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Chapter 1
The sandstorm hit with a force that was devastating.  Tornado strength winds whipped the slashing sand that tore at the exposed side of the train.  The massive carriages shuddered in the relentless storm and its metal sides that faced the oncoming tempest became heated to a dull red by the friction created by the tidal waves of silicon.  The transport column slowed as it approached the scree slope of an escarpment, its wedge shaped front engine grinding a path through the drifting sands and gravel.  
	The streamlined attack ship emerged from the mountainous black clouds and hovered over the landing bay above one of the central cars, its engines flickering in response to the violent airstreams.  Its nose was lowered to the wind and its primary protective hull was angled defensively towards the worst of the storm.  Three grappling hooks shot out from its undercarriage and embedded themselves into the thick metal surface of the top sections of the bay.  Slowly the heavy cables began to retract, their lengths singing in the violent airstreams that shuddered the small craft.  The cables held firm.
As the ship slowly descended the metal wires started to glow in the friction and began to unravel, their super heated cords twisted out like fine hairs that dissipated in sparks of white.  A side cable failed in the heat and the strain causing the ship to smash into the raised edge of the platform, buckling the reinforced walls as if they were made of tin.  A flare of jets roared from the port side of the ship as it attempted to right itself.  A huge gust tore into its exposed starboard side and the small craft rammed into the opposite protective wall, its wing was ripped off and was dragged away by the winds; it flew, tumbling away into the storm.  The ship crashed heavily and came to rest on the metal surface, sheltered from the worst of the ravages of the storm by the high walls surrounding the top of the cargo lock.
	A side hatch blew out from the ship and seven dark forms emerged from the ruined craft.  Their heads were covered and their faces were masked.  Any clothing or armour that they had was wrapped around as much of their exposed flesh as possible.  On this leeward side they were protected from the full onslaught of the storm but the deflected sand churned and spun about them, driving itself into their clothing, burning their skin and clogging their breathing apparatus.  
	The huge tracks of the train ground on as they sprinted to the forward section of the bay.  A slip wire sang out in the storm and curled around a rail, twenty metres below them.  One by one they rapidly descended to the protection of the unexposed sides of the transporter.   They made their way along a service gantry, backs pressed firmly against the thick metal walls of the carriages, tiny specs against the enormous retaining walls.  The light of a focused laser shone briefly as they cut through the flexible silicon metal alloy that stretched across the adjoining containers.  The line widened under the stress and the team clambered inside.
The swirling sand and roaring of the storm followed them.  The interior was dead black and the floor shook violently.  The cars jerked as the train twisted and the rent they had climbed through closed.  A thin figure stepped forward, her bare arms raw from the abrasive grit.  She adjusted her portable hydro-welder and held its contact close to the tear. The edges glowed in the super-heated radiation; casting sparks across her masked face.  The surfaces fused together.  She continued down, creating a molecular weld in the creased alloy.
Ven Reins covered his spotlight with one gloved hand and activated the beam.  He allowed thin bars of white light to reveal the interior of the mid-car section.  It was clear.  He removed his mask and the others followed suit.  Their comms system was useless in the storm’s interference.
	“There,” he said, holding a narrow beam on a bulkhead door.  Neshim and M’Ared held their positions; Qiao Jun and Quy took station opposite.  Orahd Hawk walked cautiously to the access door that was now flanked by Ven Reins and Kiva.  She used a small penlight to illuminate the seals and located a panel that glowed faintly in the blackness.
	“Looks like a biometric port, Ven,” she whispered.
	“Age before beauty?”
	Orahd smiled grimly at his joke.  He might be older than her but she looked his senior by a good few years at least.  It had been a long time since her last regen treatment.  She and Reins were both former Gencore troopers, now part of the rebel group, Nebulo Seven.  Orahd had deserted; she couldn’t stomach any more of the slaughter and had gone into hiding, searching for the rebel faction.  Reins had been wounded and left for dead by his own men when he had tried to halt the massacre of unarmed refugees fleeing the city.  They were the only two that could possibly open this door and either of them might also activate the automatic alarms. 
