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1
No one lives on the old six-six anymore. No one save pirates, ghost trucks, Ma Rickets, and me. The pirates call me a lot of things in the daylight. Asshole, mudfucker, cockslop, and things too colorful for polite company. At night they call me The Burner, and they say it real soft.
Ma Rickets calls me Riley. Ain’t my name. I think it might have been her daughter’s. Maybe an old lover. Doesn’t matter, anyway. Not much does.
When I’m coming for you, nothing you name me is gonna stop me. I’ve heard a rumor crossing yourself helps. Heard another one that saying Hail Marys buys time.
Just goes to show what value rumor holds.
The throttle is loose in my hand, warmed up and itching to burst forward. I ease up, slow the Beast down. She’s got a fresh battery pack in, and her refitted tank treads are eating up the miles. I need her slow. I need her patient. Dusk is when I operate, and the tracks are close.
This might have been northern Texas, once. Or maybe Oklahoma. It’s nameless wasteland now, cracked badlands baked in sun and insulated with dry scrub. Everyone scurried off a long time ago, retreated to the devoured coasts and the tropical north. But people still gotta eat, and the ghost trucks push food and goods across land people have long since forgotten the names of. Maybe the land’s got a name, after all: Mine.
The pirates certainly think so.
Light glints off the silvery slick of the Pac-At track to the north, and if I didn’t know what I was looking for, I’d think it a mirage of water. But I know that glint, know it like the sun-carved wrinkles on the backs of my hands. It’s my responsibility. And some very, very stupid people have been fucking with it.
The tablet taped to my console flickers at me. A black blip that is me arrows across the broken land toward a red square that is last known location. The assignment appeared on my tablet an hour ago. No description. No details. Just: This ghost truck should have been here. It isn’t. Find it. Punish those responsible.
Well, it didn’t say that last part, because that goes without saying. One less pirate in the world is one less worry for my boss at Pac-At. I’ve seen the news blips after a successful recovery: Truck pirates instigate gunfight. Excessive force was sadly necessary.
Sometimes it’s true. Sometimes the pirates start the fight. But let’s be real: If they get the first shot off, I’ve screwed up somehow. Nine times out of ten, they never see me coming. It’s why I’ve got names. It’s why I’m feared.
It’s also why they never should have touched Pac-At’s main thoroughfare. Track six-six runs big game: weapons, tech, seedstock. Those trucks have their own defense systems, heat-seeking weapons even I stay away from. Normally the pirates pick on smaller game. Produce, cloth, construction materials. Things like that, Pac-At don’t come down so hard. I can maybe let one pirate slip off with a crate of onions. But this is a heavy hit. This is damned stupid of them.
And that’s why it’s hard for me to ease off the throttle.
Been a long time since I’ve had a real challenge.
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Sunlight blasts through the windshield, spearing off the horizon, and I crank up the shaders to filter it out. The track is close, just a couple dozen yards. I kill the Beast’s engines and coast her over behind a thick bed of sagebrush. With her electric engine, Beast is quiet as a shadow, but I’ve always been quieter.
Soon as I step out, I know there’s no need to bother with stealth. Through the bandana tied tight around my nose and mouth, the scent of corpses lies heavy on the air. Heady. Sweet and pustulant. I wait for nausea, but it doesn’t come. Hasn’t come for a long time now, but I like to wait and check anyway.
The wind kicks dust and grit into my face, but that’s what the bandana and goggles are for. I wipe my goggles on the back of my sleeve and creep forward. No point in being quiet, not with the evidence my nose is giving me, but I like to keep the habit. Rather be overcautious and look foolish than be surprised and dead.
Pac-At’s ghost truck is dragged off the track and tipped to one side. Its tread tires stick in the air like the legs of a dead cockroach, its metal hide dented and scorched. The ghost truck didn’t go down without a fight, though. There’s proof enough of that.
Bullet holes pepper the ground, accented by swathes of red. Ain’t nothing new, not really. Group of pirates—at least ten I can see, cooling on the ground—approached the automated truck as it clicked over a checkpoint and got blasted by the turret on the center of its roof. Amateur mistake, that. Any gang hoping to snag a Pac-At truck on the six-six should have known better than to stroll on up. Maybe they were desperate. Maybe they were just real dumb.
Either way, they’d only been dead an hour, tops, and they shouldn’t be rotting like this. The sun speeds things up, sure, but the first corpse I come across is already blackened, skin peeling in putrid curls from his bare arms and face.
None of ’em are familiar to me, so far as I can tell through the rot. I pace through their ranks, marking faces and clothes, looking for anything I recognize. These lot are new to my region. Or had been, before the ghost truck cut them down.
They may not have gotten what they came for, but that truck was still down, and it was my job to discover the fate of its cargo. And to mop up anyone left behind.
My rifle swings from my shoulder strap with ease, a practiced motion. The weight is a comfort in my hands, the smooth wooden stock an old friend. Ammo’s hard to come by for most, but Pac-At keeps me topped up. Never outright. Every month or so I’ll spot a copter cutting through the sky, and lo and behold, there’ll be a fresh cache tucked into a familiar place. Much as they don’t like publicly acknowledging what I do out here, they’d like it even less if I stopped.
The ghost truck’s on its side, so I approach at an angle, cutting across the sleek stretch of smartmetals that make up the track. Somewhere, in a high-rise office on a sea-choked coast, an algorithm on an overfed computer noticed the touch of my weight, the patter of feet, and kicked off an alert: Human on tracks at these coordinates. And somewhere deep in that computer another algorithm told the first to calm its tits—I was a known entity.
Not so much as a stray shadow lurks around the corners of the ghost truck. The turret whirs pathetically, trying to turn but just smacking into the dirt over and over again. I put a bullet in its aiming mechanism, in case it rallies. Last thing I need is a misguided robot taking a potshot at me.
With the turret quiet, I can hear it now—a gentle scraping that’s been nagging at the back of my subconscious. Nothing big could make that noise. I counted on a rat, or a possum. Maybe even a coyote, come to see if any scraps were left after the pirates were gone.
Hadn’t counted on a kid.
The roof of the ghost truck had been cracked open, bleeding wires and insulation onto the ground. Ozone and iron mingle in the air, prickling my nose through the corpse-stench. Emergency red LEDs cast the truck’s interior in a bloody glow. Damned thing’s empty, stripped clean. Save for the kid.
She lies prone on the side of the truck, which is now the floor, partially visible through the crack in the roof. My grip tightens on the rifle. She’s fourteen, maybe fifteen, wearing black from head to toe. Sleek stuff. The kind of modern material pirates can’t afford, let alone keep clean. Her hair is perfectly straight, cut to a razor bob along the line of her chin. There’s not a speck of dust on her. She ain’t no pirate left behind.
She’s cargo.
“Hey, kid,” I say. My throat’s rusty, but my words echo in the otherwise empty truck. She stirs, rolling to her back. Eyes so blue they burn stare up at me out of the reddened dark. Pac-At’s genetic engineering trademark. It’s been a real long time since I’ve seen eyes like hers outside of a mirror.
“You injured?”
The words jerk her upright. She scrambles to her feet, glancing around like a kicked pup, feeling the ground like she’s lost something.
“I have nothing to give you!” she cries.
“I ain’t no pirate, kid. I’m the rescue. From Pac-At. I say again, you injured?”
The girl freezes. Squints at me like she’s never seen another living being before. Maybe she hasn’t. Pac-At can be like that, sometimes.
“You’re with Pac-At?” she asks.
There’s an edge there, a hint of distaste. I decide to play friendly. Rolling my shoulders, I drop the butt of my rifle to the ground and point it up, away from the kid. “More of a mercenary, truth be told. They pay high, I work hard. I recover cargo. Keep it safe.” Murder those trying to steal it.
“Safe.” She rolls the word around as if it’s foreign.
“What’s your name?”
Her gaze flicks side to side. Nervous kid. “Omega.”
I snort and stop just short of saying bullshit. “Who’s Alpha then?”
Her head snaps up, those blue eyes fix me tight. “You know my sister? Is she okay?”
Well then. The pirates grabbed some cargo, after all. I shake my head and sling the rifle back over my shoulder. “I don’t, Omega, I’m sorry. But I’m here to find her and make sure she’s okay. Come on out now, let’s get you squared, then we’ll go get Alpha.”
Omega scuffles toward me, hesitant, blinking against the light leaking in from the roof. She grips each side of the gap, steadying herself. Even her hands are gloved in black, knobby knuckles visible through the thin but sturdy material. She’s all bony angles. Pac-At must not feed her much. “You sure Alpha’s not out there?”
“Ain’t no one here but you and me, kid.”
“Okay,” she says, and steps out into the dust.
I can’t help but think there’s relief in her eyes.
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Omega waits on the other side of the track while I go to check in with my boss. She’s got strict orders not to touch the tracks, or truck, or damned near anything else, really. She doesn’t seem bothered about it. Probably used to taking orders.
SatCom takes a while to dial in, but nothing else is secure enough for Pac-At’s liking. Their equipment; their signal. Perez’s face fades into view through digital snow, and she squints dark eyes at me, as she always does. I don’t bother taking the bandana and goggles off for these calls. Perez has stopped asking.
“Hunter Seven-Four, please report,” she says. There’s no names in my profession. No official trail to follow. I like that just fine.
“Truck’s salvageable,” I say honestly. “Cargo’s gone,” I lie. Footage spools up on the tablet, a quick sweep of the empty inside of the truck I took with my goggle cam. I show Perez a vista of the rotting corpses, too, just to catch her response. A slight tightening of the jaw, nothing more. Perez has always been a cold customer.
“Is the cargo traceable?”
“The pirates are. We’ll see about the cargo. What am I looking for?”
She pushes a wavy mass of brown hair from her eyes, presses her lips together. It’s the most movement I’ve seen out of Perez in years. If she were anyone else, she’d be gibbering on the floor.
“Two human women,” she says after a too-long pause. “They answer to Alpha and Omega. Extremely dangerous, do not allow skin-to-skin contact.”
My lip curls like the black flesh of the pirate corpses. “Understood. Sedation procedure?”
“Standard tranq-and-bind. Contact me again when you acquire the cargo’s location.”
The tablet screen darkens, cut off from the other end. Scanning the scene with my goggle cam, I cross back over to Omega, and cut the feed before she comes into frame. The girl looks up, blue eyes luminous.
“Are you a danger to me?” I ask.
She looks down at her gloved hands, gives me a little shake of her head. “I don’t want to hurt anyone.”
I let my gaze drift over to the pirate corpses. She winces. “That was Alpha.”
Somehow, I believe her. Liars stick out to me like bonfires in the night, and this kid doesn’t have a malevolent bone in her body. Looking at her, I try to frame her as Perez had described her: Woman. Dangerous. I could maybe see dangerous—there’s death in those hands, I’ve no doubt—but woman? Kid’s all bones. And those eyes of hers, they’re too naive. Too jack-rabbit scared.
“Can you jump the track?” I ask.
She eyes it, subconsciously pushing to her toes to stretch her calves. “Yeah.”
“Good. Let’s go. Don’t touch the track.”
“Where are we going?”
“To get you some food, and ask some questions.”
She’s dancer-light on her feet, clears the track in one effortless bound. Sorry, sensory algorithms. No surprise input for you to chew over today.
The Beast ain’t meant for passengers; Pac-At never wants me to bring back pirates as prisoners. Too costly. Too likely to talk to the wrong ears. Omega clambers into the back, wedging gangly teenager legs in among old clothes and bits and bobs I use for repair. She doesn’t complain. Which is good, ’cause I wouldn’t give a shit anyway. Saves us both time.
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Ma Rickets. Picture a woman—sixty, maybe seventy. Had a few kids in her time, husbands long since gone to dust. Owns a diner on the verge of civilization. Cooks a mean canned peach pie. Words like pleasantly plump probably come to mind. Motherly. Rubenesque, even, if you’re of a certain mindset. The woman in your head has short hair, perfectly coiffed and tinted a steely blue-grey. She smiles and she’s got dimples, and she won’t let you leave until you’ve eaten more than your fill.
That ain’t Ma Rickets. Well, maybe that last part.
She’s a skeleton of a woman, flesh sucked in around the bones, ropey muscles bulging against the long smock dress she wears as a uniform. Only thing that gives her a shape that isn’t straight is the cinch of her apron, tied so tight around her waist you wonder if she’s trying to cut herself in twain. Her hair is short, but it’s all in sawed chunks dyed nuclear green. She don’t smile much, because smiling would interrupt her chain-smoking. It’s true about the pie, though.
Beast kicks up a dust plume she can see from the horizon, and as soon as my foot crosses the diner’s threshold, Ma Rickets plunks a gleaming plate of biscuits and gravy on my usual table. The kid gives her pause.
She squints at Omega, nods to herself, sucks down a long drag of her cigarette, and exhales the smoke as she says, “Just a moment.” She’s wearing bunny slippers today. One dingy pink ear flops forlornly as she stomps back to the kitchen.
We sit, and I shove a glass of water toward the kid as I set about dismantling my biscuits. The kid hitches up an eyebrow. I guess she was raised some place with manners.
“Tell me why I just lied for you,” I say.
That eyebrow comes crashing down. Ma Rickets appears over her shoulder, shoves a matching plate in front of the kid, gives me a look, and scuffles off. It happens in an instant, but it’s enough time for the kid to gather herself.
“I don’t know,” she says.
“All right. Let’s start a little simpler. Tell me why you and your sister were in that truck.”
“I don’t know.”
“Take a guess.”
Gravy dribbles down her chin, and every word she speaks is in between bites. Cheeks puffed like a prairie dog, she swallows hard, gulps water, and leans back to look at me. I’ve got the goggles shoved up, the bandana yanked down. Eyes like ours, they’re hard to miss. She nods to herself.
“You know,” she says.
“Pretend real hard that I don’t.” Some things I worked too hard to forget. Far as I’m concerned, my life began the day I set foot on these badlands.
“Pac-At was going to send us to the Atlantic Coalition.”
“Why?”
She rolls bony shoulders. “Corporate summit. There were some people they wanted us to meet.”
My gaze locks on her gloved hands, and she nods. So, Pac-At hasn’t changed much since my tenure. I never really thought they would. They keep me on the books, after all. But they’ve gotten sloppy, sad to say. Some of their enemies must have found out what that truck held, or else suspected strongly enough to risk the attack.
It’s no large leap of logic. It’s always been easier to smuggle undesirables across the land instead of through the sky, and augment checks at airports make air travel even harder for Pac-At’s operatives. Private jets or no, every major city in the world’s got a wide-radius scanner attached to their ATC now, and once those sirens start complaining, they’re real hard to keep quiet.
“You sure you just freelance?” she asks, looking at me hard, wondering what eyes like ours are doing in a skull out here in the middle of nowhere. Designer eyes cost. Designer eyes with a gleam only other Pac-At operatives can see cost more.
“I am.”
“How?”
“Long story,” I say, and wave Ma Rickets down for some coffee.
“This was my first mission,” she says, unprompted, and something clicks into place in my mind. That hesitant shuffle before she stepped out of the truck, the furtive movement of her gaze.
“But not your sister’s.”
“No.”
So. Someone knew Alpha was on that ghost truck. But they hadn’t counted on Omega.
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While the kid’s in the bathroom, Ma Rickets sits herself across from me and drags long and hard on her cigarette.
“Who is she?” she asks.
“Cargo.”
