped through the open door and disappeared.
Caleb sat and leaned back in his leather chair to watch dawn spill slowly across the sky. Through bleary eyes, he saw the pink and sherbet clouds give way to blue. His hand still clutched his glass.
"Damn her." He knew Murray could be trouble; he just hadn't expected her to keep breathing long enough to cause any.
Whose body had Malachette burned in that house fire? How had Murray managed to get out—and who had helped her?
By all rights, she should have been dead after he and Malachette had finished with her—rope burns on her arms, her legs, her neck. Her back looked like a raw piece of meat.
And still she was alive.
His fingers snapped inward around the glass, breaking it into shards. Pain blossomed in his hand. As Caleb looked at his cut fingers, he laughed and tossed the fragments against a wall.
A river of blood was coming: Murray's blood.
At night, he sometimes heard the screams fear had gutted from her throat, begging him to stop—reminding him she was his wife.
Her image came to him. Naked, she knelt with her hands tied behind her back where the skin parted in gashes from his whip. Blood saturated her hands and the rope that bound them. The left side of her face had been beaten so that the eye had swelled shut and her jaw had turned black and blue. "I won't tell anyone. Please stop!"
He’d knelt and touched her face—softly, like a husband returning from a bout of madness. "I know you won't tell anyone. I'll cut out your tongue after I kill you."
She’d screamed—the weak, hollow sound carrying no words. Struggling, she’d lost her balance and fell while trying to crawl away. Her long, black hair had looked purple from the blood, the bangs matted to her face by sweat.
He’d watched her struggle a few feet and turned to Malachette. "Take her to an old house and then finish it."
The line of Malachette's lips had slowly twisted into a leer. Bending, he’d grabbed Murray's bruised arm. She’d screamed. He’d leaned close to her face and flicked out his tongue, licking the blood from her cheek. Murray had flinched and screamed louder, trying to back up. He’d jerked on her arm.
"Why scream, baby?" He’d leaned toward her ear and kissed her. "We're friends. I was your bodyguard and you trusted me."
Murray's body had convulsed. "Oh, God no." She’d pushed at him weakly, trying to escape.
"God isn't here." He’d bit her lip while pulling out his dagger and moving it in front of her wide eyes. "Just the man who's going to take you apart—inch by inch."
She’d started screaming again. Laughing, Malachette had slammed the hilt of the blade into her head, knocking her unconscious.
Malachette had let her body fall to the floor as he’d wiped her blood from his hands and face with his handkerchief. "What exactly did you have in mind?"
Caleb handed him the whip and shrugged. "Whatever you like best."
Blinking, Caleb banished the memory. He stood and looked out the window at the Resisters’ compound. Even then, he'd known what Malachette liked best. It had to do with a bed and a female corpse.
He walked to the bar and grabbed a full bottle of tequila to replace the empty on his desk. "This is your last chance, Malachette," he whispered to the empty room. "You get Murray this time and make sure she stops breathing or I’ll use the implant to get rid of you. That’s what I like best.”
Chapter Three
Laughter rippled in Joe’s dream—hard, angry laughter echoing loudly. Damn, it was hot. That South American sun felt like it was baking him alive. Joe looked up toward the sound cutting through the air. He saw the alleyways. In front of him he sensed Miguel’s tiny body. The air tasted metallic, like blood. He scanned the empty windows. Off-white curtains billowed in the hot breeze. Sweat stung his eyes. He spotted the man laughing at him on a balcony four stories above.
“Good shot, senior! Do you always murder kids?” He pointed at Miguel. Sunlight glistened off the Caucasian skin and light blond hair. The hand raised into the air sported an expensive gold watch. “Couldn’t hit anything else if your sorry life depended on it, could you?”
Joe’s stomach lurched as he recognized that face: Kristof
Alexander, the drug lord responsible for this blood bath. He’d seen the man’s book-length file.
Joe raised the gun and aimed. You sonofabitch.
Joe turned over, struggling to break from the dream’s undertow. He felt the gun in his grip, and his finger pressed the trigger.
His leg exploded in pain. Joe’s gun barrel dropped a few inches and discharged. The bullet splintered into the wall. More laughter. He groaned and leaned over the knee, gripping the area around the bullet with his free hand.
“Adios, asshole,” that voice said. Joe turned and saw the Spanish mercenary who had shot him—the same one he’d been chasing. Greasy black hair tumbled down into the man’s dark face. His smile revealed yellowed teeth with a gap between the top two. Joe fired. The bullet ripped into the man’s chest. The eyes widened, and the gun dropped from his hands, his fingers twitching. The eyes closed, and the body slumped to the ground.
Joe looked up at the empty window where the cream curtains billowed like ribbons. “Hablar that, you sonofabtich.”
He moved his leg and bit his tongue to keep from screaming. Blood poured from his shredded knee. I may never walk again, he thought. His fingers trembled, and he tried to set his hands on the ground away from the seeping blood, but it covered his skin, sticky as it started to dry in places.
Miguel.... He stared into the little boy’s wide chocolate eyes. Joe’s field of vision strayed to the teddy bear lying in the kid’s slack hand. Joe’s throat constricted. “No,” he whispered, shaking his head. “God, no!” What have I done?
Blackness. Joe could feel his body, the stillness of it as he lay in the residue of dreams. The pain and fear had abandoned him, dissolving in the nothingness surrounding him. For once, he felt warm and comfortably cocooned in the dark—so much so he didn’t want to shrug it away. He wanted to sink deeper into that midnight softness and forget his body.
Where am I? he wondered. He took a deep breath of peppermint-scented air. Fear and panic forced his eyes open. As he sat up, he came face to face with Murray’s green eyes staring at him. The Resister’s eyelids cinched into slits, and hard lines flanked his mouth.
Is this guy just a little uptight in the ass or what? Joe thought, momentarily taken aback at the abrupt transformation in Murray’s facial expression. I open my eyes, and he gets pissed.
“Awake at last,” Murray said. He pointed to a food tray sitting on the dresser beside the bed. “Hungry?”
Joe’s stomach answered, rumbling loudly. “What can I say?” he muttered, looking down.
As Murray picked up the tray, he said, “Adjust your pillows so you can sit up, and I’ll bring this over to you. After you eat, we’ll test that knee of yours.”