	“I saw them decommission you, Ven. I stand a better chance.”  Orahd had been there when they had pulled Reins from under the carnage and the rubble left by his unit.  She had witnessed his insignia disappear from his armour.  To the Gencore, he was dead.
	“True,” replied Reins, “but they definitely know that you’re alive.  You’re a wanted rebel; your code is still being searched for.  They believe I’m dead, Orahd.  There’s a chance that they haven’t activated the security protocols.  A corpse can’t threaten them.”
	“It’s too risky, we’ll find another way to...”
	“There isn’t another way,” interrupted Reins, his voice became urgent, “not without making ourselves instant targets.  Orahd, we have to find out what this transport is carrying, our intel has hinted at something game changing.  Our ship is fucked and we need to find a way of escape without being torn to pieces out there.  We won’t find that here, we must go in.  I’m the only one who stands a chance of doing this.”
	In the dark she could feel his hand touch her arm and she knew he was right.  It would be suicide to go back outside and hope to find another entrance in time.  But if Reins’ signature was rejected then he would be killed instantly by the automatic defences, the rest of them soon after.
	“I say let him do it,” hissed a voice in the darkness.  “If the fuck fries then that’s one less problem to think about.”
	“Kiva, hold position and wait.”  Orahd’s voice had a hard, protective edge.  She considered the options.  They had no choice.  “OK, Ven. Do it.  All of you, position for max defence and offence.   “Neshim, activate the drone.”  Neshim Sherat pulled out a small circular device and depressed a small panel on its black, non-reflective surface.  Four propellers emerged from the casing and the drone floated smoothly from her hands and hovered silently above their heads. 
 
Chapter 2
Reins removed his glove and placed his palm on the scanner.  It immediately illuminated turning his skin into a glowing red.  He could make out his finger bones through the light.  There was a short delay and for a moment he thought they had been detected.  He tensed, expecting a surge of radiation but then scanner flashed green activating the access doors that hissed as they slowly parted.  He quickly moved out of view, his back to the wall and his rifle at the ready.  The drone sped through the opening and moved out of sight.  Qiao Jun and Quy lay flat on the floor facing the opening, their pulse rifles pointed at the darkness beyond.  Neshim checked his wrist readout for heat signatures; the section appeared to be unguarded.
	“Looks like you’re the prettiest after all, soldier boy,” said Kiva sarcastically. 
	“Save it,” said Orahd.  She looked over at Neshim who nodded once indicating that it was clear for her to advance.  “With me, Kiva.”  She crouched low and moved quickly inside the container.  Kiva followed closely behind and they took positions on either side of the door.  The car was massive.  Their spotlights barely reached the far wall.  The air was hot and humid.
“Fucking hell,” gasped Kiva, gagging as the rancid smell hit her.  Orahd moved further in, her beam flickered over the ten metre high tanks that stretched into the gloom; they were filled with a viscous fluid, illuminated from deep inside, that shone a filthy yellow.  She could make out dark shapes rolling languidly inside each of them.  Reins joined her and moved close to one of the tanks.  A young man’s torso brushed the glass briefly before receding into the murky liquid.  An elderly woman’s face turned in the fluid, one eye was open and unseeing the other side of her face was fleshless, exposing a white cheekbone and a dark, empty eye socket. 
“What is this, Ven?” asked Orahd, not able to take her eyes off the twisting, naked forms.  Now they had become adjusted to the light they could see the bodies of men, women and children floating close together, their flesh in varying stages of decay.
“I don’t know.  They look like they’re being dissolved…digested.”
Orahd tapped the glass with her F-Z22 combat pistol.  “Are they still alive?” 
“I can’t tell.  I really hope not.”
The next two cars held the same grizzly cargo, their contents buffeted by the storm outside that continued to rage against the transport convoy.  Kiva became increasingly more subdued as they passed the tanks.  She paused for a moment, staring at a small hand that came into focus in the fluid and then was gone.  She bent double and retched.  Neshim crouched beside her, one hand on her shoulder.  He was about to help her back to her feet when he noticed a bank of dim lights in a small alcove to the side of a heavy screen.  