There’s a twitch at the corner of her lips, a subtle thing soon masked by a gust of smoke. Twin plumes spill out from her nostrils as she snorts. Ma Rickets, the dragon of the badlands, is angry with me.
“Augmented operative.” I offer the information as an olive branch. “Got a sister. Pirates took her. I’m going to find her.”
“And then?”
I shrug. She knows how this goes.
Ma Rickets sighs smoke and leans back, tapping ash from her cigarette onto the girl’s scraped-clean plate. There’s a whole lotta knowledge in that stare. Whole lotta pain, too. Ma Rickets ran this diner long before I ever stepped foot across its threshold, and I figure she’ll still be here after I’ve joined the dirt.
Her diner may not have a name, but everyone out here knows it. Pirates, too, though they scatter like tumbleweeds when the Beast kicks up dust enough to let ’em know I’m coming. I think it was an old truck stop, before the highways dried up and the ghost trucks took sharper paths across the land. Doesn’t matter what it was. It’s her territory now, and neutral as the wind.
But she blows in my sails more often than she blows against them.
“New boys?” she asks.
“All the dead ones, at any rate. Truck was riding the six-six. Turret took ’em down.” The other kid took ’em down, too, but that’s not any of Ma Rickets’s concern.
“They’d have to be new to hit the six-six.” She flicks the old cigarette into the remnants of Omega’s gravy and strikes up another. She’s never offered me one. I’ve never asked. “Haven’t had any new peg-legs round here. But I’ve heard some whispers. Ratta’s clan, they were grumbling about a coupla new dumbfucks overdrawing the well out Pesco Ridge way. That’s all I’ve heard.”
“That’ll be enough.”
She levers herself to her feet and shuffles off as the bathroom door swings open. Before the kid can reach the table, I down the dregs of my coffee and stand, pulling the goggles back into place.
“Got a lead. We’re going.”
She crosses her arms over her chest and follows me out to the Beast. Pesco Ridge. Not much out there, save Ratta and her gang. Big place. Lots of brush and rockfall. A real good place to hide.
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Ratta’s burning bonfires tonight, and the ridge is lit up with sienna-and-orange brushstrokes. The whoops of her people echo across the wasteland, big throaty laughs and banjo-and-drum affairs ringing out the night.
Omega sticks her face up close against the windshield, hair swaying. “There’s a lot of people out there.”
There’s a lot of people in here, too—two is one too many, but I shrug and stroke the throttle, angling us so they can’t see the dust. “Not a lot of choice for some folk. You understand.”
She doesn’t, but she nods like she does. I never had much trouble with Ratta’s people. She keeps ’em on a tight leash, only taking what’s needed. Though Ma Rickets won’t say, I’m certain Ratta’s the source of her flour. There’s a lot of shit I’d put up with to keep those biscuits on my plate.
Ratta’s not the type to go looking for a fight unless she’s gotta, and some new blood overdrawing the well is bound to push her to that edge. There’s a frantic note to the music bleeding out of her camp, a riled-up tension. She’s getting ’em ready to strike. Probably not tonight. Tonight they’ll binge. But tomorrow night’s a whole nother story.
I’ll need to have my prize in hand before Ratta hits. No telling what she’d do about Alpha if she stumbled across her. Probably some fool thing, like try to help her out.
But it’s not Ratta’s gang I’m looking for tonight. Out on the other side of the ridge, the brush thickens. Things that a man born to the desert might mistake for trees reach up above the spiny undergrowth, knobby branches scraping at the clear sky.
It’s neutral territory, but not for lack of trying by the gangs in the area. It’s neutral because I say it is. For all their hollering at each other, the pirates don’t do a lot of hollering at me. That’s a real quick way to lose a tongue. New blood won’t know any better, but they’ll learn.
Weathered sandstone gravel spills down from hoodoo spires, making traction a fairy tale. The terrain’s not made for tires. I’d argue it ain’t made for human feet, either, but that’s never stopped me. My feet may look the part, but they stopped being held back by humanity a long time ago.
Low to the ground as she is, it’s easy to cover the Beast in a thicket of spiny grasses. Not so easy to cover your tracks from me, though I don’t think the new gang are trying. Could be they don’t know I’m out here. Could be they don’t care. Wouldn’t be the first group to come to the badlands with some kind of death wish.
The light in their camp gives me pause.
There’s an established color palette to the badlands. Everything out here, including me, is shades of ocher yellow and burnt sienna. This land’s the color of dying metal and old blood, scabs and rust. But the light coming out of that camp is blue, white. The kind of light reserved for the ghost trucks, their silvery metal the only touch of cool in this blasted land.
It’s the kind of light that matches the kid’s clothes—sleek and clean. Light from another place, another time. Light from a part of my life I’ve worked real hard to forget.
But Pac-At ain’t paying me to keep the nightmares at bay. They’re paying me to be the nightmare, and I’ve got a job to do.
Still, I ain’t no fool. Lights like that mean these people have gear, and it ain’t the cheap shit the pirates cobble together. I tell the kid to stay low, stay quiet, and she bobs her head at me, eyes big enough to be lanterns in their own right.
When she follows, even I have a hard time hearing the grit shift beneath her feet.
Pesco Ridge casts long shadows, and those suit me just fine. These new folk, they don’t know the land, don’t know the way their light blinds them to the space around them. They’re in a fishbowl of false security, and I’m peering straight in.
And I don’t like what I’m seeing. The mudstone flat is pockmarked with olive-grey tents, islands of false green. There’s shelter enough for thirty, and thirty there are, but there might as well have been a thousand, for all the equipment they’re carrying.
Time lost meaning to me ages back, so my gauge of what’s “new” and “high-tech” can only be measured against the weapons Pac-At sends me. But that thin point of reference is more than enough to tell me I’m looking at top-of-the-line killing machinery. Not a damn thing has a logo, or a label. These are mercenaries, and it’s been a real long time since I’ve seen their like.
Everybody in the camp wears that same olive green, which means they hadn’t had time to prepare for this, because there ain’t no way mercs that well-equipped would roll out into the badlands with gear that don’t fit the land if they could help it.
O’ course, blending in isn’t really a problem when you’ve got the biggest guns in a thousand miles.
A tent flap pulls aside and a woman steps out into the sharp blue light. Omega makes a small sound, a caught-rat hiss, but I don’t need her squawking to know that’s her sister.
Alpha’s a kid, too. Fifteen, maybe sixteen years old, but it’s hard to tell age when you don’t have sun lines to read like tree rings. Being young doesn’t take away the death in her hands. Doesn’t undo the bodies on the road, rotting before their time.
She lifts her head, scanning the ridgeline, but even her augmented eyes can’t see us through the blinding light of the camp. Maybe she’s gone on missions before, as Omega said, but those ops weren’t out here. She doesn’t know this land, doesn’t know what it means to be without the swaddling of metal and circuits and screens.
Omega shifts, a subtle forward cant to her weight, and I put my hand out, down and back, to hold her still. Keep her quiet. Because that may be her sister out there, but Alpha’s no prisoner.
Alpha gives up her search of the ridge and strides across the camp, skinny legs swinging loose and easy. There’s strength in her step, a surety that the world’s going to keep on spinning below her feet, no matter what happens. She’s the kind of girl who doesn’t look down before she jumps.
Was a time when I moved like that, but that memory’s poison in the well, so I draw it out of me, and cast it aside.
The mercs were sitting around a lamp on their gun crates, eating MREs out of foil bags, but they shoot to attention as she approaches, and that’s all I need to know.
Omega’s hesitant, but she retreats when I do, falling in step until we reach the Beast. She’s quiet, and I prefer it that way, but I know it can’t last. I can feel the pressure of her questions, pushing against her from the inside out, twisting her up inside. Can’t blame her. When she asks the question, I should have been ready for it. But it’s not the one I expected.
“Alpha hired those people, didn’t she?”
Behind the shelter of my bandana, I smile. The motion is strange, a tugging sensation against sunbaked lips. Been a long time since I was pleasantly surprised. I’d expected her to ask what the fuck was going on out there—in gentler words, more than likely—but this kid was quicker than I’d given her credit for.
“She hired you a jailbreak,” I say, and stop, one hand on the steering wheel of the Beast, one hand on the throttle, because what am I supposed to do about that?
I’d expected pirates. Mercs were a whole nother game. And cargo that didn’t want to go home? Wasn’t my territory.
“You want to go back?” I ask, which is a weird thing to say to a crate of Pac-At goods, but the words are out before I can think them through.
“I don’t want to go with those people,” Omega says.
That, I can work with. The throttle jumps in my hand as I swing the Beast around, angling toward the warm glow of Ratta’s camp. She won’t like me stopping by; we aren’t exactly neighborly, but she’s gotta know. Because if she rolls her people into the merc camp tomorrow night, they’re all fucking dead. Pirates are one thing. Mercs are something else.
Something I thought I’d left behind.
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I put the fear of me into Omega and leave her in the Beast with strict orders not to touch a fucking thing. Ratta’s people aren’t going to like me slinking up on their doorstep, and they’d like the look of Omega even less.
The party’s raging as I stroll up the main road, letting grit and gravel crunch beneath my boots. This isn’t something I do, dropping by for a visit, and so I’m walking with my hands out, open, my goggles pushed up to the top of my head so they can see my eyes. But I keep the bandana over my mouth and nose, because fuck them if they think they’re going to get to see the rest of me.
Smart thing to do here probably would have been to leave my weapons behind, but my skin itches when it doesn’t have the weight of the rifle strap across it, and it’s not like the rifle and the knives and the darts are the worst weapons I’m carrying. The worst weapons I’ve got, those can’t be taken away.
The walk helps me remember why I’m doing this, why I’m sticking my neck out for people I’d kill at the drop of a hat, if circumstances were otherwise. Ratta’s no fool, and she’s planned the walk up to her camp’s main gate well. On either side of the road, crops grow. What passes for crops out here in this pitstain of the world, anyway.
Nopales cluster together in rows, their paddle-shaped pads prickly, but thick with the water Ratta protects above all else. Mixed in between the rows of cactus are low, shrubby things. Look like they might be weeds, to those who don’t know better, but they’re dryroots. A cultivar of this burnt world that sips water from the air and drives insects away with the oils on their spiny leaves. Not good eating, they’re mealy and bland, but they’re nutrient-rich, and you’ll eat damn near anything when scurvy’s on the line. The whole arrangement could look quaint, if it weren’t for the barbed wire crowning the fence and the gun turrets staring out into the night.
Ratta’s people ain’t peaceful. You don’t end up out here because you like the quiet. But they get along together all right. Help one another out, protect their borders, grow food. They only touch the ghost trucks when they’re desperate, and when they do, I make it hurt, but more often than not they keep to themselves.
The party may be wild, but Ratta’s not so loose with her people that she forgot to set a watch. Two men clog the main gate, plunked there like boulders, and from the look of them I wouldn’t be surprised to find literal granite somewhere in their family line. They’ve got arms like tanks, all tatted up with Ratta’s clan marks and a bunch of iconography that probably means something badass to them, but it ain’t shit to me.
Takes ’em a while to see me. Too long. If those mercs decide to roll on Ratta’s camp directly, then they’re well and truly fucked.
“Who the fuck are you?” Left-Boulder says, pointing a semiauto at my chest.
I wait. Give it a beat. Ain’t no point in wasting my breath here. The kid’s already got me talking more than I like.
“Fuck, it’s The Burner,” Right-Boulder says, realization making him step back. Making him clutch his gun a little tighter. I could tell him to relax, that nothing he could do would actually protect him from me so it’d be easier not to try, but I doubt that’ll help his nerves.
“Ma Rickets calls me Riley,” I say, and watch as they chew on that, no doubt wondering if it’s a trap.
“All right,” Left says. “What the fuck do you want, Riley?”
Now that, that makes me smile again, and the bandana pulls tight against my skin. My poor lips are getting a workout today.
“Need to talk to Ratta.”
“She’s busy.”
“Not too busy for me.”
They deliberate longer than I’d like, torn between their loyalty to their boss and their absolute terror of letting me anywhere near them, their camp and, probably, Ratta herself. The wait grates on me—I ain’t used to standing still when there’s work that needs doing—but I bear it in silence.
Not out of mercy, mind. The only thing that keeps those two rocks alive despite wasting my time is the simple fact that killing my way to Ratta’s doorstep would be counterintuitive to my message of warning.
“We’ll ask her,” Left says.
“You’ll bring me to her right the fuck now,” I say, because playing nice can only last so long, and these rockheads are running out my internal patience.
“Fine,” Right says, then finds his spine and decides to try it out. “But you gotta drop your weapons.”
I meet each of those stares with my blue, glacial eyes. Though they ain’t Pac-At and can’t see the sheen of a special operative, they know what those eyes mean, all the same, because they know me. Know of me. I’ve been out on these badlands long enough to have been the story their daddies told them over firelight. I’m their bogeyman. Their knock in the dark. And the only damn reason I’m even here is because, again, I’m pretty sure Ratta is where Ma Rickets gets her flour.
The things I’ll do for biscuits.
The lies I’ll tell myself.
“All right,” Left says, wary, once Right has been quiet too long and it’s obvious I ain’t got anything else to say. “Let’s go. But you make one wrong move, and we’ll shoot you dead, understand?”
It wouldn’t do any good, and they all know it, but I let them carry the lie in their hearts a little longer, because I know how good lying to yourself can feel. I’m a killer. I ain’t mean.
“Let’s go.”
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Ratta was the real deal, once, though she’d take offense to that. The kind of woman that could move empires, command boardrooms. Don’t know how in the hell she ended up in this broken land—and I ain’t ever been bored enough to ask—but her fall hasn’t changed what she is, at the core. A heartless bitch.
We could have been friends, maybe. If people like us could ever have those.
“What the fuck?” she asks, easy as if she were saying let us begin to a room full of venture capitalists.
The boulders leave me at the door to her meeting room. She’s sitting cross-legged on a woven mat of local grass, both hands palm-down on the low table in front of her as she squints up at me. Corrugated metal walls nailed to splintered planks of wood keep the weather out, and she’s hung textiles stained with chokeberry dye. It’s unsettling for me, being in here. Feels too much like a home. Like it’s permanent. Meant for comfort. Closest thing I got to a house is the Beast, and she ain’t meant for getting cozy.
“I know what you’re planning, Ratta,” I say, trying to be nice about it because hey, I don’t do a lot of this, and I need her to listen. “You’re gonna raid that camp. They’ll slaughter you. Won’t be no contest.”
Unlike the rest of her camp, she ain’t drunk. She’s been drinking, sure, maybe a shot or two to kick off whatever toast she gave that got this party rolling in the first place, but Ratta is stone-cold sober, and the twist to her lips tells me she doesn’t like what she’s hearing.
“Those morons overpulled the north well. I don’t know who the hell they think they are, but I can’t let that stand. They used the water to wash the dust off their vehicle, for fuck’s sake. Water for water. The blood of the washers will go to the earth and those who survive will learn their place here. Learn respect for my property.”
“They ain’t staying. These ain’t new blood you can cow into licking your boots. I’ve been out there. I’ve seen their gear unloaded. They’re mercs. They’re here to take what they’ve been paid to take. Won’t think twice about crushing you to do it. Camp o’ dead pirates might even add to their pay.”
“They’re mercs? That’s what you’re trying to scare me away from? Come on now, Burner. I’ve seen them. My scouts have counted their number. We’ll crush them. Or are you afraid we’ll recover what they took off the ghost truck? That you won’t be able to collect your bounty for your precious Pac-At?”
