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Chapter One

Crraackkkk

Islet cast her sights to the
crumbling buildings towering above her, most of the structures no
more than skeletal remains of Before Time.

Shit. A hunk of falling masonry from a derelict
skyscraper was headed straight for her.

Leaping aside, she narrowly dodged
the cement block as it hit the ground and exploded in a cloud of
gritty dust, ricocheting fragments spewing at her with the
rapid-fire velocity of artillery shrapnel.

Covering her face with a gloved hand against the
pulverized particles, Islet kept moving.

Scrap metal and other assorted
rubble had turned this part of the City into a goddamn obstacle
course. In every direction, rusted junk stood in her way. The
debris of mass destruction littered her narrow path, essentially
preventing her from getting where she was going.

Islet kicked some twisted rebar
aside. Screw it. Pussies didn’t get rich. Neither did heroes. But
sneaks would inherit the fucking earth. Though who’d want this dump
now that it’d been irradiated? Her one and only ambition was
staying alive in this bombed-out wasteland while making a little
easy barter on the side. Any barrier she couldn’t go around or
vault over, she’d plow through, her patched sack on her back. Her
ass was on the line here. Hesitate, and she’d get caught before
ever reaching the Citadel.

Pulling in a shallow breath, Islet
bounded up the side of an aluminum mountain, scaling the
none-too-steady pile of metallic refuse, hand over hand. Caution
was the name of the game here. One clumsy move would trigger a
tinfoil avalanche that would alert Maniot guards of a trespasser in
their midst.

Trespasser. Ha! That would be her,
all right. Might as well add illegal Scrounger to the description
too. She answered to both, and a whole hell of a lot more, none of
it good.

As she approached the top of the
scrap heap, Islet slowed her pace. Sinking to her belly, she
crab-crawled over the summit. Fuck planting a flag. No time to
spare, she slid back down on her shapely derriere and jumped to her
feet on the other side.

Go her. She’d made it. The dicey climb went off
without a hitch, and she took off at a sprint, determined to make
up costly lost minutes.

Shards of glass imbedded in the
lifeless dirt hacked at her boots; a zillion tiny machetes whacked
the flimsy hide soles. Though every painful stab and prick pissed
her off royally, Islet sucked up the misery and skittered across
the jagged ridges. Extra thick socks cushioned her feet from the
worst of the butchering. Gloves reduced the likelihood of lethal
puncture wounds to her palms. But no amount of protection would
ever be enough. Any random slices and bloody nicks she’d patch up
later, back at the bunker…

Whoa. Hold up. Lethal puncture
wounds. Bloody nicks. Butchering?

She had to be bat-shit insane to be making this run
again. Why else would a sneaky Scrounger like her, with a deep and
abiding affection for her melting pot skin, keep pushing her luck
like this? Infiltrating the Maniot’s high security zone night after
night wasn’t exactly a sign of stable mental health.

Breaking out in a cold sweat, Islet screeched to a
halt. Fuck the haul. Who cared about the barter anyway? This was
one balls-out dangerous gig, and she was so out of here.

Islet shook her head.
No! Don’t go there. Not now. Stay in the moment.
Stop being such a damn sissy-girl and keep on target. You know the
drill.

And she was prepared. All she had to do was stay
cool. The Citadel’s fortress was up ahead. She’d broken into the
Maniot inner sanctum umpteen times before, and she’d do it again
tonight, dammit! A few hundred yards or so, and she’d breach the
fortified stronghold.

That is, if a guard didn’t catch her.

God, she was twitchy. What was up with her tonight?
She kept losing her focus, her nerve. All this self-doubting was
shooting her concentration all to hell.

Get it together, girl.

Her wheezing echoing in her ears, Islet ducked into
the sagging doorway of a Before Time relic. War, neglect, and the
ravages of old age had eaten away at the internal grid until only
the façade, a face without bones, remained. Though the framework
was pleated like the musical bellows of an accordion, the girders
were still standing. They’d shelter her in a pinch.

She needed to stop. Just for a minute. Stop. Until
she got a grip. Stop! While she managed her panic. She was getting
a little hyper. If she didn’t watch out, her bio-systems would shut
down and she’d be left as gutted as the buildings surrounding
her.

Spots bouncing before her eyes, she curled up into
the corrugated gridwork and lifted her wrist. Even that small move
took effort. When her dizziness receded, she squinted at her dented
military watch.

23:35:41 hours.

See that? No reason to assume a fetal position. Yet.
Despite her slight detour into hysterics, she hadn’t overshot her
schedule. She could still make it.

Her lungs unclenching, she gulped down an
unrestricted mouthful of air.

Judging guard rotation was a crapshoot at best.
She’d memorized shift schedules, but who knew how these jokers
really operated? Roaming Maniot patrols could turn up anywhere, at
any time.