“Hold on!”
“What is it?” said Quy.
“I think I see something.”  Neshim walked over to the alcove, there was an array of blank monitors.  The central screen had the faint outline of a hand.  
“What is it, Neshim?” asked Reins catching up with him.  The others gathered round.
“Not sure.  Something to do with these tanks definitely,” he said distractedly.  “There’s a security lock on the mainframe, I can’t seem to get access.  M’Ared, have look at this will you.”  
M’Ared was an electronics genius; there was little he didn’t know about hacking into complex data systems.  “This is real high end security, biometric and fractal code locked.  Whatever’s stored here is not for general consumption that’s for sure.”
“Can you get us in?” asked Reins.
M’Ared frowned at Reins as if he’d been insulted.  He opened his pack and brought out a flattened translucent disc that transformed into the same shade as his skin, it moulded to the shape of his palm.  “One of my own designs,” he said fondly.  “Uses recovered HAC tech, very special.  An internal CPU sorts out the numbers and the shell is a biometric chameleon that adapts its signature to imitate any meat code.”
“Then why didn’t we use it for the doors?” said Quy.
“You wouldn’t use a scalpel to cut down a tree would you?” M’Ared said impatiently.  “Those door panels use dinosaur tech, basically analogue.  It would be like trying to have a conversation about the afterlife with an ape.  This is far more challenging.”  He placed the device on the main screen, it flattened over the outline, changing texture and colour rapidly.  The readouts flickered momentarily and then the screens activated, each of them depicting intricate schematics.  M’Ared retrieved his contraption and stood aside for Neshim.  “By all means,” he said with a small bow and a wave of his arm.
 Neshim scrolled through the digital plans, flicking them away with practiced ease and expanded a section; several complex diagrams filled the screen.  If there was a pattern visible then the others found it impossible to make it out.  Neshim enlarged a single sector that glowed with mathematical symbols.  He stood back, his face pale.
“They’re not dead,” he said flatly.  The others looked at him questioningly.  Before the Purge, Neshim had worked in regen therapy; he had been a specialist in synthetic genetics.  
“These tanks are all specific.  As far as I can tell each tank has a particular purpose with a particular set of genetic data. The detention centres in the major cities must have supplied the subjects.  This is seriously fucked up.”
“What are they planning to make with this shit?” asked M’Ared. 
“Best guess?  They’re harvesting their own populations, using them to perfect some form of genetic design,” said Neshim.
“Something unholy,” said Quy darkly.  He gestured to the tanks that glowed around them. “This is the belly of the beast, Orahd.  Quite literally.”
“Yeah, like Jonah in his fucking whale,” said Kiva hoarsely, wiping her mouth of spittle with the back of her glove; she was pointing at Reins. 
Orahd’s voice was urgent, “M’Ared, can we download this information?”  
“I believe so.”  M’Ared took out a recording device from his jacket and placed it over the screen.  It began to flash as the transfer began.  Within seconds it was complete.  “Done,” he said handing it to Orahd.
“Qiao, I need you to keep this safe.”  Qiao nodded and a compartment opened deep in her prosthetic arm.  She placed the device inside and it closed, seamlessly.
Quy stood in front of Orahd’s light, facing her.  “Orahd, the intel was right, this is no ordinary transport.  Something terrible is happening here.” 
Chapter 3
They took their positions in the next mid-car section and the doors behind slid shut.  Reins placed his hand on the plaque.  The doors opened and cool, fresher air rushed towards them.  This space was even larger than the others.
The container was full of pale, bulky machines that towered above them, crowding the interior.  There must have been over fifty of them in this one car alone.  Their access cavities were opened revealing wires and electrodes that hung deep inside the vaguely humanoid forms.
	“ION mining suits.  Old Snow Corporation tech.” said Kiva excitedly, she ran to one of the metal hulks, her fingers running over a battered insignia.  “Never seen so many in one place. They definitely don’t make them like this anymore.  Shame we don’t have a symbiote.  This suicide mission would be a breeze with just one of those things on our side.  Totally badass.”  She ran her hand down the external armour of one of the machines and began to climb up its outer casing.