“Ratta, you cross what they took from the ghost truck, you won’t live long enough to see me take it from you.”
She narrows her eyes, taps dirty fingernails against the table. “It’s a weapon?”
“It’s a girl.”
“Like you?”
“Worse.”
Ratta rocks back, sucking on her lips, tongue bulging against her cheek as she considers me. She don’t like the warning. No dictator likes being told what to do, and even though Ratta tries to do right by her people, she’s still the leader here. Could be a tyrant, if the winds swung that way. They haven’t, yet. Day they do, I’ll come for her. She knows it. I know it. Some things are just as natural as breathing, and don’t need to be said.
“Hmm. It’s too early for a replacement. We could really use someone like you. The Beysian Boys have been kicking at our fields lately. Could do with someone who could scare them away.”
“That girl can’t be controlled,” I say. “Pac-At lost her, for fuck’s sake. She won’t play puppet to you.”
“Wasn’t talking about the girl.”
She eyes me, and it takes a while to click, because I’d never considered she was quite that stupid.
“No.”
“Why not?” She leans forward, fingers spreading against the table. She’s winding up to give me a sales pitch. I’ve heard them all before, but I let her say her piece, if only because it might make her more liable to listen to me about the mercs. “We’ve got real stability here. Buildings, latrines, running water. Even got a new solar generator in the works. Things are good here. Stable, if not completely safe. And if you joined with us, then they’d be a whole lot safer.”
I wait to see if she’s done, then shake my head. “I’ve had stable. Didn’t like it much.”
She sneers, and this time she lets me see her teeth, lets her lips arch up so the filed points of her incisors show. All pretense of polite negotiation drops away, which is just the way I like it, thank you. The people out here, maybe they ain’t all bad, but there’s a reason you end up in my corner of the six-six, a reason a woman like Ratta—fierce, talented, visionary—rolls up in the dust, and it ain’t because you got on so well with the people back home.
The cities of the devoured coasts don’t tolerate dissent. I know. I used to enforce those rules, too.
“You’re going to fucking die, you know that?” she snaps the words out, fingers curling against the table until her dirty nails claw the wood. “Pac-At’s going to send you into something you can’t handle, then shrug their damn shoulders when you paint the ground red and tuck your corpse away to make room for a new operative. Maybe that one will have some damn sense.”
It’s an odd outburst, even for Ratta, and it takes me by surprise, mostly because I never figured that she gave a shit.
“You don’t stop tomorrow’s raid, you’ll be dying first.”
Her jaw flexes. “Fight with us.”
“This warning’s all you get.”
The heat off Ratta’s scowl is enough to singe my back, but I don’t mind. She can stare me down all she likes as I turn around, stalking through her warren of corrugated rooms and out into the night. This time, I move light. The two boulders don’t so much as twitch as I slip past them, make my way through the camp’s narrow alleys, and drop over a fence into the edge of one of Ratta’s fields.
Something gives me pause. Makes me turn back around and eye the chain-link fence that hems in the ragged outer edge of the camp, makes me peek through the thin planks of wood and grass woven through the links.
Camp’s still loud, it’s always loud, but tonight it’s boisterous with prefight bravado. The kind of frantic verbal masturbation one does to pump themselves up for an impossible task. There’s a hitch in my chest, a barb sticking, and I don’t understand it.
Those people ain’t my problem, ain’t my responsibility. If they came for one of the ghost trucks, I’d put them down without thinking. Already have. There are people in there whose loved ones I’ve killed. Whose mommas I’ve put in the dust.
The scent of milkweed crushed underfoot mingles with the smoke from their campfires and brushes against me, reaching through the bandana yanked tight over my mouth and nose. A cactus-needle prickle races up my skin, scratches the back of my memories.
It ain’t Ratta’s people that have tangled in my chest. It’s this place. This land. It’s gotten in my blood, and those mercs, they’re going to fuck it all up.
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Omega keeps quiet as I drive us out, away from Ratta’s camp and the mercs and the pockets of smaller gangs and communes. Maybe she senses my mood, or maybe she’s just run out of things to say, but either way is fine by me. I’ve done enough talking in the last twenty-four hours for a lifetime. My throat scratches, and even my canteen won’t soothe that ache. Not tonight.
Maybe I should have left the kid with Ma Rickets or, hell, even Ratta, but that’d paint a target on their backs and, frankly, I don’t trust anyone else to handle the kid but me. She’s not Alpha, she didn’t set those raiders to rot. But she’s her, and that means something, and I haven’t quite worked out what that is, yet.
Maybe because I haven’t worked out what it means to be me.
No. That was Ratta getting in my skull. Shaking my confidence. Tempting me with words like home and stability because I’m a weapon she wants added to her arsenal, a poisoned blade to set on the mantel and trot out for visitors that need intimidating. I’ve been that showpiece. I won’t be it again.
The crunch under the Beast’s tires lessens as she slides onto better-worn tracks. I don’t make a secret of any of my hideouts’ locations; I ain’t that kind of paranoid. And anyway, no one’s stupid enough to come looking for me, not even my enemies. We’ve got a balance, out here. They take from the ghost trucks, and most of the time I catch ’em, but that’s the price of life in the badlands. It’s nothing personal. Sometimes I can even recover the cargo before the blood starts.
Well, I say sometimes. It’s rare. No point in lying about that.
It helps that most of the locals don’t have vehicles, at least none that can handle the terrain on the fringes, where I like to lay my head. You gotta get through some rough ground and around a couple smashed-up mesas before the road smooths, and even then there’s gullies and tumbleweed to deal with. I don’t exactly perform maintenance on the road. Can’t think of a thing I’ve fixed in recent memory that ain’t the Beast. Breaking things is more my nature.
The Beast shivers as I drive her below a thin outcropping of greasy shale that keeps her body out of the direct assault of daylight. Her engines murmur gratefully to rest, and I swing out, linking up the solar panel connections before tossing the panels on top of the shale jut. Sometimes, when the light’s good, I can make out dark splotches in the rock. Memories of plant life, before the sun burned all things lush in this area away.
And that sun’s coming back, soon. Pink tinges the horizon, a muted threat. I work fast, ignoring Omega as she shuffles around behind me, holding one arm with one hand, the girl so damn tired she can barely keep her head up.
“Follow,” I tell her, “put your feet exactly where I do.”
She nods, eyes blurry, and picks her steps with deliberate care as I stride around the outcropping to one of my many bolt-holes. Pac-At keeps trying to send me tents, prefabs. State-of-the-art constructions designed to go up in a hurry and stay up as they keep the heat out and the cool of the night in.
But they’re all shit compared to plain old stone, something those mercs are going to find out real soon, as the horizon grows redder. It ain’t killing-hot out during the day, not yet, but it’s bad enough to make anyone who lives a moment out here want to turn nocturnal. With my eyes allowing me to see in the dark, the time of night I operate makes no difference.
Omega doesn’t even realize I’ve led her through a minefield until she reaches the threshold of my den. The cave punches down into the ground at a steady, easy angle, carved out by my own pickaxe and, I admit, a touch of plastic explosive.
Stepping into the shadow of the cave changes the texture of the air, makes you feel the memory of moisture and cold, the rumors of rain this scorched stretch of land hasn’t seen in decades.
The kid hesitates in the entrance, frowning at the ground she’d walked over as if she’d just caught up with a joke and didn’t like the punch line.
“What were we avoiding?”
“Frag mines.”
Her eyes go wide, and she turns her head to stare at the thin curtain hanging from the top of the cave’s mouth, as if that’s the only door. “Wouldn’t that kill you, too?”
I shake my head. “Curtain’s for the breeze. Living space is around a bend in the cave. Those go off, I’m covered by six feet of sandstone.”
“How many dens like this do you have?” she asks, twitching the curtain aside to peer around the corner.
“Enough.”
How many holes I have in the ground to scuttle into ain’t any of her business. Omega will be gone soon enough, after all. Crated up and shipped back to Pac-At where she’ll be retrained, disciplined, then sent back out into the world to shake hands with those Pac-At would rather have rotting in the dirt.
It’s barking strange, though. Because the way she creeps around corners and flinches at shadows ain’t the way an operative trained by Pac-At should act. Not one ready to be sent out into the field, at any rate. Maybe they thought Alpha would make up the balance for her skittishness, but Pac-At doesn’t make plays based on hope.
They loaded Alpha and Omega up in that ghost truck and sent them east for a reason. I’m starting to wonder if part of that reason didn’t start and end out here, in the badlands.
Pac-At, they’ve got their fingers in everything. They’d know Alpha was thirsting for a fight. They’d have seen Omega wasn’t quite fitting their mold. They’d known all that, and sent them out anyway, and that kinda negligence, that’s not them.
“Spare bedroll’s to your left, don’t touch anything else,” I say. “I got a call to make. Best thing you can do now is sleep.”
Before she can give me any guff, I pick my way back through the minefield. Fat-bellied vultures flap lazily overhead, their long shadows spilling across the dried and broken earth. They rise with the sun, most days, but they’re gone by noon, then out again with the dusk. Only thing that looks like clouds anymore, their pustulant-spattered feathers shining in the too-bright sun.
They come out to claim that which died in the night, and it’s my work that’s feeding them more often than not. I think that’s why they stick close. Why every morning, when the sun turns its glare to the land, they’re above me, waiting, having made their nests somewhere nearby my ever-changing burrows. Maybe they can smell the blood on me, even when I wash. A trail of meat following me home.
That’s what Ratta don’t get. I don’t stop being me, just because I’m living somewhere new. There’s always the blood and the vultures and the promise of death in my hands.
The interior of the Beast is quiet, familiar, the seat bending beneath my weight just so. I sit there a moment, absorbing the old comfort, and wondering. Wondering what the hell I’ve done. Omega, she might be skittish and out of her depth, but she’s Pac-At property. And her age, which seemed so impossibly young when she’d been curled in the back of that ghost truck, didn’t seem so young at all when viewed through the lens of Alpha. Sure, Alpha had a year on the kid, but a year alone didn’t account for the deadly confidence she’d carried herself with through that merc camp.
These kids were killers. Foolish of me to think otherwise. I should know.
SatCom takes a few minutes to get Perez on the line, and this time I leave my goggles up, watching the outline of my face on the shiny black surface of the tablet. Dirt rings around my eyes, smears down from my cheeks to my lips, where the bandana tugged on it, in an ombré of filth.
I don’t spend much time looking at myself. The faint reflection in the shadowy glass is enough to give me pause. Thought I’d be older, somehow. Thought my time out here in the badlands would be measured in kills, not years. The face in the glass is too young to be right. Too close to Omega, not enough Alpha in my bearing. I snort. More foolishness.
Perez’s face fills the screen and it twitches and judders, the camera held low in her hands, angled up at her face. Thick headphones cover her ears and arc over her head. The coiled wire connecting them to her tablet swings in and out of view like a hangman’s rope. She’s cranked the audio filters up, and the headphones do a lot of heavy lifting, but there’s no hiding she’s on a helicopter.
“Status report,” she says. Wooden. Cold. I’d thought the sight of my eyes would shake her, but she’s too preoccupied with whatever’s going on in the copter.
“I located the kid.” I watch her nostrils flare as she notes the singular. “She’s hunkered down with a group of mercs up Pesco Ridge way, and she ain’t no kidnap victim. Kid’s happy as shit to be there. Guess she planned it.”
It’s more than I usually say, and that more than anything draws Perez’s attention. She squints down at me, and I guess she really is above me, somewhere in the world.
“Only one of them?” she asks.
I roll a shoulder. “Could be another one hiding in that camp, but I don’t see ’em.”
“Take out the mercenaries. The cargo must be recovered.”
“About that.” My fingers twitch toward the knife strapped to my hip, but I stop myself. “There’s thirty, easy, and one of me. If that kid’s working with the mercs, then there’s thirty mercs and another me against… me. Don’t much like those odds.”
“They shouldn’t be a problem for you.”
“You want me to capture another operative. That’s a problem.”
Her lips part, a fine line wrinkling her forehead. “I’m sorry, are you having moral reservations about your current assignment?”
“No, ma’am, I’m having reservations about the success level of my current assignment. An operative and a camp full of mercs? That’s not a solo job.”
“There are no operatives currently available to assist you.”
“Then you’re not getting your girl back.”
Perez’s eyes go stone cold. “You do not want to test the boundaries of your freedom.”
The call cuts out.
My reflection stares back at me, murky in the black glass; the only thing sharp enough to make out are my eyes. Twin spheres of glacial blue, floating in the darkness. They’re not even my eyes, not really. I think mine were brown, before Pac-At got their hands in me, but I can’t recall. Brown seems a safe bet. If they were still brown, then I could pretend this land owned me. Pretend I had sandstone in my bones and resinous sap in my veins.
But eyes like mine, eyes like the kid’s, they cost. And that’s a price I’ve always paid.
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Gunfire wakes me before my rest is over. By all accounts I shouldn’t be able to hear those shots. They’re miles away, high-velocity rounds peppering the bedrock of Ratta’s camp. Peppering the bodies of her people. But my instincts have long since fallen into sync with the way of this land, and the sense of something being wrong grabs me by the throat and yanks me out of bloody dreams into an even bloodier reality.
That’s all right. I prefer my violence in the real world.
I took my rest in the front seat of the Beast, so I’ve got my hand on the quick release for the solar chargers by the time it occurs to me I’m missing something. The kid. Can’t leave her here, in case this is a distraction to draw me out, get around me and get to her. Don’t much want to take her, either, but maybe those hands will be useful in a fight. She has to learn sometime. Might as well be today.
I’ve got the solar panels folded and shoved in the back of the Beast when she pokes her head out of the cave, blue eyes huge as a dried lake bed, fingers tangled up in the flimsy curtain covering the entrance.
“What is that?”
“You can feel it, too?”
“It’s like tiny pinpricks, all over my body.”
I stare at her for a real long time, wondering, again, why exactly these girls are here, right now. What they were doing in that truck, hauling for the coast. What I know is enough to make it all sound plausible—can’t fly people like us into the cities, the detectors are too good, gotta sneak us in the old way, across the land. So sure, crate up two Pac-At operatives and ship ’em, I see that. I get that.
What I don’t get is how she can feel the land, like I can. How those mercs just happened to take the truck down in my territory, leaving bodies that looked like pirates in the dust.
It all feels like bait. Like a trap. But what for? The pressure of the assault on Ratta’s camp swells within me, virulent. If it’s a trap for me, then it’s a damn good one, because I can’t even see why in the black hells Pac-At would bother. They’ve got trackers in me. They can drop me at any time, ram a missile in one of my burrows. Blow up the Beast. Maybe they were just checking to see what I’d do, if the cargo left a bad taste in my mouth.
And if that was the test, I’d already failed it. Already lied when I told them I didn’t have Omega. I still can’t feel out why I did that. Kid said she don’t want to hurt anyone, and I believe her, but people like me, we don’t have protective instincts. They only get in the way.
“That’s the badlands,” I tell her, because even if this girl is bait, I don’t think she’s witting. “Gets under your skin. Those mercs are hitting Ratta’s camp.”
“Alpha?”
Her voice is tight, thready. She doesn’t want to believe Alpha would slaughter innocent people, and that’s going to be a hard lesson for her, but it ain’t my problem. Anyway, the air smells clean. If Alpha’s fighting with the mercs, she hasn’t started rotting bodies yet.
“Don’t know. Probably. Let’s go.”