Before going back out into the open again, she
rechecked the wreckage-strewn terrain, darting her gaze left to
right.

All clear.

Except for the scrawny rat, an interloper just like
her, scurrying from one ruin to the next, ferreting out anything
edible among the decaying garbage. Uptown, during daylight hours,
starving people did the same, often eating their nocturnal
competition for lack of anything else. Mmm. Boiled rat. But for her
Scrounging job, she’d be dining on rodent du jour too.

“Fuck it.” Yanking off her
protective gloves with her teeth and stowing them in a pocket, she
tunneled her filthy hand inside the loosened drawstring top of her
Scrounger’s bag for a moldy crust of bread -- all that
remained of her one meal for the day. She’d been saving the treat
for later.

A toss sent the stale bread to the rat. While her
new pal nibbled away on a greenish crumb, Islet hoisted her
Scrounger’s bag onto her shoulder and crept back out into the
bottleneck.

Immediately, a shiver shot through her. Jitters
again. She could see trouble hanging heavy in the air, smell it in
the cold sweat pooling under her arms. Trouble coiled like a snake
in her belly, ready to strike. The salty taste of trouble dried the
moisture from her tongue. What if a Maniot bagged her?

She knew the score. The Citadel was off-limits to
Squatters. Male violators were conscripted into the Maniot pirate
fleet. Female transgressors wound up pressed into sexual servitude
at the port. No one dared to complain when people -- friends,
family, neighbors -- went missing. Terrified silence had replaced
free speech in the City. Fair treatment didn’t exist under the rule
of the Maniots. Expecting justice from the blood-feuding buccaneers
was as useless as expecting breadlines to dole out edible food. And
too beaten down to fight back, Squatters had all but given up the
struggle to improve their lives.

Not her. Not while she still drew breath.

Time to roll. She had a job to do. Hugging the
alley’s sharp metallic edges and crouching low to the ground, Islet
zigzagged down the back street. As she rounded the last corner, she
sensed a presence.

She was no longer alone. Someone was watching her,
most likely had been watching her from the start of tonight’s run.
No time to react, she stood there, frozen, as her worst fear
materialized from out of the dark.

A gnarly hulk hunkered down before her, his
bulked-up body blocking her route, his hooded serape shadowing his
face.

Ambushed. Jumped. Totally screwed.

“Fuck me,” she muttered under her
breath.

Just her rotten luck. Not bad enough for any run of
the mill Maniot guard to catch her, she’d just gotten herself
nabbed by a rad mutant freak.


Chapter Two

 


Islet literally had no place to go.

Vertical walls of corroded steel flanked her on both
sides. She couldn’t go up; the sheer metallic cliff had no place
for footholds. Retreat was impossible. The creep would be on
her before she swiveled around. Trapped in the congested maze, she
had only course of action available to her.

Islet dropped her half-filled Scrounger’s sack
between her feet, crossed her arms over her chest, and faced the
thug down.

Courage didn’t explain her defiant pose. Wanting to
survive did.

Give into her roiling belly, her
knocking knees, and she’d be done for. Effing roadkill. Instead,
while exhibiting no fear whatsoever, she’d talk her way out,
keeping the conversation friendly. No intimidation. She’d show the
guard that, unlike certain
people on this doomed planet, she hadn’t lost her
social skills.

“Get the fuck out of my face,
freak,” she said by way of introduction. “You don’t own this
fucking alley. Or, the waterfront, either, despite what you fucking
Maniots think.”

She flashed a smile. Unlike
certain people on this
irradiated planet, her teeth didn’t glow in the dark. “Let’s strike
a deal, okay? Let me go and we’ll work something out. An
arrangement. Name your price and I’ll consider it. No offers too
idiotic to refuse.”

He looked at her blankly. No answer. No movement. No
nothing. Not even a grunt. What? Didn’t the dude speak American
Squatter?

She’d grown up on an old military base, a child of a
racially “diverse” couple, as they used to say in Before Time. Her
mama was multiracial, her dad a mixed bag too. Caucasian. African.
Who knew what else? Her eyes were this really weird shade of green.
But if their almond shape was any indication, she had a hint of
Asian blood flowing through her veins as well. She was your basic
hodgepodge. Unlike Before Time, when people cared about
trivialities like skin tones, her mongrel status was nothing out of
the ordinary. Most folks in the City came from somewhere else, and
intermingled wherever the spirit moved them.

Except Maniots. For the most part,
the pirates practiced exclusionism, meaning they procreated with
only each other, all descendents of 21st century pirates. Neither
race, religion, ethnicity, place of national origin, politics
or blah, blah, blah governed group membership. Occupation solely determined who
belonged to their sect. Supposedly they did this in the interest of
keeping their blood pure.