	Reins indicated for the rest of their team to enter the container.  The doors slid closed behind them.  
	M’Ared cast a critical eye over the machines.  “These aren’t your normal mining units.  These look militarised.”  He studied the industrial grade weapon rails attached to the intimidating limbs and torsos of the suits.  
	Neshim whistled, “These are meant to hold some serious hardware.” 
Reins moved over to Orahd and spoke quietly, “We need to find their munitions and blow this place.  This shipment can’t get to its destination.  I don’t know what the plan is for those bodies in there but I know there can be only one use for these machines above ground and it’s a party I don’t want to be at.  Our rebel groups won’t stand a chance if they are faced with just a handful of these IONs.  I’d bet that this isn’t the only container on this convoy that looks like this.  These can only be meant for the cities…”
 “I know,” replied Orahd.  “We’ve stumbled on something big here.  We need to stop this train and get the data back to base.”  She eyed their coffee skinned electronics expert.  “M’Ared, can these things be destroyed?”
M’Ared shrugged.  “These beauties are virtually indestructible.  There’s little that you can do to mess them up…” he smiled at Kiva sat inside the guts of the machine and grinned, “…when they’re sealed.  I think I may be able to figure out a way of disrupting the reactor containment field.  If can instigate a cascading chain reaction in the central Hydro-Cell you can kiss goodbye to everything within ten klicks of here, including this convoy.  I don’t need to tell you how big a bang that’ll be but it’ll sure be pretty.  Even if it’s just the one that blows the blast will be so severe that they’ll be searching for these brutes for months.  Downside is that we’d never get out in time to see the show.  We’d only have minutes from the point of activation.  Whoever stayed behind would never get clear in time and the rest wouldn’t stand a chance in that storm.”
“There’s a much easier solution,” said a voice from above them.  They looked up.  Kiva peered out over the edge of the access cavity, her falling hair framing her angelic face.  “We go and find a way off this death train, M’Ared can hotwire my friend here and then we all get the fuck out once the storm passes.  Except for him,” she nodded at Ven Reins, “we leave that bastard behind to press the button long after we’re gone.”
Quy shook his head.  “Anyone have a sensible plan we can actually use?  One that doesn’t involve one, or all of us, dying?”  Kiva gave him the finger in disgust and slid nimbly down from the machine.
Orahd looked at her team.  They were the best and she knew it.  Despite their differences when the shit hit they pulled together.  They were a tight unit that had become a force to be reckoned with, especially with her and Reins’ military expertise.  She didn’t think it was a coincidence that since Reins had joined them they hadn’t had one casualty.  He’d been with them several months now and had proved himself an indispensible member of their team.  Despite this, his background meant that he was still treated with suspicion, especially by Kiva.  She had wanted to kill him from day one after she’d seen what his unit had done to those refugees.  Kiva had lost her only child in the early days of the Purge and had never truly recovered from the loss.  Only Orahd knew that she carried a tiny, mummified hand deep in her vest.  
“OK,” she said.  “I see three options.  Wait here until the storm passes and write this off as a bad deal…”
“Fuck that,” said Neshim spitting at the floor.
“Or, we commandeer what weaponry and supplies we can and get off this train.  We can sabotage the convoy and leave enough explosives to cripple this bastard.  We’ll report what we know back at the base, but I’m not prepared to get us killed in a hydro-blast unless there is a good chance that we can all make it out of here alive.”
 “Always gets my vote,” said M’Ared.  The others murmured in assent.
Quy looked puzzled.  “What’s the third option?”
“Well, I thought one of you might have had another suggestion.”  She looked at them in turn.  “No?  Option two it is...”
“There may be another way,” interrupted Reins.  The others stared at him questioningly.  “I like Kiva’s idea.”
There was uproar.
“Fuckin’ A!  I’m starting to warm to this guy,” said Kiva slapping Reins on the back.
“Ven, don’t be ridiculous, I said all of us.  We’re not leaving you behind.”