She doesn’t hesitate, and her steps are perfectly placed as she navigates the miniature minefield on my doorstep. Bodies like ours are hardwired to remember a path, but the ease with which she does it gives me pause, because I don’t think she was focused on remembering last night. Hadn’t even realized what we’d been walking through, until it was already over.
“Remember the way so easily?” I ask, sliding into the Beast.
She lifts one shoulder. “I didn’t even have to think about it.”
Omega feels the land better than I do, and the realization puts a knot in my belly I haven’t felt in years. Kid was made for this land. There’s only one reason Pac-At would give the kid a sense for the land I patrol, and that reason doesn’t bode well for my future longevity. I was the best, top of the line, deftest hand in the whole damn org, until I walked away.
Being past tense is a hard thing to swallow.
I wonder if the kid even knows, but that’s a worry that’ll have to wait. The Beast’s throttle tensions as I pour on the power, gunning her hard toward Ratta’s camp. Oily smoke smears the naked blue horizon, and I pull up my bandana to cut the smell.
They ain’t burning people, not yet, but the smoke carries the resinous touch of plant life, and that might as well be a slaughter, because Ratta’s people need that food. The badlands don’t provide, not to people who can’t force it into line. Without those fields, her camp’s already dead. The dying’s just going to take a little longer.
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When we’re close enough in, the fires take shape. It ain’t just the fields they put the torch to; the camp’s fence is shuddering with flame, metal creaking as the heat forces the chain link to warp around the thin wooden slats—practically kindling—woven through. The mercs may not have the numbers to take on a camp as large as Ratta’s, not one-to-one, but they don’t need force when they’ve got tactics.
I should have seen it coming. Should have warned Ratta that her party last night would have been noticed. That they’d wait until her people exhausted themselves and come in the day, not wait until everyone was recovered and ready to fight.
Not that Ratta would have listened, but then maybe I’d feel less like coyote shit about the whole thing.
I kill the Beast’s engine below a covering of acacia trees and leap out, looping around to grab my gear from the back hatch. Omega’s on my heels, because she’s got nowhere else to be, and I wonder if I should leave her here. Tuck her into the Beast with a pistol and tell her to keep her head down. Or maybe just give her a pack of provisions and tell her to run.
But I brought her for a reason, even if I don’t like it. She’s a potential weapon. A bargaining chip. And I’m going to need every tool I’ve got.
“You know how to fight?”
“I…” She chews her lip, takes the pistol I shove at her, and turns it over in her hands. “I’ve been trained.”
“Not an answer.”
“Yes,” she admits, after a grueling pause in which I’d much rather be running my way into the camp. “But if Alpha’s out there…”
“You let me handle her.”
She nods, those huge eyes stuck to me like sap, and I can’t help wondering if Omega wants me to kill her sister so she doesn’t have to. Pac-At doesn’t fuck around. Alpha hired mercs to get her off that truck, and as soon as they have her, they’ll destroy her. Likely, they’ll order Omega to do it herself and call it a win, because making Omega be the one to put her sister down might toughen her up.
Not my problem. Neither is Ratta’s camp, not technically. But I figure I got a chance to kick the mercs in the teeth while they’re distracted with Ratta’s gang, so I’ll take it. Might even get me close enough to bag and tag Alpha, too. The kid might be made for the land, but her sister don’t fit. Alpha’s a splinter needing to be excised before it festers.
“Stay close,” I tell her as I start jogging toward the fight. “And stay quiet. Weapons down, gloves off until they realize we’re there. Understood?”
She nods, and then she drops away as I pick up speed, sprinting onto the main road and into the cover of the smoke. Nopales burn right up to the road, so hot and violent I can hear the juice in their pads boiling, green flesh bursting to smear vital nutrients into the scorched dirt.
The mercs aren’t hanging close to the fire. It’s too hot and thick, the smoke choking. They think that fire will keep this approach clear, that it’ll cover their backs as they cluster up in the main entrance, hunkered down behind their vehicle, taking shots over the roof at anyone who tries running for the road. Running to put the fire out.
They’d be right, under normal circumstances. Most people’d choke half to death in this conflagration. Even the kid starts coughing behind me. The fire’s so loud it covers the sound of her hacking.
But there’s a reason they call me The Burner.
I yank the gloves from my hands with my teeth and let them drop to the ground, disappearing into dust. The goggles and bandana keep the smoke out, but my lungs burn anyway, fingers tingling in anticipation as I flex my hands in the empty air. I’ve more control than most; the augments lurking beneath my flesh wait for me to call on them, they don’t run ahead without my will to give me some sick version of the Midas touch, but when I call, they’re eager. Heat fills me up and I revel in it.
Five mercs are hunkered down behind their vehicle and I’m among them before they ever see me coming. They’re covered up, but my hand slips beneath the scarf tugged around the neck of the nearest, grips tight, squeezing his throat, and then I’m gone, because a touch is all I need.
The first reels back, slams into a second, but I’m onto the third, jabbing two fingers into his eye. One of ’em shouts and that’s fine by me, I’m already moving on, grabbing the knife strapped to my hip as the fourth merc swings around, levels his semiauto at me. My kick tosses the weapon to the dust and then I’m gutting him, a straight rip from groin to throat.
Two left. The fallen second man shoves the corpse of his buddy off him and finds his feet. Rage makes the veins on his neck bulge and it’s a real shame for him that I can see that, because that means he lost his scarf. Should have invested in sturdier equipment. He goes down like the first.
My knife finds the belly of the last man just as he swings for me, almost connecting an armored fist with my face, but not quite. I duck aside, but lose my grip on the blade. I’m not sure if being gutted or burned from the inside out is the worse way to go, but this man’s going to find out. I shove one hand into the open wound on his stomach.
His guts are warm around my bare fingers, his innards quivering with the too-fast beat of his heart as my augments ramp up, pouring heat into his body.
I don’t look at my victims much. It’s not that their faces haunt me, nothing like that, it’s just that I’m usually moving so fast that stopping to smell the roses isn’t an option until it’s all over.
With this one, I have time. With this one, I get to enjoy it.
He’s a fighter, and he reaches for a weapon at his hip, but it’s already too late. My augments go for the central nervous system first, burn it out, make you a drooling husk long before the flames start. Maybe that was a kindness, in my design. Maybe that was so that my victims wouldn’t feel it as their bodies burned away. Don’t matter to me, either way. From a tactical standpoint, all it means is that they stop moving long before they die.
The flames aren’t far behind.
The merc jerks, his dark skin dumping sweat, eyes going glassy and white as the life boils out of him. His weight grows heavy on my hand but I hold on, a rib scraping against the back of my wrist. Thin lines crack his skin, black soot racing through his veins, the coal of his heart burning out as his flesh shrivels, convulses, transmutes to ash. For a second there he looked like the baked riverbeds of the badlands, like he might belong here after all.
I suppose he does, now. Ain’t no one coming to claim his ashes.
“Burner!”
The body sloughs off my hand as I spin around, ducking to take cover behind the mercs’ truck, but I needn’t have bothered. It’s just Left-Boulder, hunkered down behind a stack of crates not too far from me. The fence hasn’t caught fire on this side, yet; the flames are mostly on the nopales side of the camp, and so he’s got his back to the wood-woven slats, which is real stupid if he thinks that’s keeping him covered.
“Get over here.” I growl the words out, put my hands down against the ground so he knows they’re not meant for him.
It takes him a beat to get the hint, then he pops up from behind the crates and sprays suppressive fire in toward the camp and makes a mad dash for the cover of the mercs’ truck. Bullets chew up the ground at his heels, but he makes it, sweating and puffing as he drops down to the ground and presses his back against the hot metal of a hubcap.
“Ratta’s got the bulk of our forces holding the water pump, but they’re not going to hold out much longer if the fire in the nopales gets around to their backs. The walls are corrugated metal. It’s a fucking oven.”
He notices Omega, then. I’d almost forgotten about the kid, but the scowl that takes over his face and the fear that jerks him up reminds me clear enough. His hand is on his pistol, swinging it around to the kid when I snap out a single word.
“Stop.”
He freezes. Sweat slides from his temples and drips off his chin. “That bitch is working with the mercs.”
“This kid’s sister is working with the mercs. Kid’s on our side.”
“She’s—they’re both—”
“Yes. So I suggest you don’t fucking try to shoot her.”
He licks his lips. Puts the weapon down. Tries to find his focus again. Left-Boulder is doing pretty well, all things considered.
“We gotta put that fire out,” he says. “Water’s no good for it, can’t spare it, but we got salt sacks from the dead lakes. That should do it.”
Maybe not holding it together that well, after all. He’s fucking delusional.
“That field’s already gone,” I say, watching the tendons along his neck and jaw twitch. “Fire’s too hot. And you want to salt your own damn field?”
“We could… get shovels.…”
“You do that, if it makes you feel better. Where’s the other one? Where’s the kid’s sister?”
He chews his lip a moment, and I stop just short of cranking my augments down so I can shake the information out of him.
“Trying to get into the pump house with the mercs. They want to do something to the water, foul it up.”
My blade shines in the afternoon sun as I wipe it clean on the clothes of one of the mercs. “Then we won’t let them.”
He eyes me, real slow and wary, and I can’t blame him. No doubt he’d been listening at Ratta’s door when we’d talked, no doubt he’d thought I’d turn round and fight for Pac-At the second he revealed the presence of the other operative.
But he don’t know me well, or at least he’s learning he don’t, and I can see all the mean, bitter, twisted thoughts he’s ever had about me tangle up with the person he’s seeing, now. The person he’s called The Burner his whole life, and he’s starting to think maybe he’s been wrong.
He hasn’t. I’m all those nasty things he thinks, and then some.



12
The mercs are scattered out around the pump house, holding their ground. They’re waiting for Ratta’s people to either break and try to negotiate, or to get flushed out by the heat at their backs. I can’t see Alpha in the press, and that’s probably for the best, because the kid has her gloves off now, and a look in her eye like she might be a killer, after all. Her sister would just make her doubt. Make her slow.
We dart in, augments singing through our veins, vibrating against our skulls, and the mercs drop into burning and rotting heaps. The kid’s quick for being unpracticed in the field, her training sinking its claws in tight as she works protocols I recognize. Sweep the perimeter. Flit in and out. Don’t get surrounded.
But I’m older, meaner, and by the time she’s dropped five, I’ve dropped ten, and then it’s just mopping up.
Thing is, we ain’t invincible. Gouges and bruises and a few bullet punctures, too, decorate our bodies. Kid’s got a nasty gash running from the side of her jaw up to her temple, and it’s bleeding like only a head wound can. But the augments do more than deal death. They hum away, sealing us up, slowing the flow and pumping us full of stimulants and painkillers until we feel so damn unstoppable we think we can kill the world.
When the ground’s nothing but rot and char, there’s still no sign of Alpha. I scan the area, searching, and it hits me. The way we started off, I was dropping two bodies to Omega’s one. But she’d leaned into her training, blossomed in blood, and now that it’s over there’s more rot than ash on the ground.
“You see Alpha?” I ask.
Kid shakes her head, eyes huge with something that might be excitement, might be elation. This was what she’d been made for. Operatives like us, we don’t really come alive until we’re in the field.
Training scenarios are all fine and dandy, but it’s real blood on your hands that kicks the reward systems hardwired into us into overdrive. I grin at her, because I remember what that first time is like, and even though the bandana is over my mouth, her senses are cranked up enough that she catches the crinkling at the corners of my eyes, interprets it correctly, and grins back.
I wave the kid back so she doesn’t get her head blown off and stalk up to the doors of the pump house. They’ve been watching from the windows, hailing down gunfire when it suited them, so they know the kid’s not Alpha, but still. She saved their asses. They don’t get to pump lead into her just because they’re feeling jumpy.
My wrist braces clang against the metal door as I pound on it with my forearm. The half-rusted steel is hot enough to feel through my padding.
“Ratta, problem’s handled. Get the fuck out of there before you boil to death in your own sweat.”
The door swings open and Right-Boulder is on the other side, leaning hard against the door, sweat pouring down his body to mingle with the blood spilling out his thigh, making a pink slurry that stains his clothes the lurid colors of spring. He wipes his wrist across his forehead, and when he speaks, his voice is little more than a strained whisper.
“Ratta’s hurt. Bad.”
It shouldn’t bother me, but it does. The faces of the people hiding in the pump house aren’t pirate faces, not mostly. They’re settlers, after a fashion, and they’re scared. Real scared. Because they’ve come out here to live a way the coasts don’t like, and now their crops are burning and their leader’s bleeding.
“Show me.”
He yanks the door open wide and leads me into the sweltering dark. Ratta’s people shuffle out, reluctant to leave their leader, but unable to bear the steadily mounting temperature any longer. I can’t blame ’em. Every breath I take sears my throat, tickles my augments, tempting them to flare back to life.
Ratta’s pushed herself up between some crates so she’s sitting, staring dead at me as Right-Boulder shoves aside a plastic tarp. Her back is against a wide pipe, possibly the coolest place in the building, but it’s not doing her much good. Cold can’t put the blood back in your veins.
Someone had attempted to bandage her guts, but her hands are wrapped over those blood-soaked rags, the fabric so saturated I can’t tell what it used to be. She stares at me, hard, sweat making her countenance radiant, and I think for a second she’s already dead, she just died with her eyes open. It’d be kinder.
But then she pulls her lips back. Breathes. Sneers at me with all those pointy teeth.
“The Burner saved us all.”
“Maybe not you,” I say, crossing my arms.
“If you’d joined us, it wouldn’t have come to this.”
“If I’d agreed to fight with you, you still would have been sleeping off your damn party when they hit you. It’d change nothing.”
“If you’d stayed the night here—”
“Never would have.”
She stares at me so long I expect to hear her breath rattle out its last, but then she nods, body shuddering from the pain of movement. The skin around her lips has gone grey, and there’s a tremor in her hands that speaks of shock.
“You got them? All of them?”
“All but the girl.”
She spits blood on the ground, and the young woman crouched beside her, hands bloodied from trying and failing to contain Ratta’s wound, tsks.
“Where’s your doctor?” I ask.
“Gally’s dead,” Ratta says. “First one they took out.”
The name Gally means nothing to me. I couldn’t even tell you how old they were, or what pronoun they claimed. Maybe I’d seem ’em, at some point. More than likely I’d sent them plenty of patients over the years, but if I’d stepped into this camp and someone asked me to find Gally, find their doctor, I couldn’t have done it. Wasn’t any of my business what Ratta did with her ill and injured. But the mercs wouldn’t be so lax. They’d get their targets set in stone long before they struck.
I find it a little funny that those mercs probably knew more about her camp’s details from their one night of reconnaissance than I’ve bothered to learn in all my years living off the badlands. Ratta catches the evidence of my smirk along the edges of my bandana and scowls.
“Is there anything you can do?” the woman crouched beside Ratta asks.
Asks me. I stare at her in bewilderment. I’m no doctor, no healer of any kind. My hands bring death, and death alone. I take my hits, that’s true, and I manage those wounds myself, for the most part.
My augments take care of most of the real work, though. The sealing up of delicate connections, the purifying of infection. I don’t know shit about first aid aside from how to staunch a wound until the real help gets there, and they’ve already tried that, and Ratta’s still bleeding.
But I know someone who can help.
Once, when I first came to the badlands, a pirate who would grow up to be one of the Beysian Boys put a bullet in my back. It got caught under my shoulder blade, and the augments couldn’t get it out. I spent nights screaming and sweating while my body burned too hot, throwing everything it had at the intrusion.