Joe complied quickly. Murray set a tray full eggs, bacon, and toast in his lap. Despite Joe’s hunger, he picked up the glass of water and took a long drink, draining every drop. As Joe set it back down, Murray picked it up and refilled it, watching Joe devour the food.
“How long since you’ve had a meal?” Murray asked, handing him the glass.
Joe finished the bit in his mouth and replied, “I don’t remember.” Crimson flooded his cheeks. “A while, I guess.” He set the glass on the tray.
“I wouldn’t sleep in that alley anymore,” Murray continued. He sat and watched Joe eat. “It’s a well-known target point.”
“The same could be said for the whole city—or even the rest of the Federated states, don’t you think?” Joe shoved the last piece of bacon in his mouth and chewed. He noticed Murray didn’t admit who started the fights or why, or even that the Resisters were involved. Joe scarfed the rest of the food.
“Blame that on the Lifers, not me.” Murray picked up the empty tray. “I’ll tell Wayne you’re still breathing.”
“Wayne?” Joe asked. “Who’s that?”
Murray set the tray on the dresser. He folded one arm over the other. “The guy who healed you.”
“Oh,” Joe said, nodding. Murray quickly headed for the door. Acutely aware of the sterile walls surrounding him, Joe felt handicapped, considering he was practically naked and unarmed.
“Wait!” he called to Murray’s retreating back. Joe stared at the hunched shoulders. He remembered them being much bigger and more intimidating. “How long have I been out?”
Murray turned toward him. His eyebrows curled downward as the man thought for a moment. “About twenty-four hours. The first were spent repairing your leg. Wayne thought you might have been playing with bombs with that much damage inside.” He looked toward the blankets where Joe’s knee probably was. “Were you hung up on some kind of ego trip, taking on three guys even though you could barely walk? Or did you just have a death wish?”
As Murray spoke, Joe moved his leg, ignoring him. He straightened it, a reaction to check for pain. None. “What kind of drugs you got me on? I don’t feel anything.” He frowned and bent his knee, knowing that would bring a sharp pain; it always had before. But this time, the muscles bent easily, forgivingly, as though they had never been injured. Joe kept bending his knee, trying unsuccessfully to coax out the pain.
“You’re not on drugs. There’s nothing to feel anymore. Wayne took care of it.” Murray watched Joe move his leg back and forth. “The muscles are as good as new—at least until you do something else stupid enough to hurt them.” The Resister lifted his hand and rubbed at his neck, kneading the flesh in a circular pattern.
Joe stared at the hard lines etched into Murray’s face. He looked a lot like Henry, except older and a lot more cynical—black hair, the color of a midnight sky the one feature different between them. Henry’s hair had been sandy instead. Joe studied Murray’s frown, his stiff jaw, and realized he had finally met someone with as many dark secrets as himself. “You don’t like me much, do you?”
More lines deepened the frown on Murray’s face. “Let’s just say I don’t know you well enough to like you.” Murray headed for the metal door. “I’ll send Wayne in.”
“How’s the kid?” Joe asked as he pulled back the covers. “I mean, I know he wasn’t hurt, but he could have been, and I think it might have scared him.” Joe rubbed the callouses on his palms, pretending the question didn’t have any significance.
Murray paused. His gaze, once eye-level slowly lowered as he gripped the jamb with white fingers. Without the Parkinsen, he didn’t seem nearly as dangerous. “He’s fine.” The gruff voice thinned to a softer one. “Thanks to you.” Murray didn’t wait for Joe’s response, but instead slipped out before Joe could speak.
So that’s as close to sentimental as he gets, Joe thought, looking at his knee. He touched it with inquisitive fingers, probing for lines of pain, shadows of the war. Remembrances.
Nothing came. His fingers touched a line tracking down the middle of his knee, a scar which hadn’t been there before. But it shouldn’t have healed that quickly; it couldn’t have. Who in the hell was this Wayne guy, and where had he gone to medical school?
Sighing, Joe moved his fingers to his face and ran them over his chin, expecting the beard he’d hated. Living on the streets didn’t make shaving exactly convenient. His fingers caressed smooth skin. One of the Resisters must have shaved me. Joe’s fingers stretched on toward his hair. It should have been long, close to his shoulders. Instead, it stopped at the middle of his neck.
A flush crept into Joe’s face. His back stiffened defiantly, and he gritted his teeth. Joe Ramsey had been their newest charity case. Maybe that was why Murray hadn’t blown out his brains.
Or maybe it really was because of Henry?
Joe shrugged away that thought and focused on the anger; it was easier to manage. He didn’t want to think about the kid and clenched the blanket in his fingers until his knuckles turned white. Joe Ramsey is nobody’s charity case, he thought savagely, least of all some damn Resister’s. Yanking the covers from around his body, Joe saw his boxers had been left on. What a bargain, he thought. Next time, they’ll probably donate one of their badges.
Joe’s fingers quickly uncurled from the blanket and he tried to swallow the lump developing in his throat. That’s not funny. He touched his forehead, searching. His fingers skimmed smooth skin. Not trusting his hands, Joe got up and hurried to the mirror hanging on the wall.
Instead of lights surrounding the silver frame, a soft white glowed from the edges of the mirror itself. He peered close at the glass and examined his reflection, looking for the triangular mark which branded the Resisters.
His callused fingers hadn’t lied. The face staring back at him didn’t have a scar. The mirror showed a thirty-seven-year-old male with ash brown hair. Grey streaks glittered throughout, especially amid the sterile white light of the room.
Everything seemed sterile here.
Joe touched his face, stroking the skin of his cheeks he hadn’t felt in ages. He’d always hidden under a beard. Now that someone had shaved it off, he looked younger. Alive. Painfully alive, his eyes said. He looked like the man who had become a soldier because he wanted to believe in the Federation. What he wouldn’t give to be that person again, to have a chance to take back that bullet—five seconds to remove all ‘what if’s’ and ‘too bads’ from his life.
Yeah, and while you’re at it, why don’t you ressurect a few ashes for good measure?
“Moving around so soon?”
Joe whirled and came face to face with the man he assumed to be Wayne. As he looked at the canary-yellow shirt bedecked with large red flowers, Joe frowned. Somehow he had expected something...calmer? You could see him coming from a mile away! The man’s shoes forced a strangled laugh from Joe: flip flops with socks. Joe squinted at them disbelievingly. “Isn’t it a little cold for those?” He pointed.