“You may not need to, Orahd.  Kiva was right…in part.  I’m not here to commit suicide; I’m here to get even.  We need to disable this convoy by any means and also give M’Ared time to sabotage one of these things.  M’Ared, I know we can’t use them but is it possible that we can close and open these things from the inside?”
“Yes,” said M’Ared, “The access hatches are mechanical, but that’s all you can do, none of us have the symbiotic implants that can make these things actually work.”
Quy was getting the idea.  “You can’t mean…”
“Exactly.  These suits are designed to withstand enormous pressures.  A mountain could fall on them and they’d still function.  Neshim,” he turned to the closest thing they had to a medic, “could a person survive an explosion of the kind M’Ared is suggesting if they were in one of these machines?”
“Possibly, yes,” he replied.  He squinted at the machine and ran a hand through his dark, tightly curled hair.  “Yes, I believe so.  If the emergency compression supports are automatic and functioning, then yes, a person could, theoretically, survive.”
“Qiao, can you see a way of moving these things?”  Their silent mechanic nodded and pointed her assault rifle at the utility tracks beneath their feet and the chain tracks above.
“Orahd, this is our best chance.  We can use these IONs as escape pods.  I’ll activate the cascade once you and the others are clear and then follow you.  I’m resistant to the radiation.  It’ll work, I know it.”
Orahd looked at Reins for a moment.  She couldn’t let her personal feelings for him cloud her decision, his plan made sense.  If it worked then they’d escape with the data and destroy the freighter. 
“OK, Reins, we do it your way.  M’Ared, you stay here and see what you can do.  Neshim, guard this carriage.  Don’t let anything in.  Quy, you’re with me.  We need to salvage any weaponry that we can.  Qiao Jun, I want seven of these suits against the outer bulkhead.  Set a ring of charges on the wall around them.  Reins, Kiva, you’ll scout ahead.  I want you two to find a way to stop this train in case M’Ared can’t make his little bomb.”  Kiva threw her hands in the air and was about to complain.  Orahd glared at her in warning.  “We can’t have much more than a couple of hours before this rad storm lifts and their surveillance systems recover from the blackout and discover our little day trip.  We need to be back here well before then.”
 
Chapter 4
Reins shouldered his BAT-12 conversion machine gun and activated the panel to the next carriage.  Orahd and Quy followed close behind.  The drone flew over their heads.
“This is too weird,” said Kiva.  “Where the fuck is everyone?”
Quy shrugged, “It’s possible that this entire convey is automated.  There isn’t much to threaten it in these badlands, especially with storms like that.” 
Orahd followed the drone into the next compartment.  She crouched low and her short-barrelled machine gun swung rapidly from point to point.  They had hit the jackpot.  The car was full of racks of weaponry of all kinds and cases of munitions were secured high to the sides of the walls.  Kiva rushed over to a complete set of DAMX-301 rocket launchers and hefted one from its fixings.  She struggled momentarily under the canon’s weight before finding her balance.  She grinned like a child and cocked her head at Orahd.  “This one’s mine,” she said possessively, rocking the weapon gently.
Orahd spoke to Reins.  “The engine can’t be too far ahead.  Get whatever explosives you can carry and set the charges.  Kiva, stick with Reins.  Quy and I will salvage what we can and wait for you here.”  She moved efficiently along the racks of weaponry, attaching what she could to her harness.
Kiva had spotted a case of extremely powerful BIBEX high explosive magnetic mines; radio and timer activated pieces.  They filled their packs with as many as they could carry and entered the mid-section.  The huge, armoured doors closed behind them.
 
 
M’Ared’s feet were the only part of him that Neshim could see as he hung head first deep in the electronic guts of the ION suit.  His twisting ankles dislodged a wrench that tumbled inside the machine.  They heard a muffled curse followed by a loud banging noise as M’Ared grabbed the heavy metal wrench that had hit him on the back of his neck and used it to take his anger out on the metal containment structure around the primary Hydro-Cell.  Neshim peered inside.
“You sure that’s a good idea M’Ared?”