On the third day, Ma Rickets found her way to the Beast, yanked me out, slammed me face-first into the dust and plucked the bullet out, then stitched the whole mess up and told me to never tell a soul; we all had pasts out here we were running from.
“You get her the flour, don’t you?”
The woman and Right-Boulder, they look downright perplexed, but Ratta don’t. She blinks at me, slow as a snake on an ice floe, and a smile slices up the side of her face, followed by a low laugh that quickly causes her to seize up with pain, gasping.
“Yeah,” she rasps, blood dripping off her lip. “I get her the flour, Burner.”
Ratta’s light in my arms, her body so slick with sweat she’s slippery, but her skin is damn near frozen, legs and arms and fingers twitching and jerking as pain rolls through her. I’m amazed she’s still conscious, truth be told, but you don’t live long out here if you ain’t stubborn.
“I’m coming with you,” Right-Boulder says as the kid helps me load Ratta in the back of the Beast, on top of all my spare ammo and other equipment. The woman followed us out, too, but she stopped talking the second she saw the bodies on the ground. Ratta stopped trying to talk when we walked past the nopales field, and I can’t say if that was due to her injury, or despair.
“You’re welcome to follow,” I say, slamming the door closed on the hatch, “but I ain’t got no room for you.”
“The kid—”
“The kid goes.”
I stop myself just short of saying she’s cargo. Maybe she is. Maybe I’m still going to truss her up and hand her over to Pac-At, if the mood suits me. Devil knows I’ve had fucking enough of her and her sister. Either way, Ratta’s people aren’t getting their hands on her. They might do some fool thing, like try to use her to lure Alpha out. If anyone’s going to use the kid as bait, it’s going to be me.
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Ma Rickets is waiting for us on the porch when I drag the Beast to a halt on the crumbled asphalt in front of the diner. She’s got one arm crossed over her chest, the other propped against it as she drags, long and hard, on a hand-rolled cigarette. She don’t move as I swing out of the Beast, covered in blood and ash. Don’t blink when the kid joins me. But when I pop the trunk on Ratta, she makes a small, sharp, hissing sound and stubs the cigarette out against the wall.
One ear of her bunny slippers flops back and forth as she strides over, scrawny legs eating up the ground. I step aside, give her room. She puts one hand on the door to the hatch and the other on her hip, leaning over Ratta with her nose wrinkled up tight. Ratta hasn’t moved or said a word since we passed the nopales, but her chest is rising and falling. Slowly.
“What happened?” Ma Rickets asks.
I shrug. “Gut shot.”
Ma Rickets spears me with her glare, leaning away from the Beast to stare up at the unctuous smoke smearing the stark blue sky. “Speak truth, Riley.”
“Mercs working for an escaped Pac-At operative hit her camp. Burned the fields. Went for the water.”
“They dead?”
“All except the operative.”
“Why?”
“Couldn’t find her.”
Ma Rickets chews that over a long moment, and under her glare I want to shift my weight, to explain myself, but I put a lid on the urge, stare back at her. Let her see the blood and soot and ash covering me like a thin cocoon.
“Bring her here,” she says.
Ratta makes a small sound as I pick her up, carry her wedding-style across the threshold into the diner. My stomach rumbles at the scents of frying meat and black pepper, mingling with the sweeter smells of sticky syrup and pancake batter. Saliva fills my mouth and I swallow it back, following Ma Rickets to the center of the dining room. The hypnotizing smells have hooked more than me. The augments take a lot out of you, and the kid’s shifting her weight, darting guilty glances at the kitchen.
Ratta first. Ma Rickets sweeps a long table clean with the back of her arm, dropping jam packets and plastic salt and pepper shakers to the ground. She jabs one insistent finger at the table, and I lay Ratta out, stepping aside as soon as the woman’s out of my arms. Ma Rickets hovers over her like the vultures that dog my heels. Her shadow makes Ratta’s skin grey.
“Kid,” she says without looking up. “You know how to boil water?”
The kid squirms, twists her gloved fingers together. She don’t. It’s not the kind of thing we get taught.
“I’ll show her.”
Ma Rickets snorts, grabs kitchen shears from her apron pocket, and hesitates. “Grab some grain alcohol while you’re back there.”
Right. Ratta wouldn’t have the augments to keep her clear of infection. For all I know, I killed her by tossing her in the Beast’s dirty hatch. But she was dead anyway, so I figure it don’t matter too much.
“Crank the burner up to high and put a pot full of water on. Tap’s over there,” I tell Omega.
She’s quick, I’ll give her that. She flies around that kitchen with the same ease she had the battlefield, getting multiple pots of water going, just in case. Ma Rickets is going to be pissed about the extra gas expenditure, though, so I tell her to leave it to one burner for now, and grab a jar full of clear, nostril-singeing fluid.
Ma Rickets is deep in her work when I come out, doesn’t even look up as I set the jar down next to her and pop the lid. She’s magicked up a first-aid kit from somewhere, but it’s like none I’ve ever seen. The supplies aren’t amateur, for one. There’s a wide variety of all the instruments one might need to treat a bullet wound, including some forceps to pull the bullet out. Not the kind of stuff that comes standard in a kitchen kit.
She senses me hovering and grunts. “Is it worth the breath to tell you to forget you saw this?”
“Naw,” I drawl, folding my arms as she peers up at me from her work. A little bit of blood has spattered her cheek, bright red against her dark skin. “And I’m sorry I brought her to you. Couldn’t think where else to go.”
She sniffs and turns back to the wound, yanks the bullet out, and nods to herself as it clinks into a stainless steel tray shaped like a kidney. “Those idiots at the camp wouldn’t know a bullet from a gallstone. You did right. Now get out of my way, I’ll holler if I need you.” She chews her lip. “Send me the kid.”
That’s fine by me. I send the kid in and go to the busted-up patio in front of the diner, settling myself onto one of the rusted bistro chairs Ma Rickets keeps out front. No one actually eats out here, but it gives me a clear view of the road out Pesco Ridge way, so I can see the thin plume of dust rise up like an omen and drift toward me. By the time the Boulder Boys arrive with the woman and a few other of Ratta’s crew, I’m bored half to tears waiting. But I can’t risk leaving, not yet. Alpha might decide to come for Omega, and I need to be there when she does.
“She’s living,” I say when Right-Boulder comes up to me, and jerk my head toward the door. “Ma Rickets is seeing to her. I wouldn’t interrupt, if I were you.”
His desire to check on Ratta crashes face-first into his fear of angering the dragon of the badlands and it almost makes me laugh, how twisted up his face gets, but that soon passes as the door swings open and Ma Rickets rolls on out, wiping her bloodied hands off on her apron.
“Ratta will make it,” she announces. I’ve never seen so much relief on so many faces. Hope’s usually not my business. “And y’all can go in to see her, but don’t try to wake her up for fuck’s sake.”
They’re damn near bowing, bent over so far their heads are on their knees, as they wriggle around Ma Rickets to get inside the diner. I’m quiet while Ma Rickets finishes wiping off her hands. She pulls a cigarette from her apron pocket, same pocket she took the kitchen shears from, and sparks it up with a dented lighter.
After a long drag, she drops the lighter back in her pocket. Without looking at me, she says, “You and me, we gotta talk.”
An emotion I’m not familiar with jumps inside of me. It’s not fear—I know that one, even if we’re not all that well acquainted—but something closer to anticipation. Like I’m standing with my back to a cliff, and Ma Rickets is gearing up to give me a shove.
“Then talk,” I say.
She cranes her head around to me and I shrivel in my seat. “Follow.”
I follow, leaving the kid with the Boulder Boys, because even they aren’t thick enough to kidnap a kid out of Ma Rickets’s domain.
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Ma Rickets is a lodestone, drawing me around the diner to the junk-filled backyard. I don’t come this way, not ever. It ain’t my business where Ma Rickets lives, or what she keeps on her property aside from the diner itself. She’s never taken from the ghost trucks, and that’s all that matters. You don’t pirate, I don’t come for you. Simple as that.
I’m more comfortable with Ma Rickets’s junk collection than I was in Ratta’s camp. This isn’t a life pretending at normalcy. This is a life carved out of the ground with passion, obsession. She’s been as handy with a welder as she is a fry pan, and as I come to stand alongside her on the back porch, great teeth of steel pierce the firmament in abstract arcs and angles, pillars scratching at the endlessly blue, dry sky.
“When you got time for all of this?” I ask.
She snorts smoke. “Don’t get many customers out here. But I ain’t bringing you here to give you the gallery tour, Riley.”
I take a breath. “Sorry about Ratta.”
“Ain’t about Ratta.”
I stay quiet, because she’s working up the nerve to say something she don’t wanna, and anything I say in between will only distract her or piss her off.
“The kid,” she says after five puffs. “You know why she’s here?”
“I got a feeling.”
She glares at the smoldering end of her cigarette. “Say it for me, Riley. Show me you ain’t an idiot.”
Hard to say a thing out loud, when you hadn’t even fully admitted it to yourself, but the words come out anyway, because they’ve just been sitting there, patient, at the back of my throat since Omega felt the bullets hit the earth.
“She’s my replacement. Guess I pissed Pac-At off, someways.”
“Guessin’ you did,” Ma Rickets says, rolling her bony shoulders. “Faster ’an usual, too.”
“What’s that mean?”
She gives me a sly glance. “That job of yours wasn’t empty when you rolled into town, was it?”
Funny, how thin the lies you tell yourself can be.
Thought I was breaking away, when I came out here. Thought I’d found a new way of doing things, one that didn’t involve the cities. Didn’t involve the politics. Didn’t require me to take down souls without ever asking why.
It seemed cleaner somehow, in the badlands. Out here, a pirate was a pirate, and if you didn’t want me coming for you, all you had to do was keep your hands off the ghost trucks.
But the job, as Ma Rickets said, hadn’t been vacant. I didn’t arrive in a crashed ghost truck, nothing like that. They’d sent me out here, told me to clean up what’d gone wrong, put down a failed operative.
I’d done it without asking why, like I did all my jobs, but coming here I’d felt the land in my bones. Thought maybe I could do something else, and stayed, thinking I was causing Pac-At trouble by refusing to return for regular duty. Thinking I was shucking off their shackles, going my own way. But after seeing the way Omega took to the land, I know they’d meant for me to be here all along.
Thought I’d found a place that fit me. Hadn’t quite realized I’d been made to fit it.
Now, lookin’ out over Ma Rickets’s sculpture garden, knowing there’s another operative coming for me, I wonder what the one I came for had done wrong.
“What’d she do? The one before me.”
“Same as all the others,” Ma Rickets says, and flicks ash. “Got a little too human. Started letting people walk away, when they’re hurt bad enough and you got the cargo back, anyway. The job’s to put the pirates in the dust. Ain’t no room for variation, there. Confirm the kill, take the cargo to the drop point. Make the ledgers balance, even if the pirates pay for what they took in blood. It’s a simple enough assignment.”
We ain’t ever talked about it. Which means one of the earlier hunters told her, or…
“Who’s Riley?”
She smiles, then. First time I’ve seen real amusement on her in a long time. Her lips cut up, twin scythe blades, and she snorts out smoke, gesturing to her field of pillars.
“You. Me. All o’ them. Don’t much like the code names Pac-At puts on you, now, and I’m real fuckin’ old. When they made my generation, they were still handing out names. Still pretending we might be people.”
I look at her then, really look, and though her gaze is stuck on her art, she slides her eyes to me without moving her head. There’s no blue, no sheen, nothing of Pac-At in her body and it makes my head spin, makes me dizzy, because that’s not fucking possible. She winks, and a little shimmer curls through one iris, like an oil spill.
It clicks. I get it.
“All that medical shit, you taught yourself that? You taught yourself how to repair us, tweak us?”
She nods, blows more smoke. “First few generations out here, they were looser with the rules. Thought it might be a good idea, to teach us how to fix ourselves. The one I took down, the Riley I replaced? She ain’t done no wrong. She’d just broken beyond repair, so they thought we might last longer if we could patch ourselves up. Didn’t think I’d get quite so curious about myself. Quite so adept.
“That’s her.” She gestures with the cigarette toward a tall pillar in the center of her art gallery. Barbed wire twists up a spire of corrugated metal, bursts into something that might be a bouquet of flowers, if you look at it sideways, bits of broken glass filling in for the petals, a thin wash of blue paint almost, but not quite, Pac-At blue. Cornflower, people might have called it, before that crop collapsed. “First one I made.”
There are dozens of pillars, perhaps hundreds. I take a step forward, grip the rickety railing and stare, matching up each pillar with the body of some other Riley, some previous iteration, buried in the dirt below.
“Where’s the one before me?”
She nods, has to turn to point on a diagonal. The pillar’s smaller than the first, which I suppose is right enough. Its base is made of old chain-link fencing so thick with rust the metal looks bloodred. Ma Rickets had gotten her hands on one of the dead acacia trees out in the wilds, and the splintered trunk sticks toward the sky like a broken tooth.
I wonder what she was like, then realize it doesn’t matter. She was like me. She had to be. Or they wouldn’t have stuck her out here, where she could keep plugging Pac-At’s enemies without doing harm to their public image in the spaces where it counts. Where people are watching.
But she’d done harm enough, somehow, and brought me down on her. Then I’d gone and done something, too, and now I had Alpha and Omega on my heels. Less so Omega.
“I like the way the salt shines out in the flats. Maybe you can do something with that, when it’s my time.”
She bites her lip, unhappy, but not with me, for once. “They don’t usually send two.”
I chew that over. Omega, she fits as my replacement. She’s got the temperament for it. But Alpha? Naw. That kid’s something else. She’d never be happy out here in the dust and the muck. Maybe they’d thought Alpha would balance her sister, make the kill when Omega held back—Omega’d had plenty of opportunities to put me down she hadn’t taken—but then Alpha had hired the mercs, gone off the rails, and now Pac-At was getting twitchy at the divergence from the expected, anxious to get their operatives back under control.
That feels better, has the texture of truth to it.
“You got a choice,” Ma Rickets says, and I realize I’ve been quiet for a long time, staring out at the edge of the horizon as the sun sinks below. “You live, or you fight.”
That gleam is back in her eye, and I know what she means. Ma Rickets can take the shine out. Take out all the tracking and Pac-At’s other bullshit. Cut me off the leash until I disappear into the grit and the sweat of the world, where people like me—like us—don’t usually fit. I wonder if it means losing the touch, too. I ain’t ever seen Ma Rickets with gloves, or try to fight, aside from that big ol’ shotgun of hers.
What would it be like, to be close to human? She’s getting old, but not as fast as she should, considering the life she lives. Maybe I’d get old, too. Learn how to fold biscuit dough. Learn how to whisk up gravy.
Or I fight, and I die or the kids die—it don’t matter—because, eventually, if I survive that fight, Pac-At will send someone else. Maybe someone stronger. Maybe three instead of two. They want me gone. They’ll get me gone. Unless there’s no me left to erase.
A helicopter blade swoops through the sky, the black speck of the machine’s body angling down and out, moving off for a cache drop. I check my tablet. No sign of an alert for the drop. O’ course not. Because that cache ain’t meant for me; it’s meant for the next Riley.
“I can’t let Alpha stand,” I say.