The healer grinned and clenched a cigar between his teeth. “I’ve been intending to head to the coast, but you know how it is,” he said, pulling the stogie from his mouth and setting it in an ashtray. “Yeah, yeah, it’s winter, but I’ve never liked closed-in shoes. Can’t feel the air or anything else through boots.”
“Outside you won’t be able to feel your feet for long with those on.”
The healer shrugged. “You’d be surprised. Besides, I don’t go out much anymore, and when I do, at least I don’t fall asleep. Cold feet tend to keep me alert.”
Joe forced himself to stop staring at the shoes and turned his attention to Wayne’s face. Long, silver hair splayed across the yellow knit shirt. Joe looked into his silver eyes. Wayne’s mouth turned into a bemused grin.
“Everyone likes the shirt.” Wayne touched one of the flowers. “I’ve had it for years. Hell, Murray loves it. And, uh, welcome to the Palace,” the healer said, offering his hand. “I’m Wayne Williams, the manager.”
“Joe Ramsey.” As Joe shook Wayne’s hand, the healer’s grip cinched down tight. Well, hell—what had he expected? That Wayne Williams was physically weak and mentally strong? Instead of trying to answer that one, he simply echoed, “Manager? What exactly do you manage?” A group of Resisters?
“This place isn’t just for Resisters. People who don’t have a sack to sleep in come, too.”
Joe’s back stiffened and he stepped back. He read my mind.
“Yeah, I did.” Wayne bobbled his head unabashedly. “Didn’t find out any good stuff, though, so you shouldn’t be too pissed.” Wayne pushed his hair behind his shoulders. He pointed to the bed. “Would you sit so I can have a look at your knee?” He picked up the stogie again, took a good draw, then set it back in the ashtray.
Joe’s feet wouldn’t budge. How does.... Joe forced himself not to think.
“It’s a skill, more than a gift. Someday I’ll show you how it works.” Wayne touched Joe’s shoulder and gestured toward the bed. “I don’t often use it, though. Once people realize you can read their minds, they keep them clean. And what fun is that?” Amusement glittered in his eyes.
Joe sat on the bed and watched Wayne kneel in front of him. Long, skinny fingers traced the seam on his knee. “I suspected the knife wound wasn’t the least of your pain. I found a much older injury which had to be healed first, even before I could work with the damage done by the knife. What caused the first trauma?”
Joe’s fingers clamped down on the bed, and he closed his eyes. He couldn’t lie about it. Wayne would know the truth, one way or another. He thought of the toy he’d carried for months and his hands felt unbearably empty without it. “An old war wound,” Joe said, staring ahead. He forced himself to focus on the white walls and tried to forget the dead child.
“The knee’s fine,” Wayne said, withdrawing his hands. “Looks good as new.” He went over to the ashtray and lifted the cigar to his mouth for one last drag before stubbing it out.
Joe nodded in agreement. “Yeah. It feels good, too. Where are my things?”
The healer pointed to a closed door. “In there.” He watched Joe get off the bed and walk toward it. “Even though your body’s healed, you’re welcome to stay at the Palace for a while to get on your feet.”
Joe gritted his teeth and opened the door. “No thanks.” He pulled on his shirt. The fabric pressed softer against his skin than it had for days, and it smelled clean instead of sweaty. “I can’t. I really appreciate what you’ve done for me, but I can’t.”
He pulled on his pants. Wayne kept watching him from where he sat on the edge of the bed. “You still think this is about separating people into Lifers or Resisters, Joe? I didn’t ask you to become an ‘us’ or a ‘them.’ I just offered you a warm place to stay until you figure out what’s next.”
Joe looked into those silver eyes. Wayne looked back, acknowledging him. Embarrassed, Joe turned away. He didn’t want to look into anybody’s eyes anymore, especially not somebody who might see the kid’s body hidden in the sharp blue of his irises. “Thanks, anyway.” He busied himself with putting on his boots and quickly lacing them. “But I’ve got to move on.” “Suit yourself. The question is, where you moving on to?”
Joe finished tying his boots, but he felt odd, like he’d overlooked something. He’d lost something. Ice settled in his stomach when he realized his knife was missing. “Have you seen my blade?” he asked Wayne. He kept his voice casual, trying not to panic over losing the only weapon he’d had.
Wayne shook his head. “You didn’t have a weapon with you when you were brought to the Palace.”
“Figures,” Joe mumbled. He looked up at Wayne’s collar. That’s as far as he could go. No faces anymore. No money, no weapon. Lady Luck had taken him to the cleaners.
Wayne got up and walked over to Joe. “I’m sorry about your blade.”
Joe rolled his shoulders, trying to get rid of the tension mounting as the healer stood beside him. Joe felt like he couldn’t breathe. He had to get out of there—he’d steal a knife if he couldn’t get one any other way.
“I’m sure we’ve got a spare around here.”
“I guess reading my mind hasn’t gotten boring yet.”
“Don’t worry, it’s not exactly exciting.” Wayne shrugged. “It’s a habit, really.”
“Well, thanks. I’ll take the blade. Whatever you can spare.” Joe offered his hand to Wayne. “I’ll never be able to repay your generosity. I mean, your people could have left me there with Malachette, but they didn’t....” Silver eyes rested on him. “Anyway, thanks.” The last words came out fumbled together. Doesn’t matter. He can read my mind, and he knows what I meant, even if I speak like a four-year-old.
As Joe moved for the door, Wayne touched his shoulder. “Maybe you don’t want to jump in the middle of our cause—I’m not asking you to—but someone has taken an interest in you, someone you could help.”
Joe’s chest and shoulders tightened. His head lowered a couple of inches, and he wanted to glare at Wayne but couldn’t, especially when Wayne said, “I’m not trying to force you into anything. I just wanted you to know there’s someone here whose life you left footprints in.” The healer’s fingers closed down gently, the motion of a friend, not a stranger.
Joe’s shoulder felt like it would sink to the floor from the slight weight of Wayne’s hand. Here it comes, just like you knew it would. Nothing’s ever free, is it? “Who is it you want me to help?” Joe shrugged Wayne’s hand away. “I don’t recall anyone who seems helpless around here.”