“Screw you, Neshim.  Why don’t you get down here and see if you can do any better!  Fucking overdesigned piece of crap.  Have you seen the security shit they’ve got in this monster?  How the hell anyone is supposed to get into this bastard is anyone’s guess.  If I had it my way…” His voice faded into grumbling curses, an occasional thud signalling his frustration.
Neshim chuckled and tried to catch Qiao Jun’s eye to share the joke.  Her petite Chinese features remained as impassive as ever as she hauled an ION unit across the container by thick chains hanging from the service girders above.  Not for the first time Neshim admired her strength.  For someone so slight she was arguably the physically strongest of them all.  Her left arm was a reinforced hydraulic prosthetic attached to her main skeletal structure at the shoulder, her upper arm coated in a protective ‘skin’.  When Qiao was braced she could pull anything.
“Hey Qiao, you need any help?” called Neshim.  The petite Asian woman raised her head and looked at Neshim.  She pressed a finger to her lips and pointed at the doors.  Neshim sighed and jumped down, landing heavily on his haunches and leaned against a support, his assault rifle pointed lazily at the door.  “Some fucking party,” he mumbled as he used his other hand to fish out a ration bar.  He tore off the cover with his teeth and chewed at it with his mouth open.  He glanced over his shoulder at Qiao Jun who was busily attaching explosives on the bulkhead wall alongside the seven gently swinging suits.  She’d barely broken into a sweat.
M’Ared’s head reappeared, his face and hands filthy with black lubricating fluid.  “Got it,” he grinned.
“Way to go, M’Ared,” said Neshim and began walking towards him.
The compartment doors exploded inwards.  Neshim lifted bodily through the air, landing heavily on his weapon.  The wind was forced out of his lungs and he scrambled, choking, for the cover of the nearest ION.  He forced himself to relax his diaphragm and the air rushed down his throat in a coarse, high-pitched breath.  Laser fire flashed around him and percussion grenades echoed thunderously in the enclosed space.  He fumbled at his utility belt, his hands shaking with shock, and ripped off a thermite grenade.  He held out his hand to the side and cast it clattering across the floor towards the attackers.  As the grenade was released his hand disintegrated in a line of laser fire.  He stifled a scream and pulled the cauterised stump to his chest.
He searched for Qiao Jun and saw high-energy weapons fire coming from near the bulkhead.  The phosphorus grenade exploded, filling the space with a blinding white light that flared in the dense smoke.  He saw her slide across the space between them, firing her assault rifle as she skidded towards him.  She grabbed Neshim by the waist and pulled him further into the cover of the crowded IONs.
M’Ared? mouthed Qiao.  Neshim pointed upwards with his arm and gaped dumbly at his wound as if only now realising that his hand was gone. Qiao’s otherwise expressionless face broke into a smile at Neshim’s confused expression.  It was all so surreal that Neshim couldn’t help grinning back at her.  Qiao jabbed her mechanical finger at the swinging suits by the side of the container.  Neshim understood.
 
Chapter 5
Quy was rocked to the floor by the aftershock of the explosion that rippled through the train, racks of weaponry tumbled from their restraints.  “Shit,” said Orahd.  “They know we’re here.  Get yourself armed.”  Quy ran over to one of the racks and began shoving chain rounds into his backpack.  He detached an MkIII machine gun from its carriage and fixed its weight distributer harness around his torso.  He checked his sights and read the glowing readouts.  “Ready!” he shouted.
	Orahd was already heavily armed from the materiel that she’d scavenged.  She had equipped herself with twin GEM9 suppression handguns; on her back was a retractable RG laser array with forward shoulder tracers, and an MkIII rested on a harness that bulged with smart grenades and spare ammunition.  She hauled a rocket launcher off the rack and lightly lifted the bulky and hefty weapon to her shoulder.  She strode purposefully to face the doors that led back to the ION container.