Ma Rickets lets out a smokeless breath. Omega, she’d be an all right Riley. But her sister? No way in any hell. A kid willing to hire mercs and raid Ratta’s camp ain’t fit for this land. Alpha don’t like it here, and she’s going to do everything she can to tear it apart. Going to shred this world of rust and ruin until there’s nothing left. Could be she wants Pac-At to take her back, get her assignments out on the coasts because there’s nothing left to defend against out here. Could be she wants to break free, make a run for it, spit in Pac-At’s eye.
Could be she just wants to make something hurt.
I don’t know. But I know that when Alpha’s done chewing up this place, there won’t be a spot left for Omega or Ma Rickets. For me.
Once Alpha’s gone, I’ll take what Ma Rickets is offering. Let Omega play at being Riley, for a little while.
“I suppose you can’t,” she says.
And that’s it. That seals it. I’m gonna live. But the price of admission is Alpha’s head.
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The kid’s huddled up in a booth near Ratta, her chin on her knees as she stares at the washed-out, faintly breathing body of the older woman. The camp leader. I cast Ma Rickets a sideways glance, curious now about Ratta, about her boardroom panache and just how many of the residents of the badlands carried my name, once. But Ma Rickets only shrugs, shuffles over, and starts grunting commands at the Boulder Boys and their thin entourage.
“We’re goin’.”
Omega jumps up as I walk past her, falling into step on my heels, an obedient little servant of Pac-At. I wonder if she’s figured out she’s meant to stay here yet.
“We’re going with you,” Right-Boulder says, putting himself in my path.
I stop. Stare awhile. He squirms and shifts, but holds firm.
“You ain’t.”
“You’re going after her. The other girl, right?”
“I am. You’d slow me down.”
His chest puffs up. I don’t have time for this shit.
“Sit,” Ma Rickets orders him, and he scurries across the room and plunks himself down in the chair so fast even he looks surprised. “Let our Riley do her work.”
Only thing between me and Alpha now is the road. So why won’t my feet move?
“She won’t stop fighting,” Omega says, real soft. “Not until this place is dust.”
Maybe it’s bait. Maybe she’s sinking a lure in to drag me out to bleed my last. Whatever her truth is, it doesn’t matter, because I’m moving again, and the truth is—the real truth—is when I’m coming for you, ain’t nothing in the world going to stop me.
That’s the way it’s always been. That’s the truest thing about me. Maybe Pac-At thinks I’ve fucked up, that I’ve shirked the letter of my duty, and probably they’re right. But they won’t ever have anyone as committed to the job as me.
You live, or you fight, Ma Rickets said.
But to me, the fight’s livin’.
Probably was for all the other Rileys, too, and that’s why they’re pillars in the sun. I know how this goes. I know this story. We all like to think we’re special. That we’re the one who’s going to make it. Maybe we got a friend that thinks so, too. Maybe we got a glimpse at a different future, something in the cycle shifting enough to give us hope that the same damn thing won’t keep circling back around again. This time, Ouroboros won’t eat his tail. This time, the fight matters. The story’s gonna change.
Like I said, I’ve always been good at lying to myself.
We’re about half a mile out, nothing but dust and time on her hands, when Omega says, “You know.”
“I know.”
Not too far, now. The helicopter blades beat back the blue sky and bank away, to the east. To the coast and the safety of Pac-At’s warehouses and skyscrapers and underground bunkers. Perez must be spitting mad right about now. That dust is a beacon calling me home.
“Alpha never wanted to stay out here,” Omega says. Her gaze is out the window, tracking the roll of the broken land beyond, and there’s a tilt to her chin, a part to her lips, that says she might come to love this place someday, if it’s hers. It fascinates her, at any rate.
“And you?”
She sucks on her lower lip, twitching the tips of her gloves with the opposite fingers. “I didn’t know. Now, I think I could stay.”
“Ma Rickets, she keeps a vigil for every one of us who came before. You stay, you won’t last, either. I don’t think we ever do.”
She chews that over, tracks the smudge of dirt in the sky with eyes the mirror of mine. “Could do things differently, this time.”
There’s life for me in that statement. Put down Alpha, have Ma Rickets rip my augments, and Omega will let me walk. A pressure builds in my chest, uncomfortable and warm, and it takes me some time to recognize it as hope.
Hope’s dangerous. Hope cuts. I put my eyes on the dust pillar smearing out after the retreating helicopter.
“We’ll see. Will Alpha let you stay?”
I know the answer, and so does she, but I need her to say it. Need her to put the words in the air to make them true. Because once this starts, there’s no rolling it back.
Alpha’s not meant for this land, never was. I’m not even sure she’s meant for the coasts. She’s a hard coal of anger, and Pac-At failed to compress her into a diamond they could use to cut. That’s why Perez stuck her out here.
Someone stupider might have thought we could make an alliance out of that. Might have thought Alpha and I were two sides of a rusted coin, and if we put our heads together we could push back. Throw off the shackles of Pac-At. Run off into the sunset, or some shit.
Mistakes were one thing, happened to everyone, even Pac-At. But losing? That wasn’t a word Pac-At understood. Three operatives running off wouldn’t be allowed to stand. They’d glass this whole stretch of road if they thought they’d lost three ops out in the weeds and the dust. Alpha’s only shot at surviving this is putting me down and running like hell. One might get away. Probably won’t, actually, but I can see how sweet and tempting that lie could be.
But Alpha’s still here. Love, control. The why doesn’t matter, really. Someone like Alpha, it’s probably a feeling more like ownership, but she’s not leaving without her sister, even if her sister wants to stay. Probably left her in that train cab hoping Omega would work up the nerve to kill me herself. Join her sister in a baptism of blood. Omega’s not wired like that, though. Not yet. But I am.
“No. She won’t ever let me stay,” Omega says.
And that’s it. That’s done.
The rest is going to be blood.
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There’s a slim gully that skirts around Buckle Rock mesa, not too far out from where the helicopter dropped its cache. Trees that might have been red cedar once, in a time when the land was greener and the soil richer, send spindly branches over the depression in the ground, desperately trying to shade the thin trickle of moisture that gathers sometimes in that narrow slot.
Doesn’t work. Sun don’t give a shit what you want saved, it just keeps on burning and burning, and those trees are long dead. But it’s been so long since even the slightest wind came along that they remain, desiccated corpses. Effigies, maybe, to a world that stood longer than it had any right to, considering the way we used it.
But that ain’t here nor there. I’m getting sentimental, it seems, walking to my potential death. I even give the Beast a slow, heavy pat on the hatch after I latch the door down. Maybe I’ll be back. Maybe I won’t.
The kid touches a spiny, silver tree needle and jerks her hand back as it crumbles. She’ll learn to read the land. She’s already got the feel for it. Calm settles into me, sinks deep into my bones and breeds through my marrow. Originally I came out here to have the right to pick the people I kill. I’m choosing Alpha, and even if it costs me everything, the kid will keep on. Make her own choices. Maybe hers will be better. Or maybe she’ll be a pillar like all the rest, and Ma Rickets will build hers next to mine, and put her cigarette out on its base.
“How’s she work?” I ask.
Omega fidgets. “Bold. Forward. Prefers hand-to-hand, if she can get within range.”
“Don’t we all,” I mutter, slinging a pack across my shoulder.
Metal clicks in the burlap. It’s been a long time since I’ve had access to the nicer toys Pac-At has to offer, but these I’ve been saving for someone special.
The tablet in my pocket vibrates awake and I pick it up, curious. My dirt-smeared face stares back at me in the black plastic for a second before Perez’s overrides mine. She’s still as stone, hands folded in front of herself, dark eyes staring hard into the camera. Into me. The coil of the helicopter headset dangles along the side of her chin, moving with the sway of the aircraft, and I tamp down a perverse urge to lift a hand and wave at her retreating copter.
“Hunter Seven-Four,” she says the designation like it tastes foul, like she can’t wait to spit it out and get this over with. “I’ve left a cache for you near Buckle Rock mesa. I expect you to use what you find there to recover and deliver both elements of the missing cargo.”
I stare at her for longer than I ever have before, letting the silence stretch out, feeling it go brittle, until I think she’ll finally break to fill the vacuum. But she doesn’t. Being a handler is just as wedded to her blood as being a killer is to mine. Following orders is the only thing that lights up her reward systems. Makes her feel good.
I don’t know facial expressions, not as well as I should nowadays, but I know rock. I know the bones of this broken-down planet, the tenor of its carapace. And the face staring at me now has been pretending at being stone for a good, long time.
This is the moment I’m supposed to pretend everything’s normal. That her calling in a cache to me after the drop, and not before, is the way things have always been done. Right here, right now, I’m supposed to nod my fool little head and say oh yes, I’ll go get your package so I can better recover your poor lost cargo. I don’t mind at all that the cargo happens to be two assassins sent to take me down, one to take my place, and the other is supposed to be waiting at that cache, having had plenty of time to get there ahead of me because you called me too late, Perez, you called too fucking late.
I tug the bandana down. Push up my goggles. Her brows lift higher than the copter blades and her hands, so neatly folded, tense like spider legs ready to spring.
“I am going to send you your cargo,” I say.
The corner of her eye twitches. “Of course you are. There’s a ghost truck stopped not far from the mesa, off the six-six east branch 236. Deposit the cargo in the open cab and seal the door. Perez out.”
She cuts the line, but in the split second before she reaches for the end-call button her hand, so steady, so calm, is shaking hard enough to jangle the golden bracelets on her wrist.
That truck. That’s here to take my corpse back to Pac-At. The thought rubs at me, a hand stroking the wrong way up fur. Guess some sentimental part of me thought it was bodies under those pillars in Ma Rickets’s yard, not memories.
“Your sister got a sense of humor?” I ask.
“A mean one,” Omega says.
“Good. So do I.”
Alpha’s not going to be at that cache. Not going to do this the way Perez wants. It’s the truck that will draw her, if that mean streak runs as deep as I think it does. Deep as mine. Because the thing I’m supposed to protect becoming my coffin is a fresh kind of cruelty that makes me smile with appreciation.
Some part of me makes me pick my head up, makes me search the sky for the dark blot of Perez’s copter. It must be human nature, to want to see your executioner. Alpha may be carrying my death in her hands, but it’s Perez who put her here. Perez who sunk a hook in me, yanked me to this spot. But she’s gone, and all that’s left above is the blue sky I’ve come to love. A sky as empty as I always believed myself to be.
And the heavy beating of vulture wings.
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The kid says nothing as I turn away from the path to the cache. Guess she’s learned I don’t like talking my plans through. Or maybe she’s so in sync with the land already that she feels it, too. Either way, we skirt around the mesa until the ghost truck comes into sight, a gleaming spear of silver laid still against the ground, as if in truce.
Alpha sits on the roof, idly kicking her heels against the side of the autonomous truck. The dust clinging to her black leggings makes her look bruised and mottled. I showed up here in similar clothes, years ago. This land, it digs in. Digs deep. You either bend to blend with it, or it kills you. Pac-At never quite figured that out, it seems.
She can’t see us, not yet, but she lifts her head up anyway, tracking a low ridge that runs along the base of the mesa with her sharp, blue eyes. We’re under cover, and we’re moving quiet across the scree, but she’s been waiting a good long while now, and whether she likes it or not, she’s picked up the rhythm of the land. Knows when something changes, if not exactly what that change is.
“I told Perez you wouldn’t go straight to the cache,” Alpha says. Her voice is clear and high and congenial. The kind of voice an old friend might use to greet you after too long apart. She snorts. “Do you know what she said? She told me ‘operative behavior is predictable.’ Can you believe it? After all of this?”
There’s a hollow in the ridgeline that fits me just right, if I go down on my knees, and so I sink myself into it and gesture, silently, for Omega to go around, get on her sister’s flank. Her eyes are huge but she nods, all business, just like she was at Ratta’s camp. O’ course, once she’s out of sight, I slip from the nook in the ground and circle back the way we came, edging up for Alpha’s back.
But not before I put my bag in the hollow, push open the narrow opening to reveal a mound of dark metal oblongs, no bigger than my thumb. Perez could have rescinded my ability to activate the bugs, but she either forgot about them, thought I’d already used ’em up, or figured Alpha and Omega could handle it. All wrong assumptions. Pac-At’s off their game, lately. Suits me fine.
“So where is she?” Alpha asks with a slight ratcheting of her voice. “Where’s my sister?”
I’m almost on her three o’clock now, so I pause, steadying myself against a chunk of sandstone. Omega surprises us both by keeping quiet.
Red fury bruises her cheeks and Alpha’s long-fingered hands clench the edge of the truck’s roof, latching on like claws. Her hair swings down across her cheeks, the mirror of Omega’s, and her lips curl back in a sneer.
“You like it here, don’t you? I knew you would. From the moment they briefed us about this ass-lick of a territory you’ve been moony-eyed over sand and tumbleweeds. They wanted you to love it, Om. Wanted you to be so sucked into this hell-bitten landscape and its simple people that you’d stick. That when that other operative finally fell, you’d pick up her rifle and keep on. They forgot how big a heart you have. How slow you’ve always been to squeeze the trigger, to sink the knife. But I didn’t.”
Alpha pushes to her feet, chest out as she crows from the top of the truck. “I didn’t do this to kick sand in Pac-At’s eyes, Om. I did this for you. I brought those mercs out here so you could know what it was like to really fight. So they could open the killing maw I knew was in you, waiting, dormant. You and I, we aren’t people. We’re barely sisters. We’re weapons. I saw you at Ratta’s camp. Saw what you can do, when pushed. It’s beautiful, Om. You were made for triumph. Help me. Help me destroy this place—salt the land and poison the wells—and they won’t have a reason to leave you out here to rot.”
I can’t see the kid, she’s too well hidden, but I can practically feel the pressure of Alpha’s words building against her, pushing her to say something, to deny what she is. What Alpha had drawn out of her by turning the mercs against the camp.
Trouble is, it’s all true. The kid had come alive on that battlefield, whether she liked it or not. She couldn’t help it. Joy of violence was hardwired into us as surely as breathing. For most operatives—for people like Alpha—that was just fine. Your conscience was cut out along with your old eyes. You did what Pac-At told you, and you enjoyed it, and that was the end of that.
Except, for a few of us, the proverbial scalpel had slipped, and our conscience wasn’t entirely scoured after all.
“She’s never going to be what you want her to be,” I call out to keep the kid from talking first. “Never gonna be your dark mirror.”
A smile cleaves Alpha’s face as she spins around, facing the landscape my voice came from. “Delta,” she says, and the word slams me in the chest, takes my breath away. It’s been so long, and the moniker sounds so impossibly alien. Delta was a different person than Riley, and I feel her watching me across the arc of time, arms folded, curious, because the Delta who walked out to this land would have put both the kids in the ground without a second thought.
But Alpha’s still talking. “You’ve been very disobedient. The ledgers, they just don’t add up. You say you get the cargo back, and you do, for the most part, but you’re picking and choosing, aren’t you? Letting some scraps slip through your fingers. That wasn’t the deal. Pac-At won’t stand for it.”
A defensive urge boils through me. I want to shout her down, to tell her she’s wrong. That some cargo goes missing that can’t be recovered, that’s true, but it’s no negligence of mine that causes it. I’ve got these people so damn scared they can hardly whisper my name, and the trucks are being hit less and less every week.
But that’s all just talk. And talk ain’t what I’m made for.
I slide a hand up, press a tiny button on the side of my goggles, half forgotten about. I can hear them before I see them, drones the size of cockroaches buzzing into the air, their gunmetal bodies sleek and deadly. Alpha hears them, turns on her heel, eyes wide with a mix of fear and anticipation. I get it. My own heart’s pounding with excitement.