As Joe paced the room, Wayne stepped back to give him room. “It’s not a matter of being helpless, Joe. Helplessness is a state of mind.” The healer sat and focused on Joe’s boots tapping the floor. The healer waited for each ball and toe to touch the linoleum.
“So who are we talking about?”
“Cammo.”
Joe stopped walking in mid-stride. His foot stretched out and his heel touched down, but he couldn’t finish the step. It would be the kid. He closed his eyes. Another kid I can’t save. All I can do is wreck his life or get him in trouble; the only thing I know how to do is kill. Is that a gift I should pass on?
“No,” Wayne said quietly.
Joe looked at the man, at the stillness threaded in his body. Peace. Only when the healer smiled did Joe see the crow’s feet clustering around his eyes, as though time itself perched there. “What would you have me do? I have nothing to offer him.” Joe touched his chest. “I’m empty.”
The healer shook his head. Strands of silver hair slipped over his shoulder, glistening metallically. “Nah. Nobody’s ever empty. You can teach him the art of war; that is the only way you’ll ever learn peace.” Wayne smiled, and the skin puckered under his eyes. “Take the pain which pierces you with sharpened steel and let his youth dull it. He thinks he wants rage and revenge. Teach him to listen. Teach him to hear the same voice you now hear before it comes too late to save him.” Wayne pointed to Joe’s knee. “That’s a simple scar, but the roots fill your body. Teach the boy that the seeds of hate begin growing in the mind and don’t stop unless you stop them.”
Joe closed his eyes and held his breath. His shoulders began to ache from keeping his body so painfully still, and the image of the child came back to him—the broken, bloody body, the bear. He blinked and tried to forget the chocolate eyes which never once closed. For the first time since the war, tears pooled in Joe’s eyes. “You mean teach him not to be like me,” he said softly.
Chapter Four
Joe clenched his teeth and shoved his hands into his pockets. Unable to look at Wayne's face, Joe stared at the plain silver mirror on the wall. Light seeped in from around the edges of the glass. "The kid has to have somebody else. Hell, Murray's his brother. If he can't save him, what makes you think I can?"
Joe rolled his shoulders, already imagining the cold wind ripping through him as he walked away into the night. He reached for the stuffed bear, but his fingers found nothing. "Where's the rest—"
"Here," Wayne said, holding out the blue bear.
As Joe took it, he looked closely at the healer’s hands. Granted, callouses collected on his palm, but the skin didn’t seem weathered or old, even nearly as aged as the rest of Wayne Williams. Miracle hands. "Scars run deep, Joe. You above most people ought to know that. Murray's too blinded by anger to teach the kid anything useful. You've been where Murray is, and you've survived."
"Why don't you mind your own business, old man?” And what makes you think I can? Joe thought, shoving the bear into his pocket. He walked over to the mirror and looked at the face which seemed different than his own. Clean, shaven and warm. He could stay like this, all for the price of babysitting an out of control kid. He raked fingers through his hair, trying to give himself something to do besides look at Wayne's patient face.
Joe waved his hand under the faucet, and the water spilled out. He bent and splashed it over his face. The cool temperature reminded him of the ice ball pitted in his stomach, growing every time he even thought about the kid.
He scrutinized his reflection again. Dark brown eyes peered back at him, brown from all the shit he'd carried around and couldn't regurgitate. Now more baggage. Don't get involved, he thought. Just walk away.
"So that one day you’ll turn around and think about him, too?" Wayne asked softly. His healer's hands folded together in front of him. "You want to change things, Joe, but you can't, not like this. You can't save what's been left behind, only what's in front of you. Henry."
Joe whirled and closed the distance between himself and the healer. "Goddamn you for reading my mind." He leaned until mere inches separated their faces. Joe's hand rested on the spot where his dagger had been, ready to yank it free had it been there.
Wayne remained still. His lips straightened into a thin, neutral line. No fear. "I don’t have to read your mind. You’ve got enough landmarks on your body. The old wound on your leg said as much as that toy you carry with you. You want redemption, and I'm offering it—"
The door swung open, and Murray walked in. His coat and hat covered his body, and he said, "Damn it, Wayne. He's done it again."
Wayne shrugged and rolled his eyes. “The kid loves jokes. I told him not to do it.” Wayne waved his hands in the air. “But you shouldn’t have gotten so uptight the first time Henry put the snake in your bed.”
“Forget the snake. He’s taken off again.”
Wayne's hands dropped to his sides. “It’s nothing new. Don’t come unhinged about it. When was the last time anybody saw him?"
Joe glanced at the clock on the wall: four a.m.
Murray pulled out the Parkinsen and checked the status of his ammo. "An hour, give or take. He’s out in the middle of Lockdown with Lifers all around him. What does it take to make you panic?"
Wayne scratched his head. “A sexy blonde in my bed telling me she’s a friend of my ex-wife, which means she’s probably well-armed and I’m naked.” He pulled out a cigar and lighter from his pocket. “Calm down, Murray. We’ll find him. We always do.”
Murray gritted his teeth. “God, I hate those things,” he said, pointing to the cigar. “And that shirt.”
Wayne rolled his eyes. “Bitch a little more, why don’t you? You sound like a woman.” He reluctantly stowed the cigar back into his pocket.
The kid slipped out during lockdown again, Joe thought. Every muscle in his back ached from stress. "Is he alone?"
Murray's response came out as a cold, mirthless laugh that didn't fill his eyes. "Yeah, he left alone. But he probably didn't stay that way, not considering he's a Resister in a world full of Lifers." The angry smile vanished quickly. "He'll be lucky not to be killed." His voice thinned. Murray shook his head and looked at the ground. "Maybe that's what he wants. I don't know." Murray looked at Joe with those cold, green eyes. "So are you gonna make yourself useful and help look or get more beauty sleep?" He holstered the gun and headed out the door.
Wayne's silver eyes met Joe's dark ones. "It's not easy growing up in a world of hate and rage, Joe, especially when hardly anybody teaches anything different. So are you in?" Wayne followed Murray.
Joe looked at Wayne's flip-flops, and shook his head. Christ, what a thing to wear in a world like this.