Yeah. Right. Pure evil.

But what was a rule without exceptions?

Cross-marriages between pirate and Squatter did
occur within the towering walls of the Citadel. Not many, but some.
And Maniots did hook up for sex with outsiders from time to time.
Rape sprang to mind. Or, as she liked to call it -- dating
Maniot-style. Pretty much, though, the group flocked together like
birds of a twisted and perverse feather behind their Citadel
gates.

The guard who caught her looked every inch the
pirate. With lots of bio-anomalies mixed in. Could be radiation
poisoning, could be too much intermarriage within a small subset,
could be any number of environmental or genetic screw-ups. Most
survivors had glitches of one sort or another. She was as normal as
normal ever got anymore, a real poster child for how people used to
look, act, and think before a mushroom cloud blew those standards
away.

After reading tons of old books on the subject, she
was somewhat of an authority on Before Time. Granted, her
information was sketchy -- legend and myth mixed with science
and knowledge -- but she recognized an altered genome when she
saw one. This thug’s chromosomes didn’t line up right on the DNA
chain.

She could kiss negotiation bye-bye. Arbitration
called for smarts, her kind of smarts, the kind of street smarts
and book-learning intellect that made her so fucking fantastic at
her job. This mutant couldn’t negotiate because he wouldn’t be able
to understand her. He couldn’t deal, because, the rad couldn’t
communicate. Some freaks couldn’t. Some were zombie-like shells --
nobody was home ustairs. Vigorous on the outside, but vacant
within, much like the blown-out buildings that dotted the otherwise
flattened Cityscape. This was one jam she wouldn’t be bamboozling
her way out of.

She’d just have to kill him, she guessed.

In the face of planetary chaos, she’d decided long
ago to stay alive, no matter what, even if survival demanded lying,
cheating, stealing, and yes, killing. Passively sitting on her
hands until better days arrived didn’t do it for her. She was the
impatient, proactive type. Leaving hissy fits and whining to
others, she’d chosen to cut throats.

With a flick of her wrist, she could take the Maniot
creep out, sever his carotid with her blade and bleed him dry. Of
course, to do that, she’d have to be able reach it. The thug was
almost seven feet of absolute monster. When this swinging dick sank
to her level -- which, she was proud to say, was pretty damn
low -- she’d strike like a cobra. Prepared to wait him out,
she reached inside her serape for her knife…

Just as an ear-shattering windblast let loose.

Crap. Not again. Without warning, wild air masses
would trounce the already beaten land and smash everything in their
path. This latest atmospheric temper tantrum stormed down the
alley, the abrasive tunnel effect pelting Islet with roguery of
every description.

 


While huddling deeper into her head-to-foot
cover-up, she assessed the Maniot for weak areas, spots of
potential vulnerability. His hooded cape did little to disguise the
thug’s overly developed physique -- massive shoulders, muscled
arms, sinewy legs. Surprisingly, he presented no indication of
contracture, neither congenital atrophy nor the skeletal
deformities commonly seen in this region among rad mutants. Far
from a cretin with twisted and squat limbs, this Maniot’s bones
were long and straight. Graceful even. And he showed no symptoms of
wasting disease or plague. His skull appeared well shaped, if on
the large hat size. He had a strong but crooked jaw, a high-bridged
and lopsided nose, a slightly protuberant forehead that overhung a
pair of deep-set eyes.

Okay. He was far from handsome, but he wasn’t
hideously gruesome either. Across the great genetic divide that
separated them, stood a physically healthy, albeit brain-dead
specimen.

Who was grimacing at her. Then again, his mouth
might have contorted due to the fierce air current, not his rotten
mood. The brunt of the storm was hitting the Maniot squarely in the
face. That kind of meteorological slamming would tighten anyone’s
expression.

Tee-hee. Tough break. Not to be a mean girl or
anything, but, hey, she’d rather the winds mess up his ugly looks
than play fast and loose with her beauteous babeosity. Unlike him,
she depended on her saucy cuteness to get ahead.

At the black market, many a
merchant misplaced his competitive edge while ogling her. Even with
the serape concealing all her good stuff, she was still pretty
damn hawt.
Merchant drool sealed some of her most profitable business
transactions. So pardon her for not feeling badly about the thug
taking the hit in her place. His stupidity was saving her fine
booty.

Both of them. Including tonight’s haul, her
Scrounger’s sack contained a small fortune.

Though thankful the storm blew up when it did, she
couldn’t afford to get cocky. She wasn’t out of trouble yet. She
could still end up dead. Brainless Maniots like him made the most
heinous of henchmen. They killed without thought, without remorse,
without reason.

And, if he didn’t pull muscle, there were the
fucked-up forces of Mother Nature to consider.