She throws a hand out as soon as the metal insects swarm, their buzzing shifting to a deep drumbeat, a steady roll of thunder. As she’s focused on the swarm, I’m moving, springing along the low ridge, trusting to skill and scrub to keep me hidden. I can’t see the impact, but I can hear it, and it brings my head up even as I scramble to a stop behind a ledge of shale.
The swarm tears into her in a shower of blue sparks. Electronic shielding flickers along her skin, a patchwork of crackling energy strained to its limits as it struggles to overload the bugs before they can bite deep. Pac-At weapons. Pac-At defenses. At first I think it’ll be a wash, the two canceling each other out, but then Alpha’s shoulder dips and her hips twist, a sharp hiss escaping her. The blood follows.
Score one for the robot roaches.
Alpha’s body flares blue as the net pumps out one last charge. The insect swarm falls to the ground, metal bodies plinking against ancient stone, and it takes me a while to think what the sound reminds me of—rain. She drops from the roof, disappearing from my view. Her laughter, joyous and shrill, echoes through the thin arroyo.
“I knew you wouldn’t disappoint,” she says, and if there’s pain in her voice, I can’t hear it.
The arroyo leads me on a slight curve, around the back of the truck, and I let the land guide me, slipping my semiauto from my back. The precision of the rifle won’t work on one of us. We’re too fast. Too unpredictable. I need the spray and pray randomness of burst fire, and the weapon feels light in my hands. Hungry. My palms are cool and dry against the grip and stock.
Alpha shimmers around the edge of the truck, a weapon in her hand I can’t quite see. Everything about her appears indistinct, now. A mirage of a woman netted up in light. Fléchettes fly from her fingertips, biting into the ground in front of me. Answering blades of silver leap at her back, claw through the electronic netting that’s making her hard to see. Omega.
Rage draws Alpha up, makes her head lift high even as she stumbles forward, one hand on the truck, smearing blood as her netting fizzles and pops, blurring her in and out of existence. It’s the clearest shot I’ll ever get, but my finger just won’t pull the trigger, and it has nothing to do with the weight of the draw.
If Alpha can smudge my vision of her, so can Omega. And those knives damaging the netting, those came from behind. It’s firearms 101—don’t shoot unless you know what’s on the other side of what you’re aiming at, and you’re willing to destroy that, too. I put the gun down. Can feel Ma Rickets shake her head at me from miles away, but I’m the one who’s gotta live with what I’ve done, if I live at all.
I’m sprinting across the ground before I can think, the loose rockfall rolling with me, almost springy, eager, as if the ground itself wants to hurl me at the woman who would undo the balance of this land.
We collide and everything becomes desperate grabbing, scrabbling, pain. Alpha’s heel goes out from under her and I twist, taking her to the ground, slamming my knee into her gut. She gasps, body arching upward as the fléchettes in her back dig deeper, pierce vital parts. Blood foams over her lips. The netting flickers, scalding my knee.
My hand’s on her throat. Skin to skin. My palm rests against her collarbone, fingers curling up to feel the heady beat of her jugular. Augmented power crackles beneath my fingertips. Ready. Patient.
Alpha meets my eyes, blue to blue, and I know that the second I let loose, she will, too. She squeezes my bicep with her bare hand, lips curling into a smile that keeps on going as the blood spills past the corner of her lips and draws her grin wider.
“Scared?” she whispers. There’s scrabbling through the rock, someone running, but I don’t dare look away.
“No.” I’m surprised by how true that is. Might be the truest thing I’ve said in a long time. We’re both dying here. Skin to skin, Alpha’s not letting me walk. Mercy’s not in her, and those fléchettes in her back tell her I turned her sister against her, even if Omega was never going to be what she’d wanted. Vengeance is all she has left. With Alpha’s hand on my arm, I think maybe I have a shot at vengeance, too. “Do me a favor.”
She tries to laugh, but the blood catches in her throat, makes her fall into deep, shuddering coughs that drive Omega’s knives deeper. Kid’s close, now. Her shadow reaches across the ground toward us.
“This train takes three hours to get from here to the nearest warehouse,” I say. “I got no doubt in my mind Perez is going to be there for the pickup.” I lean down, make sure only she can hear me. “Make it last that long. I got a score to settle.”
“Deal,” she says.
It doesn’t feel like my fire, when it starts. The rot takes root slow and calm, like it’s shimmying in, pushing its weight around. Getting comfortable in the plasma of my cells. Nausea rolls through me as my skin softens under Alpha’s grip, loosens, peels away in a palm-sized sheet of bruised plum. When my blood comes, it’s black and fetid.
“No!” Omega’s shouting, and I know she’s going to do some fool thing like try to stop me, even though it’s already too late.
Fast as she is, she’s too far. I meet her eyes, just a second, just to say goodbye, I’m sorry, do better, then I grab Alpha so hard about the throat she convulses. My weight and hers, they’re damn near identical, so when I roll I know how hard to do it, how much strength to give.
We tumble into the empty bay of the truck and the sensors in the floor note us, register us. Tell some computer on the devoured coasts that it’d obtained its cargo, as expected, and could now return home. The door slams shut, Omega’s outreaching hand the last thing I see before the dark closes in. Entombs us both.
“You really think you can kill Perez?” Alpha asks as the truck shivers, sliding back along the track, picking up speed so fast I doubt Omega can even see it, now.
Two blue eyes stare at me out of the dark.
“She won’t see me coming.”
All I can see is those eyes, but I imagine she’s smiling as her body relaxes under mine, the tendons in her neck slackening, the rigidity of her muscles fading. Power comes easy to my hands, but I keep my eyes closed, letting her burn in private.
When it’s done, I push myself back until my spine touches the wall and rest my weight there, legs splayed out in front of me, my ruined arm gathered against my chest. The rot trickles down, into my fingers, crawls up my shoulder and reaches across my chest. But it’ll take some time. Three hours, if Alpha judged right, and I doubt that kid would have fudged the margin. At least I’ll be able to take Perez down, before the end. Maybe, when Ma Rickets hears, it’ll make her smile.
A sticky pool spreads out below me, smelling of iron and decay. I tip my head against the wall, close my eyes to conserve my strength. I ain’t stupid. I knew this would all end in blood. Just hadn’t counted on how much of it would be mine.
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Every mile the ghost truck chews up, drawing me farther from that stretch of broken rock and broken people, is confirmation I didn’t need that Pac-At had changed something in me before they sent me out there. Built me to love that place, to sync with it, to feel the dry suck of the land over my skin and the skitter of insect legs in my heart.
The farther I get, the thinner the connection. A single strand of spider’s silk, stretched across the desert, and I’m holding my breath without thinking, dreading the final snap.
Probably they’d altered me so I’d be a better hunter. Feel the heavy footfalls of the pirates, know which way the wind was shifting before it moved, know the ground beneath my feet with every eating stride. They’d done that, no mistake. They’d made of me exactly what they wanted.
Guess they hadn’t counted on me loving it. Or maybe they had, and they just didn’t understand love. Wouldn’t surprise me, I’m not sure I do, either. What I feel for that land—it’s more like what Alpha felt for Omega. Not love. Possession.
But I’m dying, and sentimental, so I’m going to call it love, and pretend I don’t feel hollow when the thread breaks. When there’s nothing in me but what there’d always been before I’d found myself out there. No more grit or sky or vultures’ talons dripping my scraps.
Just the fire, and the will to use it.
The ghost truck sways me to sleep. I wake again when it shudders to a stop, well-oiled mechanisms whispering to each other as the door slides open. There’s coughing and swearing and a stomping of boots, rattle of machinery being moved into place. I let my eyes stay shut, feigning death, which ain’t hard to do, considering the state I’m in.
Without looking, I can’t be sure, but my legs have stopped answering my call, and the searing agony that rode the arm Alpha touched has gone—the nerves dead or missing. I’m no operative. Not now. I’m a sack of old meat rotting on the floor. The air’s febrile, what skin I’ve got left sticky with sweat, and I almost laugh, thinking about the real fire that lives in me, and how there’s nothing my immune system can do to fight what’s coming.
Alpha’d been deft, true to her word, and I can feel my fire waiting, ready, beneath the surface of the one hand I know I’ve got left.
“Shit,” a man says, close enough to the door his voice echoes in the cab, then he turns away to vomit.
Right. I’m rotting and Alpha’s bone and ash. Wonder when I lost the ability to smell.
“Pull it together,” Perez says, and I’m alert again, sharp as anything, listening to her small steps crunch up the walkway. “We have to clean up this fucking mess.”
I get the feeling she’s not talking about the corpses.
“That one has to be Alpha,” Perez says. A crunch. Human ash underfoot. Her bracelets clatter against each other and then she’s crouched down next to me, and I don’t need to see her to know she’s staring into my face. “This is Delta. I’m sure of it.”
“Guess it worked out, after all,” the man says. He’s got the fake-cheery sound of a person trying to talk a pot into not boiling over, when it’s already been on the flame too long.
“It was a disaster. We’re not sending two again. I don’t care how many we have that need to be brought into line. Next time the ledgers don’t balance for too long, it’s one-on-one, same as always.”
The man makes a small, grunting sound of agreement that says it wasn’t his idea anyway, it was Perez’s, but she’s more than likely his boss, and while he’s thinking it’s her own damn fault everything nearly turned to ash, he likes his job too much to say the truth. I can relate.
“Get the gurneys and the bags,” she says, and she’s turning away, her bracelets shifting, and though I want to hear more I’m not gonna have the chance. There’s only so much longer my augments are going to keep my heart beating.
I’m not as quick as I used to be, but Perez has already turned her head, dismissed the corpse on the ground, so she doesn’t see me crack an eye open, doesn’t see me reach what I’ve got left of a hand until I close it around her, around her wrist, stilling that clatter of gold.
She looks at her arm, first, like she can’t believe it. Like it’s a joke or a phantom and all she has to do is blink and my hand’s gone and she’s back to being safe again. Her eyes slide down to meet mine, and there’s a scream in her, I can see it building, feel the tension ratcheting up her forearm as she prepares to jerk away, to cry out.
The fire in me has always been an eager thing.
It pours out in a hot rush, and maybe Perez has a chance to die screaming, maybe she dies silent, that shock still writ on her face, I don’t know, because the fire’s taking me, too, and that’s all right. That’s how it was always going to be.
My vengeance, Alpha’s vengeance, it probably won’t change anything. It’s small and petty and ours, and there’s always another Pac-At administrator in the wings, waiting to take control.
But maybe the next one might think twice. Might change the way they do things, just a little, if they know that the next time they open that cab door it might be their death waiting inside. Maybe Pac-At scraps the whole fucking program, or cracks down harder. I don’t know.
What happens next, that’s Riley’s business. I’m just flame and dust.



Epilogue
It’s a good few weeks before I work up the nerve to go to her. I tell myself there’s too much to do. That Ratta’s cleared out and the other gangs are jockeying for position, hitting trains hard and fast to test the limits of their newfound hunter.
But that ain’t true. O’ course it ain’t. It’s one of the many new lies I’ve grown used to telling myself, though, and I now know why Riley was so fond of falsehoods.
Not a lot of shade for your spirit, out here in the badlands. So you layer the lies thick. Pile them up. Start to believe them.
The Beast and I, we’ve gotten to know each other. Machine she may be, but she finds the old tracks in the road, leads me to the secret places good for hiding, no different from a horse knowing the way to water. To home.
I tightened the tension in her throttle, that first night. Now she’s a little twitchier, a little jumpier, like me. By the time that throttle rolls loose and easy again, maybe I’ll have come to feel that way about the land. About myself. For now, the tension suits us both.
Ma Rickets must have seen the dust coming, so it’s a surprise when she’s nowhere to be found in the diner. The tinge of her cigarette smoke lingers in the air, mingled with bitter coffee. The scent’s not stale, so I know she’s been here recently. The dragon of the badlands ain’t dead yet.
My nose guides me around the side of the building, to the back where the pillars stand. She’s there. Probably has been, most days. Without Ratta’s camp there’s not much business to be had. Once the gangs settle down, decide who gets control of the pumps and the fields, things will settle. Things will feel right.
There’s a hammer in her hand and a cigarette with a stem of ash longer than the filter between her lips. She squints at me over the top of her latest construction, a slim spire of sandstone clad in glittering crystals of salt, and huffs smoke out her nose. Absently, she pulls the cigarette from her lips and flicks the ash off, raining it over the top of the pillar.
Riley told me what these were, on the drive out to confront Alpha. When she’d told me, she’d been sparse on the details, so I hadn’t been prepared for the number of them.
There’s dozens of pillars here, maybe hundreds. I haven’t yet learned to count so many of the dead at once. But I will. I feel that reality coming, an inexorable shift from where I am now—scrambling and desperate—to the cool-eyed woman who pulled me out of that ghost truck on the six-six, and put herself back in it.
“So that’s how it shook out,” Ma Rickets says.
My feet won’t move, my lips lay leaden. Everything I should say—all the apologies for not being fast enough, vicious enough, for not being enough, pile up in the back of my throat and choke each other down.
There’s nothing I can say. Nothing worth saying. I came back. Riley didn’t.
Looking at those pillars, I know Ma Rickets has heard every damn little thing I’m thinking of saying countless times before.
She drops the hammer to the dust and plants one hand in the small of her back, stretching it out with a soft groan. There’s no sadness in her. Just a long-suffering, weary resignation that is, somehow, worse. It’s funny. I’d thought it’d break my heart, losing Alpha. Losing my sister. But Riley, in the short time I’d known her, had shown me more kindness than I’d ever thought I’d experience.
And she hadn’t wanted to. That had been the kicker. The look she’d given me when she saw me curled in the back of that truck, it’d been contempt. Death. Riley’d come to kill me, or pack me up and ship me off. Hadn’t meant to take me under her wing, but the same damn reason Alpha and I had been sent to kill her made her lead me out of that truck. Keep me off the sensors on the track, off the cameras, so that maybe Pac-At would think I’d gone back to the dirt and couldn’t be sent home.
The pillars draw my eye. Maybe they were all my real sisters, not Alpha. People like Riley, and all those who came before. Operatives that got tossed out here, because they couldn’t be trusted not to ask questions about who they were putting down when the stakes really mattered to Pac-At. This was… This was a recycling ground.
“She told you,” Ma Rickets says, when I’ve been staring at the pillars long enough to gather dust.
“She did.”
Ma Rickets grunts. “Damn woman was too sentimental. But I reckon that’s the problem we all share, ain’t it?”
I bite my lip, not sure what she wants me to say.
She fills the silence I left behind. “T’ other one? She going to be a problem?”
“She’s dead.” I hesitate, though I don’t know why. “Perez is, too, I think. Riley went back, and now the handler’s different.”
A fierce grin cracks her face and she scratches at her chin, staring at Riley’s pillar like it changed, somehow. Mutated into something else before her eyes.
“Now that’s something.”
I want to say it isn’t. That the gesture was futile, pointless. She should have stayed to bleed her last into the dirt she loved, or tried to make it back here in time for Ma Rickets to patch her up. But there’s something different about Ma Rickets, now, something buoyant, and I can’t bring myself to change that. To weigh her back down.
And maybe she’s right. Maybe it is something. Not everything. Not the end of this, of Pac-At and its machinations, but a shift in the story. Something new. I’ve no illusions that I’ll be the one to see this through to the end. I won’t be charging back to the cities on a steel horse to put my masters in the ground for what they’ve done. That was Alpha. And Alpha’s dead.