Joe hung his head and closed his eyes, cursing the image that came to mind—the boy he'd killed—except this time he saw Henry's eyes. His hands trembled visibly. Muttering a string of obscenities, Joe picked up his worn coat and headed after them to find the kid, but first he had to find another blade.
***
The night cut through Joe. He’d been scouring the streets and alleyways for an hour. In the inky blackness, all of them had begun to look the same. He half-expected pain to splinter his knee like always. Instead, he felt the cold creeping into his fingers and toes, keeping his whole body chilled. He’d wandered through enough alleys to last a lifetime. The one he’d been walking was dark, but Joe could see bodies lying on the ground.
Glancing at a man’s face, he noticed the pentagram on the forehead. A Lifer. The man’s hands stretched out over his body, as though reaching for something above. His glassy-eyed stare regarded Joe bleakly as he patted the corpse down, ignoring the blood staining the ground and everything else. The faces looked ashen in the moonlight, like wax figures, not people. Welcome to hell—a place where alleys suffice as graveyards.
Joe had bent and started going through their pockets when a voice said, "Don't bother. I already took what they had, not that much was left."
Joe yanked free the borrowed sword and whirled. Henry stood there, holding Joe's weapon, offering it to him. "I saved this for you—I thought you might want it." The kid proffered it more firmly, looking at the ground instead of Joe.
Dumbfounded, Joe sheathed the new blade and accepted his old one. "Don't tell me that's why you skipped out of the Palace during lockdown, kid. To find my sword."
Henry flushed and looked up at the sky. He walked over to an old mattress lying on the ground and sat. "Nope. I grabbed it right after Malachette left."
"Oh, thanks." Joe followed the path of Henry's gaze toward a horizon of blue and pink. "Tell me why you’re here then."
Henry pointed at the sky. "To watch that."
Joe shook his head and gritted his teeth. Oh great. A romantic. "Jesus, kid. That's what windows are for." Joe rubbed the bridge of his nose.
Henry glared at Joe. "No, they're for hiding behind. The sunrise doesn't look the same behind a pane of glass or the fenced-in area of the yard." Henry stared at the sky without blinking for a long time. His hands hung limply at his side and his breathing dwindle to a small, regular rhythm as though he were sleeping.
Joe held his sword and watched the sunrise with the kid. From the corner of his eye, Joe saw the thin body which still didn't look like a man, and Joe knew the healer had been right. Whatever Henry had learned, it hadn't been how to protect himself. Or why. And Joe's throat tightened and he wished to hell nobody had to ever teach him. Especially not Joe.
Once the sunrise had transformed the sky into its normal blueness, Joe touched Henry's shoulder. The kid blinked, as though coming out of a trance and his breathing sped up. "You've got to quit sneaking away like this. Murray's probably going to have your ass for this stunt." And mine, too, for not dragging you back sooner. "The world's a lot safer behind the Palace's walls." Joe started walking and motioned for the kid to follow him.
"Yeah, so you've said," Henry replied glumly. "Maybe you think everything looks the same behind a pane of glass, Joe. But I can't smell the morning air like that."
At least you won't get killed that way, Joe thought, but he didn't say it as they started moving again. People began to walk the streets. Their faces blurred together. The women looked like men, and the men looked like women. Baggy clothes, mostly in blacks and greys, brushed past. Lots of short, spiky hair and bald heads. Lots of pentagrams on foreheads.
Joe looked at the daggers and knives sheathed at most of the citizens' waists—another Federation law. Being armed required only that the blade be kept at the waist in plain sight.
Dal-Worth, Texas, had enough blades to rebuild the fallen Statue of Liberty in silver, Joe thought. A woman shoved between Joe and Henry, standing out because of her tight, black dress and stiletto heels nobody wore anymore except prostitutes.
Two men rushed past, shoving both Joe and the kid to the side amid other people. Joe mumbled an apology to the woman he'd bumped into and then glared ahead. The dark olive clothing and drawn firearms alerted Joe immediately they were Federation peace officers chasing a suspect.
One of them sprinted through the crowds, tackled her, and bore down on her back with his weight. Joe stopped and watched the two of them fall together. The woman's body hit the cement first, breaking the impact for him. She groaned as her head slammed to the ground.
A crowd gathered and thickened as people watched one of the Feds pull her to her feet and the other run a small silver box up one arm and down the other. She struggled, tried to move her arms but couldn't. The box had paralyzed them.
A bruise started to flower on one of her temples, just a few inches away from the pentagram she bore. Her hair fell into her heavily made up face, and she screamed, "I wasn't out during the lockdown! Leave me alone!"
One of the Feds grabbed her arms and hauled her off while the other followed, watching her walk. He looked at the crowds and said, "Clear out, everybody. You all know what happens if you're out during lockdown." He smirked at Joe as if to say, "Don't let me catch you next."
Joe looked away and tapped the kid's arm. "Let's get back to the Palace."
Henry rolled his eyes as though bored with the Feds' arrest. Joe sighed and tried not to think about how difficult it was going to be to make a lasting impression on this kid.
The thick, wire gates of the Palace swung open as Joe approached, weeding through the crowd of protesters already gathered.
“Is that kid your son?” a woman asked, shoving a “Lock Up the Resisters” sign in Joe’s face. “Did you make him get that badge?” She stepped in front of him.
Joe moved around her. “I didn’t make anybody do anything.” Joe and the kid entered and waited just inside until the gates had closed. No Lifers followed.
He stared at the huge, grey brick building looming before them. Two thick steel gates swung open, waiting for them to step inside. Joe touched the kid’s back and propelled him forward. “Let’s go, Henry. I think your brother’s probably ready to explode.”
Murray and Wayne met them at the door. Although Murray had been pacing away from the entrance, when Joe and the kid walked in, the minute Murray heard the door slam, he turned and stared at the kid first. Then Joe.
Murray stalked toward Henry. His green eyes narrowed to ugly slants. He circled silently around Henry. The kid's Adam's apple moved as he swallowed nervously. Henry refused to look at the ground and stared ahead at Murray, waiting for his brother's reprimand. Silence filled the room. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Joe felt his nerves unraveling and straightened his left knee, an old mannerism built on alleviating the pain. Sometimes Joe's body didn't remember he'd been healed.