Another blustering gust blew up, this one a beaut.
The freak fared much better than she under the assault. Rooting his
big feet to the dirt, he remained perfectly still while the
rotational push and pull had her spinning in circles. To
compensate, Islet gripped the heavy Scrounger’s sack in both hands
and held on tight in hope that additional ballast would anchor
her.

No use. No fucking use.

Like a picture of a kite she’d once seen between the
yellowed pages of an old raggedly book, she felt herself go. Felt
herself lift off.

“See you in hell, rad mutant
freak,” she screamed at the Maniot above the winds’ mighty
roar.

















Chapter Three

 


The freak clamped a hand to the scruff of Islet’s
neck. Defying gravitational law and a whole mess of other
scientific rules that nuked civilization had long ago forgotten,
the Maniot extracted her from the eye of the storm.

For joy, for joy. Not only had she cheated death,
she’d also managed to hang onto her Scrounger’s bag. Not too
shabby. Still, not to be ungrateful or anything, but where the fuck
was he dragging her?

With all the dust in the air, she
couldn’t see beyond the tips of her perky tits. Somehow, they --
meaning him and her, not they
meaning her tits because, hey, that would’ve been
grotesquely strange -- ended up behind a row of cement pilings, the
sort of barricade that, son of a gun, would’ve been her first
choice for survival optimization but had to have been a random
guess on the Maniot’s part.

He clamped his huge mitts on her shoulders. Before
she could say, “Don’t manhandle the merchandise, rad,” he was
dropping her in the dirt and crouching over her, his big body
shielding her from shooting junk. They stayed like that for a real
long time. Practically forever. Then, as quickly as the insane
storm arrived, the crazy winds departed.

Scratching her head, Islet jumped to her feet. What
went on here?

The Maniot’s quick actions hinted at a working
brainstem, maybe even a semblance of intelligence. Oh, he was still
a creep, all right. A rad mutant freak too. By definition, the
Maniot was most likely a murderer, as well. But maybe, just maybe,
not of the zombie sort. She was guessing his genetic cocktail had
been lightly stirred, but not briskly shaken.

All the same, his continued blank stare didn’t bode
any too well for the rad’s comprehension skills.

Normally she never opened up to anyone. Normally she
lied to cover her ass. But tonight, after being plucked from the
jaws of death, she felt a weak need to unload. Who better to lay
all her cares and woes on than this low-functioning mutant
freak?

Dim torch or not, Bad Rad had ears.

Brushing off her serape, she
addressed her captive audience. “Regardless that you might’ve saved
my life -- only might’ve
because, hey, it ain’t nothing definite --
you’re not hoisting my booty, not without a rumble. See, the barter
inside my bag will help finance my future. Unlike
certain people on this
depressed planet, I’m not defeated. I still have hope.”

Resignation hung over the City as
heavy as fallout. Others might accept the status quo, but resigning
herself to present conditions just wasn’t her. She still believed
in fairy-tale endings. Maybe her happily ever after couldn’t be
found here, but she’d find her dream come true somewhere.

Squaring her shoulders, she gazed at the polluted
sky, not a star visible anywhere up there, and then looked at him.
“Everyone bellyaches about conditions here. They say improving
their lot in life is impossible. Well I’m saying, nothing is
impossible,” she said fiercely. “Nothing! At the black market, I
hear stuff. Rumors. Great things are happening down the coast in an
outlying settlement. That place is a genuine community of milk and
honey. I’m so out of here and heading there. All I need is a nest
egg to stake the journey.”

She laughed. “The Citadel is a Scrounger’s paradise.
Pirated contraband lays scattered all over the ground, there for
the picking. So, I help myself. Hands down, stealing pirate
discards beats sorting through tons of demo-junk for a pound of
worthwhile salvage. So, c’mon. Cut me some slack here, would
ya?”

When she still wasn’t feeling the
love from Bad Rad, she tossed her head. “I’d do anything to make some quick barter.
Especially now.”

She puffed out her cheeks, blew
out the breath. “See, yesterday, Alto -- he’s this slimeball I
work for -- accused me of skimming the nightly take. Which is
true, I do take a cut off the top. But seeing my boss is on to me,
I now have to work all that much harder to put a little something
extra aside for my future. And if I don’t divvy the loot up so the
take at least looks square, Alto will chuck me out of the Scrounger’s
bunker.”

Islet flung her sack over her shoulder. “I don’t
have any family, no close friends to mooch off until I get back on
my feet again. Tossed out on my ass, I won’t last long on the
streets. So, real nice chatting with you and all that, but
chop-chop, I must get going. Time is barter, and no oversized nerve
ending is getting in my way. See ya around, big guy!” She resumed
her purposeful stride down the alley.