But I’ll make a good life of it here, as long as I can, for her. For Riley. Until they send my replacement. Then, as Riley said: We’ll see.
“Well, c’mon then,” Ma Rickets says, and shuffles her bunny-slippered feet toward the diner. “Just got a shipment of flour in, let’s get some biscuits in that belly.”
“Flour? Ratta said she was your source.”
Ma Rickets stops with her hand on the handle for the porch screen. She turns her head but doesn’t look at me. She’s looking out over the pillars, and that lightness has washed away, leaving her shoulders dropped low, her brows drawn like curtains. Something cold and hateful sprouts in my heart, and I don’t understand. Not yet.
“I get my own.”
The truth clicks. Slots into place like the final piece of a puzzle and all I can see is red and rot and Riley’s skin peeling away when there was nothing I could do to put it back on.
Riley recovered all the cargo the pirates ever took, made them pay in blood for that which couldn’t be salvaged, and maybe those ledgers didn’t balance to Pac-At’s liking, but some loss was to be expected, if not forgiven.
But Riley didn’t know Ma Rickets was an ex-operative. That she had the skills and the tools to hit those trucks, take what she wanted when she wanted. A consistent hit like that—one that Riley never addressed, a debt she never knew needed to be paid—that’s something Pac-At wouldn’t let stand.
“It’s you,” I say, and those words fly up, ready with rage. “You take your damn flour from the trucks and the ledgers don’t line up. You killed them. All of them. For some fucking biscuits.”
Ma Rickets, dragon of the badlands, smiles slow and sad and bitter.
“Pac-At kills ’em. I just put ’em in the dirt.”
She opens the screen and steps through, holding it out to me in invitation. The rage in me crystallizes. Hardens. Maybe it’s brittle and the next thing Ma Rickets says will break it open again, push me to slaughter, but I don’t think so, because I understand. I get it. What they’ve done to us.
When we fail to kill without question, when we grow a conscience, they kick us out here. Send us to watch the trucks, tell us pretty lies about how clear and simple it all is in the badlands. A pirate steals. They don’t have to. No one’s makin’ ’em. They could go back to the cities, get the piss-poor assistance for those on hard times. Carve out an honest life.
But the badlands, they’re a vacuum, and a certain kind of person is always going to find their way out here. Always going to scrape a life out of the dirt. Build something they think might matter, like Ratta did.
And it’s never that clear, is it? It can’t be. Ratta’s camp steals seedstock, and maybe you let them keep a few bags, because seeds are just food, and food’s a right, isn’t it? Like flour. Like the freedom to choose.
You let it slide, if you’re that Pac-At operative that couldn’t hack the usual missions. If you can’t kill a suit just because Pac-At said so, what chance, what fucking chance do you have at following orders out here? This isn’t being put out to pasture. It’s being tossed in a meat grinder. They probably love the data they gather on it all.
Ma Rickets is asking me a question, with that held-open door. All she did, all she’s ever done, is steal some flour. Can I kill her for that? Can I build a pillar in her name, and wash my hands of her blood, and say that was the right thing?
O’ course not. I never could. That’s why I’m here. That’s why she’s waiting, with that door propped open.
She smiles when she sees me get it.
“Come along now, Riley,” Ma Rickets says. “And I’ll make you the best damn breakfast you’ve ever had in your life.”
It’s not going to be me that changes things. My Riley, and Alpha, they maybe could have done something, standing in my shoes. But this place chewed them up, just as it was meant to. Just as it’s going to chew me. But that’s all right. I can make a start. Undermine things. Grease certain wheels.
It’ll be me that kills Pac-At. But it’s going to be another Riley who finally puts them in the dirt.
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CHAPTER 1
THE AFTERMATH OF THE BATTLE OF DRALEE
The first thing Sanda did after being resuscitated was vomit all over herself. The second thing she did was to vomit all over again. Her body shook, trembling with the remembered deceleration of her gunship breaking apart around her, stomach roiling as the preservation foam had encased her, shoved itself down her throat and nose and any other ready orifice. Her teeth jarred together, her fingers fumbled with temporary palsy against the foam stuck to her face.
Dios, she hoped the shaking was temporary. They told you this kind of thing happened in training, that the trembling would subside and the “explosive evacuation” cease. But it was a whole hell of a lot different to be shaking yourself senseless while emptying every drop of liquid from your body than to be looking at a cartoonish diagram with friendly letters claiming Mild Gastrointestinal Discomfort.
It wasn’t foam covering her. She scrubbed, mind numb from coldsleep, struggling to figure out what encased her. It was slimy and goopy and—oh no. Sanda cracked a hesitant eyelid and peeked at her fingers. Thick, clear jelly with a slight bluish tinge coated her hands. The stuff was cold, making her trembling worse, and with a sinking gut she realized what it was. She’d joked about the stuff, in training with her fellow gunshippers. Snail snot. Gelatinous splooge. But its real name was MedAssist Incubatory NutriBath, and you only got dunked in it if you needed intensive care with a capital I.
“Fuck,” she tried to say, but her throat rasped on unfamiliar air. How long had she been in here? Sanda opened both eyes, ignoring the cold gel running into them. She lay in a white enameled cocoon, the lid removed to reveal a matching white ceiling inset with true-white bulbs. The brightness made her blink.
The NutriBath was draining, and now that her chest was exposed to air, the shaking redoubled. Gritting her teeth against the spasms, she felt around the cocoon, searching for a handhold.
“Hey, medis,” she called, then hacked up a lump of gel. “Got a live one in here!”
No response. Assholes were probably waiting to see if she could get out under her own power. Could she? She didn’t remember being injured in the battle. But the medis didn’t stick you in a bath for a laugh. She gave up her search for handholds and fumbled trembling hands over her body, seeking scars. The baths were good, but they wouldn’t have left a gunnery sergeant like her in the tub long enough to fix cosmetic damage. The gunk was only slightly less expensive than training a new gunner.
Her face felt whole, chest and shoulders smaller than she remembered but otherwise unharmed. She tried to crane her neck to see down her body, but the unused muscles screamed in protest.
“Can I get some help over here?” she called out, voice firmer now she’d cleared it of the gel. Still no answer. Sucking down a few sharp breaths to steel herself against the ache, she groaned and lifted her torso up on her elbows until she sat straight, legs splayed out before her.
Most of her legs, anyway.
Sanda stared, trying to make her coldsleep-dragging brain catch up with what she saw. Her left leg was whole, if covered in disturbing wrinkles, but her right… That ended just above the place where her knee should have been. Tentatively, she reached down, brushed her shaking fingers over the thick lump of flesh at the end of her leg.
She remembered. A coil fired by an Icarion railgun had smashed through the pilot’s deck, slamming a nav panel straight into her legs. The evac pod chair she’d been strapped into had immediately deployed preserving foam—encasing her, and her smashed leg, for Ada Prime scoopers to pluck out of space after the chaos of the Battle of Dralee faded. She picked at her puckered skin, stunned. Remembered pain vibrated through her body and she clenched her jaw. Some of that cold she’d felt upon awakening must have been leftover shock from the injury, her body frozen in a moment of panic.
Any second now, she expected the pain of the incident to mount, to catch up with her and punish her for putting it off so long. It didn’t. The NutriBath had done a better job than she’d thought possible. Only mild tremors shook her.
“Hey,” she said, no longer caring that her voice cracked. She gripped either side of her open cocoon. “Can I get some fucking help?”
Silence answered. Choking down a stream of expletives that would have gotten her court-martialed, Sanda scraped some of the gunk on her hands off on the edges of the cocoon’s walls and adjusted her grip. Screaming with the effort, she heaved herself to standing within the bath, balancing precariously on her single leg, arms trembling under her weight.
The medibay was empty.
“Seriously?” she asked the empty room.
The rest of the medibay was just as stark white as her cocoon and the ceiling, its walls pocked with panels blinking all sorts of readouts she didn’t understand the half of. Everything in the bay was stowed, the drawers latched shut, the gurneys folded down and strapped to the walls. It looked ready for storage, except for her cocoon sitting in the center of the room, dripping NutriBath and vomit all over the floor.
“Naked wet girl in here!” she yelled at the top of her sore voice. Echoes bounced around her, but no one answered. “For fuck’s sake.”
Not willing to spend god-knew-how-long marinating in a stew of her own body’s waste, Sanda clenched her jaw and attempted to swing her leg over the edge of the bath. She tipped over and flopped face-first to the ground instead.
“Ow.”
She spat blood and picked up her spinning head. Still no response. Who was running this bucket, anyway? The medibay looked clean enough, but there wasn’t a single Ada Prime logo anywhere. She hadn’t realized she’d miss those stylized dual bodies with their orbital spin lines wrapped around them until this moment.
Calling upon half-remembered training from her boot camp days, Sanda army crawled her way across the floor to a long drawer. By the time she reached it, she was panting hard, but pure anger drove her forward. Whoever had come up with the bright idea to wake her without a medi on standby needed a good, solid slap upside the head. She may have been down to one leg, but Sanda was pretty certain she could make do with two fists.
She yanked the drawer open and hefted herself up high enough to see inside. No crutches, but she found an extending pole for an IV drip. That’d have to do. She levered herself upright and stood a moment, back pressed against the wall, getting her breath. The hard metal of the stand bit into her armpit, but she didn’t care. She was on her feet again. Or foot, at least. Time to go find a medi to chew out.
The caster wheels on the bottom of the pole squeaked as she made her way across the medibay. The door dilated with a satisfying swish, and even the stale recycled air of the empty corridor smelled fresh compared to the nutri-mess she’d been swimming in. She paused and considered going back to find a robe. Ah, to hell with it.
She shuffled out into the hall, picked a likely direction toward the pilot’s deck, and froze. The door swished shut beside her, revealing a logo she knew all too well: a single planet, fiery wings encircling it.
Icarion.
She was on an enemy ship. With one leg.
Naked.
Sanda ducked back into the medibay and scurried to the panel-spotted wall, silently cursing each squeak of the IV stand’s wheels. She had to find a comms link, and fast.
Gel-covered fingers slipped on the touchscreen as she tried to navigate unfamiliar protocols. Panic constricted her throat, but she forced herself to breathe deep, to keep her cool. She captained a gunship. This was nothing.
Half expecting alarms to blare, she slapped the icon for the ship’s squawk box and hesitated. What in the hell was she supposed to broadcast? They hadn’t exactly covered codes for “help I’m naked and legless on an Icarion bucket” during training. She bit her lip and punched in her own call sign—1947—followed by 7500, the universal sign for a hijacking. If she were lucky, they’d get the hint: 1947 had been hijacked. Made sense, right?
She slapped send.
“Good morning, one-niner-four-seven. I’ve been waiting for you to wake up,” a male voice said from the walls all around her. She jumped and almost lost her balance.
“Who am I addressing?” She forced authority into her voice even though she felt like diving straight back into her cocoon.
“This is AI-Class Cruiser Bravo-India-Six-One-Mike.”
AI-Class? A smartship? Sanda suppressed a grin, knowing the ship could see her. Smartships were outside Ada Prime’s tech range, but she’d studied them inside and out during training. While they were brighter than humans across the board, they still had human follies. Could still be lied to. Charmed, even.
“Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Cruiser. My name’s Sanda Greeve.”
“I am called The Light of Berossus,” the voice said.
Of course he was. Damned Icarions never stuck to simple call signs. They always had to posh things up by naming their ships after ancient scientists. She nodded, trying to keep an easy smile on while she glanced sideways at the door. Could the ship’s crew hear her? They hadn’t heard her yelling earlier, but they might notice their ship talking to someone new.
“That’s quite the mouthful for friendly conversation.”
“Bero is an acceptable alternative.”
“You got it, Bero. Say, could you do me a favor? How many souls on board at the present?”
Her grip tightened on the IV stand, and she looked around for any other item she could use as a weapon. This was a smartship. Surely they wouldn’t allow the crew handblasters for fear of poking holes in their pretty ship. All she needed was a bottleneck, a place to hunker down and wait until Ada Prime caught her squawk and figured out what was up.
“One soul on board,” Bero said.
“What? That can’t be right.”
“There is one soul on board.” The ship sounded amused with her exasperation at first listen, but there was something in the ship’s voice that nagged at her. Something… tight. Could AI ships even slip like that? It seemed to her that something with that big of a brain would only use the tone it absolutely wanted to.
“In the medibay, yes, but the rest of the ship? How many?”
“One.”
She licked her lips, heart hammering in her ears. She turned back to the control panel she’d sent the squawk from and pulled up the ship’s nav system. She couldn’t make changes from the bay unless she had override commands, but… The whole thing was on autopilot. If she really was the only one on board… Maybe she could convince the ship to return her to Ada Prime. Handing a smartship over to her superiors would win her accolades enough to last a lifetime. Could even win her a fresh new leg.
“Bero, bring up a map of the local system, please. Light up any ports in range.”
A pause. “Bero?”
“Are you sure, Sergeant Greeve?”
Unease threaded through her. “Call me Sanda, and yes, light her up for me.”
The icons for the control systems wiped away, replaced with a 3-D model of the nearby system. She blinked, wondering if she still had goop in her eyes. Couldn’t be right. There they were, a glowing dot in the endless black, the asteroid belt that stood between Ada Prime and Icarion clear as starlight. Judging by the coordinates displayed above the ship’s avatar, she should be able to see Ada Prime. They were near the battlefield of Dralee, and although there was a whole lot of space between the celestial bodies, Dralee was the closest in the system to Ada. That’s why she’d been patrolling it.
“Bero, is your display damaged?”
“No, Sanda.”
She swallowed. Icarion couldn’t have… wouldn’t have. They wanted the dwarf planet. Needed access to Ada Prime’s Casimir Gate.
“Bero. Where is Ada Prime in this simulation?” She pinched the screen, zooming out. The system’s star, Cronus, spun off in the distance, brilliant and yellow-white. Icarion had vanished, too.
“Bero!”
“Icarion initiated the Fibon Protocol after the Battle of Dralee. The results were larger than expected.”
The display changed, drawing back. Icarion and Ada Prime reappeared, their orbits aligning one of the two times out of the year they passed each other. Somewhere between them, among the asteroid belt, a black wave began, reaching outward, consuming space in all directions. Asteroids vanished. Icarion vanished. Ada Prime vanished.
She dropped her head against the display. Let the goop run down from her hair, the cold glass against her skin scarcely registering. Numbness suffused her. No wonder Bero was empty. He must have been ported outside the destruction. He was a smartship. He wouldn’t have needed human input to figure out what had happened.
“How long?” she asked, mind racing despite the slowness of coldsleep. Shock had grabbed her by the shoulders and shaken her fully awake. Grief she could dwell on later, now she had a problem to work. Maybe there were others, like her, on the edge of the wreckage. Other evac pods drifting through the black. Outposts in the belt.
There’d been ports, hideouts. They’d starve without supplies from either Ada Prime or Icarion, but that’d take a whole lot of time. With a smartship, she could scoop them up. Get them all to one of the other nearby habitable systems before the ship’s drive gave out. And if she were very lucky… Hope dared to swell in her chest. Her brother and fathers were resourceful people. Surely her dad Graham would have had some advance warning. That man always had his ear to the ground, his nose deep in rumor networks. If anyone could ride out that attack, it was them.
“It has been two hundred thirty years since the Battle of Dralee.”
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