Murray finally stopped moving when he’d reached Henry's back. He leaned close to the kid—so close Henry's hair moved every time Murray inhaled and exhaled and Henry's back grew rigid, like a piece of wood, so close Joe was afraid he'd knock the kid into tomorrow.
"So you aren't dead," Murray said quietly. "You just walked out into the night again and forgot Malachette almost killed you."
Murray began sauntering again. This time, he stopped in front of the kid. He gritted his teeth. "God, there are times I want to kill you myself."
"I'm sorry," Henry whispered. His shoulders rolled forward, and he looked like a sapling bent permanently by the wind.
"Sorry," Murray repeated. He kept his fists at his hips and shook his head. "You think that makes me forget the nightmares I have about you? I see your death in ways you can't imagine, and you tell me you're sorry." Murray reached up and grabbed Henry by the shoulders. "You aren't going on any runs with me." Murray turned and moved toward the window, giving Joe a clear look at the kid's dropped jaw and wide eyes. "In fact," the older brother said, "You're not going anywhere for a while."
"You've got to be kidding," Henry sputtered. His shoulders squared rigidly. He jerked off his coat and glared at Murray. "Damn it! You're not my keeper. I'm almost a man!"
Murray whirled and stalked toward his younger brother. As he came close, he thrust out his hand and savagely jabbed a finger into Henry's chest. "Are you?"
"Ye—"
"Then why don't you act like it? Why don't you know the difference between being brave and being stupid? Wayne taught you to heal. I taught you to fight." Murray withdrew his hand and stepped back. The angry red splotches on his cheeks shrank until the color had disappeared and left his face pale. He touched his brother's shoulder. "But I guess neither of us can teach you to think, Cammo. You want revenge so badly—and so do I. But not if it means you might get killed in the process."
Henry jerked from Murray's hand, his jaw clenched defiantly. "I'm not gonna die."
Murray rolled his eyes and folded his arms over his chest. "I know you're not. Because you're gonna be sitting on your butt for a while." He walked toward the window and stared out.
"Murray—" Henry protested. His brother didn't let him finish.
"The discussion's over, Cammo." He kept staring out the window as he spoke, his back stiffened into an impenetrable wall. He leaned against the sill, both hands pressed against it. Sunlight trickled though his spiky hair, giving each ridge a blue black shine. "You're late for Group One."
Henry closed his eyes and shook his head in disbelief before stalking through the doorway, stalking deeper into the Palace.
"He's a good kid," Joe finally managed. Wayne caught his eye, smiling.
Murray shifted his weight from one leg to another. "Yeah, but he's still just a kid."
“Give him a break, Murray,” Wayne said. He popped a piece of gum into his mouth and began chewing obnoxiously. “He’s a teenager. And hormonally challenged. He’s forgotten how to think.”
Murray glared at the healer. “You always take his side.”
“That’s because it pisses you off.” He stuck out his tongue and blew a huge bubble. Once it had popped and he’d cleaned up his cheeks, he shrugged and said, “In the absence of women and beer, I become impossible. Come on, Mur, take me to a strip bar and I’ll be a good boy.”
Murray rolled his eyes. “No, you’d become hormonally challenged.” He pointed to the door. “Go impale somebody with something so you can heal them. Better yet, take a cold shower.”
“I’m going. I’m going,” Wayne muttered, heading out the door.
Joe looked out the window at the forming crowds. At least a hundred people stood outside the entrance to the Palace, most bearing signs whose slogans were of the same theme: "Help Resisters to an early death" or "Get rid of the Resisters." Scanning the crowds, Joe spotted several peace officers. Most smiled openly and approvingly at the protesting crowds.
Joe stood next to Murray. "Friends of yours?"
Murray replied, "Maybe we should have checked for brain damage." The lines around his mouth seemed softer, leaving an impression of concern instead of anger. "They don't even know what they're protesting. It's amazing how much stupidity breathes in this world."
A short, portly man stepped from the crowd outside and carried a large doll forward. The doll was dressed in black, and long, silver hair flashed in the sunlight. Holding the toy in one hand, the man wrapped a string of firecrackers around it and lit one before throwing it to the ground and backing away.
As the firecrackers started popping, the doll arched in the air convulsively—up and down, up and down. The hair caught on fire and burned, then the body. The whole time the small fire consumed it, the man looked into Joe and Murray's eyes. He smiled coldly and pointed to the doll, saying, "You're next. You're next."
Murray closed his eyes and turned away. "Maybe I should have let Cammo stay to see that." He turned to Joe. The normally wrathful green eyes had grown dull with fatigue. "Where did you find him?"
Joe watched as the protesters stomped on the doll until the fire died. In his mind, Joe saw Henry lying there as one foot after another pummeled the life out of him. Joe forced himself to look away. "In an alley." He closed his eyes and remembered Henry's face as sunrise had washed over the sky. The kid's words came back quickly, unexpectedly. "Maybe you think everything looks the same behind a pane of glass, but I don't. I can't smell the morning air like that." He forced himself to exhale the air burning in his lungs.
"Are you listening, Joe?" Murray's voice demanded.
Joe opened his eyes and saw the Resister staring insistently at him, tapping his foot as he waited for Joe to reply to an unheard question. Murray frowned impatiently. Joe rubbed the bridge of his nose and said, "I'm sorry. I didn't catch that. What were you saying?”
Murray muttered an obscenity and sauntered over to the bar, where he pulled out a bottle. Grabbing a glass, he filled it and glared at Joe. "You want some?"
Even staring at the liquor made his stomach queasy. He raised his hand and declined. "Too early."
Murray put down the bottle and drank the liquid in one gulping swallow before refilling. As he lifted it to his mouth, Murray caught Joe shaking his head. "What's that about?" He lowered the glass and set it on the counter.
"In the last couple of hours you've shattered every myth I ever heard about Resisters, starting with the religious part and ending with the cloistered thou shalt not image."
"Good." Murray smiled at him, toying with the glass. "It's nice to know some people can be educated." He glanced out the window toward the protesting crowd. "Why don't you go spread the word to those good hearted folks?" The smile died as he lifted the glass and emptied it again.
"We both know they won’t listen. They don't want to hear it."
Murray put the bottle away. "Yeah,” he grunted. “Tell me something I don't know. Tell me what my brother was doing when you found him." His voice sounded brittle, like old leaves snapping.