“I’m afraid I can’t allow you to
leave.”

The cultured voice stopped her in her tracks.

The Maniot could talk?

Uh-oh. The Maniot could talk.

And his voice carried an ominous, if unbelievably
snooty, note.

Facing him again, she smiled another big phony
smile. “About that last crack, you know, the tasteless ‘oversized
nerve ending’ remark -- I meant nothing by it. Honest. May
another apocalypse strike me dead if I’m bullshitting you. It’s
just that, I’m a little off my game tonight, on account of the
windstorm and all, and I overreacted.” She started edging away.
“You can understand how that goes. I can tell you’re real smart and
an all around ray of sunshine on an otherwise rad polluted
day --”

With a skip and a hop, she started running like a
house afire for the Citadel. A couple more steps and she’d be home
free. Unlike in the bottlenecked alley, she could find plenty of
places to get lost up ahead.

She had to hand it to Bad Rad. For an oversized
mutant, he was fast on his feet. Like a fucking ballerina, he moved
softly, so quietly she didn’t hear him sneak up behind her. One
minute, she was trotting her ass along, minding her own business as
she went on about her business, and the next moment he was clamping
the scruff of her neck in his big mitt again. Only this time, he
wrapped his thick fingers around her windpipe.

In her line of work, Islet rubbed shoulders with
Maniots everyday at the black market, and so she knew enough about
the group to be scared. Nearly seven feet of scream-worthy menace
was about to strangle her, and yet no cry escaped her lips.

Because, really, why the fuck bother?

She could yell for help all she wanted, cry at the
top of her lungs, and who’d come to her assistance?

Not Maniots. They’d jump in and help Bad Rad kill
her. Enough said.

Not Squatters. Even if her voice managed to carry
beyond the alley, all nice law-abiding folks hunkered down in their
bunkers come nightfall and didn’t emerge again until dawn. In
communal aggregates, lockdown until morning was the rule. Sure as
dystopia, anyone creeping around above ground after dark wasn’t a
citizen in good standing of any cluster.

They were Indies, independent contractors who lived
and operated alone or in small bands made up of misfits with a
common purpose. Like wily Scroungers, out foraging for junk to
barter at the black market. Or whores, plying their sex trade on
the docks along the waterfront. Or like her, a multi-facetted
entrepreneur.

She didn’t want her life to end like this, her neck
snapped by a mutant, her poor bloodied corpse loaded into the death
cart for med dissection.

Ha! Med dissection. Funny. Cannibalism more
likely.

Healers in training
supposedly practiced
their techniques on unclaimed death cart cadavers, but the freshest
cadavers ended up in stewpots, which explained her aversion to
dining at outdoor food stalls featuring cheap eats. There were no
“eats” in the City, cheap or otherwise.

When her tummy rumbled, Islet shoved her Scrounger’s
sack against the Maniot’s chest. “Here. If you give my booty a
pass, this booty is yours with my compliments.”

All that was important was living to scrounge
another day. Tomorrow she’d sneak back into the Citadel again.
“Just let me go, okay?”

“I don’t believe so.”

Her mind chugged into overdrive. What else would he
take for a bribe? What else?

The Maniot dropped the heavy Scrounger’s sack behind
some metal pilings. “What are you called?” he asked.

Okay. Sure. She’d play along.

“Islet,” she sweetly
replied.

“Ah!” He spiked his brows at her.
“How suitable. You are indeed a small island, entire unto yourself.
Your parents must have sensed your self-reliance at
birth.”

“They said I cried my lungs out
right from the first breath and was a real pain in the ass
thereafter.” She smiled, even as her eyes welled with tears.
“Everyone said I was too headstrong for my own good. When I hit my
teens, I rebelled against everything.”

“That I do believe. Well, Islet,
you’re quite filthy. Rank of scent too. However, clean up to my
satisfaction, and I may not report you to the Maniot magistrate
after all. Providing, of course, we can work a deal. Dealing. That
is what you Scroungers do, correct?”

“Um. Yeah. Guess so,” she said
evasively. She wasn’t admitting to anything. If she had a rank and
serial number that would be all he got from her. Even under
torture.

“Come now, Islet. Surely you can
do better than this. Tell the truth and we can discuss your release
over a hearty meal.”

Food?

She shook her head. No. Her release had to come
first. “Actually, that was my very thought precisely. Let’s deal
here, you and me. What will you take in trade for not reporting me
to the magistrate?”

“Sex,” the Maniot replied in that
snooty voice of his.


Chapter Four

 


This was not Darrid’s first witness of Islet inside
the Citadel.

Sleepless and out for a walk to sort through the
tangle of his thoughts, he had first spied her months earlier. In
the dead of night, wearing darkness like a cloak, she had woven a
circuitous route into the fortress, stealing his reluctant
admiration even as she enthusiastically thieved from the
Maniots.