Joe sat in a chair facing away from the mob outside. "He was watching a sunrise, and he had my knife—said he picked it up for me.” Joe pulled out the blade Murray had loaned him and set it on the table. “Thanks for letting me borrow it.”
“Keep it.” Murray paced the room, muttering something Joe couldn't hear. He rubbed his temples, trying to ward off an approaching headache. "Seems like you've made quite a friend, Joe. How long are you planning to stay with us?" Murray's green eyes stared right through him, turning to ice bent on dissolving everything except the truth.
Joe opened his mouth but quickly bit off the first answer, which would have been, "I'm not." Still, as Joe shifted in his seat, he knew he would, if only to keep Henry from becoming that doll. Whatever it took--for however long it took--he'd be there. He reached into his pocket and touched the bear again. The softness of the fur made Joe retract his fingers quickly from his pocket. "For quite a while, Murray." At least until the kid learns whatever I need to show him.
The man's head snapped up, and he looked at Joe, his eyebrows raised in amazement, and his lips parted slightly. Finally, Murray nodded and said, "Then I'd better show you around. It's not often we get stragglers who stay."
"Stragglers?" Joe echoed, rising from the couch.
Murray nodded and pointed to Joe's unblemished forehead. "Yeah, people who haven't decided which side of this war they're on."
Joe snorted despite Murray's glare. "This isn't a war. It doesn't have to be."
Murray pointed out the window at the screaming mob. The peace officers simply watched the people walking around the gates to the Palace. "Tell them that. Tell them New Life Incorporated has been lying to them and butchering them like cows." Sweat beaded on the triangular mark on Murray's forehead. He lifted his hand and brushed it away, leaving a glistening trail upon the skin where the seam of flesh ridged noticeably.
"Why do you despise New Life so much?" Joe asked, walking toward Murray. "I mean, it's just a choice.
Murray walked away from him. "Yeah, you would believe that—just like everybody else who has been brainwashed by New Life. You'd believe it because you don't know the truth about the implants, the truth they aren't telling in their mental advertisements.”
Joe caught his arm. "So tell me about it. What do you know that I don't? What makes you think you need to fight the whole world to stop them? What makes you think New Life is slaughtering people?"
Murray laughed. "Don’t you get it? It's all in the implants." He raked his fingers through his hair. "They aren't adding years to people's lives; they are simply serving New Life Incorporated’s purposes."
“What purposes?” He released Murray’s arm.
“I don’t know. But it’s sure as hell not what New Life is telling everybody.”
Chapter Five
"You can't—"
A rock smashing through the window of the Palace interrupted Joe. It hurtled past them and thudded against a wall. For a second, Murray just stared at the gray stone with a piece of twine holding a note. Then he closed his mouth and rage supplanted the surprise, twisting his lips into a snarl. "Damned stupid sheep. New Life leads them around by their foreheads.”
Standing by the window, Joe watched the peace officers dispersing the crowd. The cops looked from the mob to the inside of the Palace, waiting for all hell to break loose.
Murray picked up the rock and unwound the string. Once he’d pulled the paper loose, he unfolded it and read the note. Joe watched the lines on Murray's forehead deepen as he read. Once the Resister had finished, he snorted softly and muttered, "They can't even come up with an original threat." He shoved the paper into Joe's open palm and walked through the doorway, saying, "I'll show you the Palace. Then we'll talk about New Life, Incorporated."
Joe followed Murray's impatient steps while reading the note. "Your time is at hand." Joe crumpled it into a ball and waited to find a trash container. "Nice hate mail."
Murray stopped. "You're a real comedian, Joe." He pointed at a long corridor of doors. "Those are all sleeping quarters for the people who live here—you know, the ones you call Resisters. You never thought you'd have such strange bedfellows, did you?"
Murray didn't wait for a response. Instead he started walking in the direction opposite of where he'd just pointed. The hallway opened up and divided three separate ways. As Murray took the first turn to the right, Joe followed. “Why haven’t I gotten any mental advertisements from New Life since I’ve been here?”
“Because we’ve blocked them.” Murray stepped toward a room. As their feet crossed the threshold, lights flooded the area. Although large, the silver walls enclosing the area seemed to shrink. Two gurneys in the center also broke up the spaciousness. A cabinet on the east wall held numerous small vials and medical equipment, such as syringes and bandages. More silver equipment lined the walls.
Joe's left hand touched his thigh as he remembered the absent pain of his knee. "Let me guess. This is The Doctor Zone." He touched one of the gurneys.
"Actually, we call it the RCU. The Recalibration Unit."
"The Doctor Zone," he confirmed. Joe walked around the room, taking deep breaths. He’d expected the damned antiseptic scent he remembered from the clinic where his leg had first been treated. Instead, he smelled lemons.
Murray raised his hand to rub his chin while grinning sheepishly. "Just because it's a medical room doesn't mean it has to smell like one." He walked to the wall and raised a panel. "If you don't like lemon, try the scent of a rainstorm." Murray pushed a button.
The citrus smell evaporated, and the air thickened as though a storm approached. Joe could smell raindrops that never came. The air was weighted with them.
"Nice, huh," Murray asked.
Joe opened his eyes and nodded. He looked down at the torn place in his pants where Malachette had wounded his left knee. As if to test it, he shifted all of his weight to it. "How did Wayne do it?" he asked, forcing himself not to see the dried blood around the rip and instead glancing around the room. He shifted his weight back to his right leg and tapped his left foot, seeking the pain. It didn't come. "I've seen doctors, specialists, quacks and more doctors. Nobody could do a damned thing about the pain in my knee. They said it was all in my head."
Murray slid the wall panel back into place. "We both know it wasn't just in your head. Wayne said places in the scar tissue were infected. Unfortunately, it looked good on the outside and they didn't want to open it up without a good reason."
"So how'd he cure it? I mean, I don't even feel any pain. That doesn't seem possible." Joe crossed his arms over his chest.
"It's not a miracle, and even if it were, I don't think you'd believe it." Murray walked to the medicine cabinet and opened one of the glass doors. He leaned forward and scanned the labels. Once he’d found the one he sought, he picked it up and held it out to Joe. "Here's what he used."