On a hunch, he had returned the following night and
watched for her. As punctual as clockwork, she arrived. The crafty
scrounger avoided detection by timing her trespass to correspond
with the guard’s routine. When the sentinel left his watch at the
tower to perform his nightly rounds at the port, she would skulk
through the alley -- the only land entry into the Citadel.

By right and pirate oath, he should have reported
her to the proper Maniot authorities that first time. Instead
Darrid had continued to spy on her. During her nightly excursions.
During the day as well.

After many such weeks, he determined she had the
very attributes he sought in a woman. A quick study, full of
cunning, daring, absolute gall, and masterful manipulation, Islet
thought on her feet and operated alone. And she was a whore.

Opportunity had dropped into his hands.

He had immediately offered her services to the
Committee, arguing that if he broke her of a few disagreeable
tendencies she would fulfill all their requirements.

Tonight the membership had convened to decide her
fate. And, as her attendance at the meeting was required, Darrid
had intercepted their candidate in the alley. At present, fright
had her locked in its grip. Though she put on a brave front, her
rapid respiration gave her anxiety away.

“Sex,” she said, as if dazed.
“That’s the deal?” She slanted him a look fit for the loathsome
cockroach.

Radiation had only hastened the ignoble insect’s
biological imperative to reproduce. Slovenly people contributed to
their infestation. The pests now overran the underground City.

Not where he was taking her.

He ran a tight ship, even when on land. His bunker,
removed from the fortress but still within the gated perimeter of
the Citadel, showed a stringent regard for cleanliness. In a
tumultuous world, he insisted on order.

“Yes, sex,” he said
evenly.

“Let me get this
straight.” She placed a hand on her hip, a pose that emphasized her
trim waist. “With you. Sex with you?”

“Certainly not,” he blustered at
her appalling misconception. “I have no sexual interest in you,
whatsoever.”

“Yeah, right. You wish
it.”

There it was again. That same sharply angled gaze of
hers. After skimming his features, she dismissed him, as if he were
dirt under her boots.

“If sexing it up with you isn’t
part of the deal, then who do I have to fuck to get out of this
mess?” Bending up an elbow, she examined her nails.

Deplorably filthy nails they were
too. Bitten to the quick, the scruffy cuticles unkempt. Dear Lord!
What must her feet look like? All of her was badly in need of
attention. And here she had dismissed him as an “oversized nerve ending”
beneath her contempt.

He sniffed. Another of her gross misconceptions.
While somewhat misshapen on the outside, his interior was normal,
and that included his brain. His sensibilities, on the other hand,
were overly refined.

Obviously, Islet had never heard of refined
sensibilities. Her gamy scent offended his.

“I said, Bad Rad, who do I gotta
screw to go free?”

At her shrillness of speech and grammar butchering
and pretentious nicknaming, he gritted his teeth. “Enough for you
to know the man is a well-placed Maniot.”

“Hmm.” No longer entranced by her
filthy nails, she dropped her arm to her side. “A well-placed
Maniot, eh? A head honcho like that should pay heaps.”

Bless her greedy heart. The
possibility of easy sexual commerce had captured her interest.
“Yes, heaps. This
man is most generous with all his concubines.”

“Concubines? Bullshit! Is that
what you people are calling whores these days? Well, I suppose you
can call me any damn thing you choose,” she said with a chortle,
“so long as the barter is right.” Despite her former disdain, she
now flaunted her doe-eyed charms at him.

A waste of her questionable powers of seduction.

Her flirtatious games did not fool
him. He knew how she thought. After summarily rejecting him as a
malformed byproduct of global radiation, she had then felt free to
confide in him. Actually, confide
was too sensitive a word. She had talked
at him, as one might
speak to an inanimate object. A wall, perhaps. And so he had tried
a ruse. Wearing a carefully flat expression, as an inanimate wall
would, he had gotten her to reveal her true self.

Quite a little chatterbox she had turned out to be
too. And incredibly naïve, despite her smart mouth. Preposterous,
her scheme to travel to some idealized community elsewhere. As if
such a place existed outside the pages of pre-annihilation fairy
tales. After sailing around the world, he could safely attest that
the grass was not greener elsewhere. The grass was equally brown
all over.

No argument, conditions were poor in the City. But
they would improve. She could help him put that change into
motion.

“Show me your hair,” he
said.

“Fuck off. Why should
I?”

Keeping his temper, he spoke to her as he would a
recalcitrant child. “Because I said so, that is why.”

“A look at the merchandise will
cost you,” she wheedled.