Joe reached out and took it, turning the vial as he brought it toward him so he could read the label. "Trianna Solution." As Joe moved the vial around, the clear gel inside remained in place. "It looks like petroleum jelly."
"Well, it's not—not by a long shot." Murray tapped his foot against the silver floor. "Once you were brought in here, Wayne used a laser to open the wound. He cleaned it and applied that ointment to it. He seamed the incision with the laser, sealing the wound.”
Joe unscrewed the lid. Bringing it up to his nose, he took a deep breath and gagged, quickly screwing the lid back into place. "Whew! What does this stuff do besides smell like piss?" He held up the vial and scrutinized it. Even when Joe tilted the vial from one side to the other, it didn’t move. Bored with the lack of motion, Joe handed it back to Murray.
"It attaches itself to the damaged tissue and reconstructs the weak areas, stimulating tissue regeneration at high speed." Murray took the vial, set it back in the cabinet and closed the door.
"How effective is it?" Through the glass door, Joe kept staring at the vial.
Murray headed toward the door. "It depends. Sometimes it doesn't work at all; some tissue won't respond to it. Some people, though, like you, heal completely, carrying only the faintest scars. That's the trouble with this ‘miracle.' We never know when it will work, and we don't know how to improve it. We don't know what triggers the tissue’s response, but we're working on it." Murray walked out. "Come on. I'll show you the rest of the Palace."
As Joe followed, the lights flickered and went off. Farther down the hallway, the pair stopped in front of a huge Plexiglas window. Inside, several people in white lab coats worked at various stations in a brightly lit room.
All the wiring, metal casings and monitors made the room look like an electronics warehouse—at least until Joe saw an unconscious woman lying on the gurney in the midst of it all. Wires had been attached all over her scantily clad body. Following the wires from her body to the monitors, Joe noticed each of the five screens flashed a different image. Three of the screens displayed different angles of a human skull; the other two showed random numbers flashing in sporadic patterns. Looking past the monitors and at least fifteen men, Joe also spotted monitors which displayed the woman's slow, regular heartbeat patterns.
"What is this?" Joe asked, pointing to the woman.
"Our research team." Murray leaned close to the glass and watched the screens with narrowed eyes.
"What are they researching?"
Murray backed up from the glass and reached deep into his pants pocket. When he pulled his hand out, he opened his palm, fiddled with a small silver box, and pulled out a small disc, a frisbee sized for a doll. "This. It's the answer to everyone's prayers the way to live on borrowed time. Take it. Have a good look at the lie."
Frowning, Joe reached out and plucked the disc from Murray's hand. As he looked down, he noticed Murray's shirt sleeves had pulled upward sharply. Thin, horizontal scars tracked up the inside of his forearms. Wayne's words came back to him: "Murray's too blinded by anger to teach the kid anything useful. You've been where Murray is, and you've survived."
Murray pulled down one sleeve and then the other, as though he had read Joe's mind. "Take a look at that," Murray said in a gruff voice. "It's everybody's miracle."
Swallowing a lump in his throat, Joe forced himself to look away from the faint pink scars, but his thoughts remained there. His fingers clutched the object tighter and tighter until he could feel every muscle in that part of his hand and wrist working, reminding him he hadn't tried that solution, even though the thought had crossed his mind.
Joe opened his fingers and looked at it. “The Longevity Chip?"
Murray nodded and looked back at the lab boys. "Supposed to be, but it's not a chip at all; it's a disc. It doesn't monitor the body's rhythms the way it's supposed to so that it can even out the stress patterns." He looked back at the disc. "It's not even made for that."
Joe flipped the disc over, took a good look, and then gave it back to Murray. "How can you be so sure this is an implant? Where'd you get it?"
Murray accepted it and pointed to the woman. "People like her. She's a `Resister' as far as her heart is concerned, Joe, but she volunteered to get the implant, just like the person this one came from."
Joe watched as, with a trembling hand, Murray shoved the implant back into the box. "So what happened to that other volunteer?"
The color drained from Murray's face, and he focused on the men in the lab, refusing to meet Joe's eyes. "She died. When the guys tried something new with the implant, it killed her."
Ice slid down Joe's spine, and he braced his shoulders more stiffly, trying to ignore the tension threading there. Murray's pale, shell shocked face didn't help a damned bit, either. "I thought the Federation regulated this kind of stuff."
Murray snorted and crossed his arms over his chest. "Aren’t you listening? That depends on who owns the Federation, doesn't it?"
Joe lifted his hand and massaged his left temple, where a slight pain was beginning to bloom into a bigger one. He closed his eyes and remembered the leering smiles of the peace officers watching the protesters outside the Palace. "New Life has taken control of the Federation?"
Murray clenched his jaw and watched the lab boys moving around among the computers and the woman. "Yeah, we think so. Isn't that what everyone wants? Except the Resisters. And who cares about them? They are mentally unbalanced." He looked back at Joe with eyes colored like spring leaves frozen in ice. "Isn't that what you thought? What you expected? Sorry, but we haven't lost our minds, just the way to get rid of the implants."
Joe felt his cheeks redden, and he had to look at the floor. He had thought those things once. Now he didn't know what to think. "So what is the implant made for, and what is New Life gaining by installing it?" Joe looked at the computer screen and watched the image of the skull change slightly. Arrows pointed to different sections of the forehead.
Murray's raised his eyebrows. "You're one of the few stragglers I know who hasn't accused me of blasphemy. Nobody wants to hear the truth. It's funny how most people will believe anything so long as it’s been packaged attractively enough."
Murray lifted his hand to his short, spiky hair and tugged through it. Even after his fingers had moved on, the strands crept back into the spiked ridges as before. "We don't know what the implants are doing. All we know is that they are recording some kind of data. We've been trying to find a sort of ‘play back’ mode for the data, but haven't been successful."
"What about that one?" Joe asked, pointing to Murray's pocket. "I mean, you've got a prime example of one right there."
Murray nodded in agreement. "Yeah, but the disc only seems active while in the host body. We've been able to do certain things while the person with the implant was alive, but nothing very conclusive. We've stumbled onto accessible spots in the software, but when the data starts coming, all we find are numbers, and we don't understand the code behind them. Then the program simply shuts off and we've learned absolutely nothing...."
Joe noticed Murray's voice dying away, but he was too busy staring at the woman waking up on the table to respond.
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