He had his work cut out for him with her. A vulgar
scrapper through and through, she lacked any sophistication, any
polish, any subservience to his male authority. The girl was
undoubtedly a tart by nature, and most certainly a whore by
occupation. Her Scrounger boss, the man she called Alto, pimped his
employees, males and females alike. Presumably Islet worked for him
in that capacity as well. Though Darrid had never actually
witnessed her in the act of prostitution, she maintained a bold
manner at the black market, indicative of flesh peddling. Her
gutter language hinted in that direction too. As did her frank
gaze. No modesty, no demureness, completely uncouth, she met his
eyes directly.

He could go on and on, list all her infractions, but
the point was -- obviously this young woman engaged in many
outlawed activities.

Her frank demeanor would never do.

For Tenjor to accept her -- as he must for the
committee’s plan to succeed -- Darrid would need to transform Islet
from a common street slut into a sophisticated concubine of poise,
refinement, tact, and proper Maniot female submission, a worldly
temptress who would accept a whipping and turn the pain into an
opportunity of sexual pleasure.

For her partner. Her own enjoyment was
irrelevant

The foulmouthed female belched, then tapped her toe.
“Well? How the fuck much will you pay for a peep at my golden
locks?” She tilted her jaw and gave a saucy wink. “You wanna
eyeball anything else, it’ll cost you extra.”

As if he would ever voluntarily gaze on any region
that wink alluded to.

Out of nowhere, a grin crept up on him. He quickly
tamped it down. The girl did have her moments of vulgar humor. She
had not a leg to stand on, and yet she continued to haggle, trying
to barter what he already owned. Her body -- her very life as she
knew it -- was his to do with as he pleased.

While he found her misguided obstinacy somewhat
entertaining, her comeliness -- apparent even under the grime of
her present filth -- would not persuade him to her point of view.
Like the wood he carved into furniture, like the planks of timber
he hammered to form the hull of a boat, her prettiness represented
nothing more than raw material to him.

As she flashed her tilted green eyes at him, he
reviewed her merits: Symmetrical and delicate features. Unblemished
skin, a light shade of creamy mocha with an overlay of honey.
Teeth, white and even. In terms of natural sensuality, she could
compete with Cleopatra.

That observation would take her aback.

Not the comparison. The vain strumpet would consider
the compliment her due. What would set her back on her heels was
his knowledge of ancient history. She believed him an imbecile.

“Come on, Bad Rad. Yank the stick
from your ass and let’s move the negotiations along, shall we? I
haven’t got all night here. I demand you tell me the
terms.”

“Disabuse
yourself of the notion that you are in a position to
demand anything,” he
told her icily. “You have broken Maniot law and your continued
freedom is at my discretion. You will do exactly as I say, or the
magistrate is the one who will tell you the
‘terms’.” Keeping
a restraining hand on her nape, he pushed her hood down and
away.

A wealth of dirty ringlets, the curls glistening
with oil, fell about her shoulders. By all that was miraculous, her
hair contained a glimmer of gold. In fact, after a good soak in a
tub, she might bob up from her bath a beauty.

Tenjor would be pleased.

The Commander of the Maniots had a penchant for
young women with golden brown hair. But hair coloring and age, and
even beauty, were not Tenjor’s sole criteria in his selection of a
paramour. He insisted on responsiveness from his bed partners,
especially to pain.

Nothing pleased Tenjor more than to hear his
concubines beg for mercy as he tortured them.


Chapter Five

 


Darrid turned to the silly
woman -- or, rather the silly girl -- at his side. “By your
best estimate, how many years have you?”

“No need for an estimate. I just
turned twenty. And lose the patronization while you’re at it,
dickhead. Cheesh! You’d think only Maniots had access to calendars.
Squatters keep records of births and deaths too, ya
know.”

He ignored her prattling. She was such a child. Or,
at least, she seemed so in comparison to his thirty years. “And
have you lice?”

“Fuck off. I’m clean!”

“From what I can see, you are
quite the little piglet. Presumably you have not seen the inside of
a bathtub since infancy.”

“Have too!”

“I shall soon judge the truth of
your protestation.”

“Protestation?” She snorted
inelegantly through her nose, just like a little piglet. “Are you
from this fried planet or did you drop in from a faraway galaxy?
Maybe you time-traveled from a Victorian novel? You probably don’t
know what I’m even talking about, do you, Bad Rad?”

“I cut my teeth on great
literature and spent far too much of my youth reading. My manner of
speech reflects my self-taught education.”

She batted her lashes at him. “As a man of learning,
you must have a sense of fair play. Why threaten to bring an
innocent Scrounger like me, who only accidentally wandered into
your pirate’s den, before the magistrate?”

“First -- if you must lie,
please to keep your stories straight. You already confessed to
prior trips to the Citadel. You are, by your own admittance, a
trespasser and a thief. Second -- cease trying to seduce me.
Not only are your techniques ridiculously transparent, their
extreme clumsiness insults my intelligence. Third -- I never
‘threaten’, certainly not idly. If I say something, I follow
through.” He cocked a brow at her.

She stuck out her tongue in reply.

Her immaturity absolutely astounded him. How could
he possibly work with a brat like her?

As she wagged her tongue viciously at him, he shook
his head in consternation.

She would never do. A delusion to think she would.
Now that he saw his mistake, only one option remained open to
him -- inform the Committee of his regrettable lapse in
judgment and then report her to the proper authorities, as was
correct protocol.

His head shaking escalated to shuddering.

And if he did that, if he followed standard Maniot
procedure and reported her, the foolish child would suffer untold
grief. Turned in for thievery and unlawful trespass, she would be
assigned to the docks as a common doxy. The sentence essentially
amounted to a living death. How could he crush the spirits of
someone who still believed in fairy tales?

The alternative of training her offered a less than
perfect solution. After all, Tenjor enjoyed a sadist’s pleasures.
But what was important to keep in mind was that Tenj never killed
his concubines. He rewarded them. Generously too. After this was
all over, this little guttersnipe would walk away rich. That was
the truth. And that truth would keep her hope alive.

A noise, subtle to most people but blaring to a man
of his increased audio sensitivity, sent Darrid rounding on an
always randy and perpetually drunk sailor who approached them from
behind.

Golad. The irascible scoundrel made ready to jump
Islet.

Before the miscreant ever touched her, Darrid had
swung his charge out of harm’s way and knocked Golad to the
ground.

“Stay away from her,” he warned
the hapless fool. “This female is with me.”

“I meant no offense, sir. I swear
I never recognized you,” Golad slurred. “You don’t usually truck
with whores, Cap’n. Since Aria died, you’ve been keeping yourself
to yourself. In all these years of knowing you, I’ve never seen you
with another woman but your wife. In fact --”

Darrid stamped his boot atop the loudmouth’s
pronounced Adam’s apple. “Silence!”

In Golad’s inebriated state and Islet’s present
dishabille, he would be hard pressed to identify the girl again.
Deciding to let him live Darrid, lifted his boot from the drunken
sailor’s neck.

Golad would sleep it off tonight. On the morrow, a
pounding head and an inability to swallow would serve as his
punishment.

Islet tiptoed up to the miscreant’s boy, and peered
downward. “Is he dead?”

“No. Would you like him to be
dead, bloodthirsty wench? Would you enjoy watching me kill him?
Shall I slit his throat? Or, perhaps, deprive him of his
genitalia?”

“You’re repulsive.” She moved
away.

Darrid grabbed her fallen hood and pulled her up
short. “Come along with me.”

Now that the reality of her situation had broken
through the initial numbness of her capture, she struggled in
earnest.

What a little nuisance. Though, her lack of
cooperation was not unexpected. After watching Islet in action, he
had hardly expected her to come along easily.

Trying not to breathe in her fumes, Darrid looked
down his nose at her. “Continue on as you are and measures to
prevent your tediousness will become necessary.”

“Yeah? You and what rad mutant
army will prevent my tediousness?” She tunneled a hand inside her
serape.

Darrid sighed. Most wearisome. Islet carried a
concealed weapon on her person. He had been aware of the situation
from the very first. For her own safety, he would need to
confiscate the weapon.

When she made her move, he slapped her slender wrist
--a controlled tap so as not to break any delicate bones-- and her
blade bounced to the ground.

He kicked the dagger out of sight. “You will rue the
day you pull a weapon on me again.”

Bullying his guest here would have been
nonproductive, not when impressing her with his dependability in
keeping his word would suffice. Apart from that, he always used
gentle persuasion on females. The weaker sex was to be adored and
protected. Treasured. Worshipped even. And given every opportunity
to become productive members of the community in their own right.
Within a strict standard of discipline, Maniot women enjoyed much
personal freedom.

He gave her a push. “Proceed.”

They walked side by side. “Now where were we, Islet,
before we were so rudely interrupted? Ah, yes, I recall our
discussion.” He searched her face, pale under its coating of mud.
“Have you any diseases?” Tenjor would summarily reject a concubine
with any visible indication of illness.

Her bottom lip trembled. “I’m healthy.”

“When was your last whore’s
examination?”

“They test whores? What -- for an
aptitude in giving head?”

He kept his expression sober. Reacting to her smart
mouth and outrageous behavior would only encourage her. “My
reference was not to a facility for fellatio. When was the last
time you were checked for prostitute scourge?”

She gasped. “I don’t have any of that stuff.”

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/74129
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
(5 \
W N
/ \
U
L )
- i
1}
\\ &

LOQSA TRENT