	“Fire in the hole!” she shouted.  Quy held his arms over his head as Orahd knelt on one knee, leaned forward and fired.  The rocket crashed through the thick steel doors, ripping them outwards and continued its screaming path of destruction on through the next.  They could see glowing tanks erupting as the missile passed through them and finally detonated in a blaze of light and heat at the distant end of the container. Flames rushed back tearing apart the fluid tanks in a shock wave of glass and bodies.  Quy dived and pushed Orahd away from the path of the onslaught.  They skidded across the slick surface; he was still clinging to Orahd.
	“That went well,” she said wryly.  “Wait ‘til Kiva sees what that thing can do.”
	“We need to warn them,” said Quy rising to his feet.
	“We can’t get to them.  Reins is the only person that can open the door safely, we can’t blast our way through, we’d most likely kill them.  All we can do is clear the path back for them.”
 
 
The doors slid closed behind Reins and Kiva.  They made their way to the soft glow of the bio-reader screen.  Kiva took position to the side of the doors and Reins placed his hand on the panel.  The light shone through his hand but the doors remained closed.  He tried again.  The floor heaved in the wave of an explosion and they were thrown down by the violent aftershock from the car behind them.  Reins lurched over to the return console and his hand fell upon a lifeless surface.  He slammed at it in frustration, calling out Orahd’s name.  
“It’s a fucking trap!”  Kiva was screaming at him.  
Behind them the doors began to slide open, filling the space with light.  Kiva instinctively threw herself to one side of the doorway and rolled into the dark.  A heavy shadow fell across Reins’ back.  He turned slowly, his arms raised.  In the doorway stood the silhouette of a plaxium armoured Gencore trooper flanked by nine others standing in the forward beams of a scout transporter that crouched squat and mean behind them.  Reins opened a fist.  There was a grenade in his hand, his thumb over the contact.
	“Hi, bro,” said the silhouette, 
	“Dejal?” said Reins squinting in the glare.  He saw the F13 insignia glowing on the dark figure.  He leaned back.  “I suppose this was always on the cards?”
	“If you believe in such things,” said the cold voice.  “I hoped you were still alive.  We sent a clean up patrol out to collect your body.  They found your armour but you were gone and we’ve been looking for you ever since.  I was alerted to your location the moment you accessed the convoy.  I allowed you make your way this far.”
	Out of the corner of his eye he was aware that Kiva was loading her missile launcher.  She was grinning.  She gestured towards the folding sections of the mid-car wall.  Reins took his thumb away from the grenade contact and lowered his arms.
	“What now, Dejal?”
	“You come with me.”
	“What if I say no?”
	“That wouldn’t be wise,” Dejal said, indicating his men.  “Anyway, we have some catching up to do.  Things are changing out there, Ven. People like you and me?  We could go a long way.  I always looked up to you, big brother.”
	“You tried to kill me, Dejal.”
	“You tried to kill yourself!” he said, ripping his mask from his face, his voice rising in anger.  He took a step towards Reins; Kiva could see his profile, the trooper had Reins’ jaw.  She pulled back further into the shadows.  
“What the fuck were you thinking, Ven?  They were just Breathers, they were nothing.”  Dejal paused, his voice became low, persuasive.  “Come on, bro, forgive me.  I forgive you.  The Techs can wipe this thing from your mind, it’ll be like old times.”
	“They were innocent, Dejal.”
	“No they were not!” shouted Dejal, his combat rifle pointed at Reins’ chest.  “They were parasites.  They were less than fucking animals!”
	“They were children.”
Dejal shoved the barrel of his weapon hard into Reins’ breastbone.  “Ven, this is what we are, what you are.”  
“You’re wrong.  We were supposed to enforce the peace, not to be mindless killers.  We were meant to be more than this, Dejal.  Can’t you see that we’re all being used?  We’re nothing but pieces of meat to the Corporations and if you think you’re on top of the food chain, brother, then think again.  Something far worse is coming.  If we do nothing there’ll be no civilisation left, no humanity.”
Dejal lowered his rifle and appeared to hesitate, for a moment he seemed conflicted.  He shook his head and leaned forward towards his brother and hissed through clenched teeth.  “Fuck civilisation.  Fuck humanity.”  He stepped back and held out his hand, his voice final.  “Come back to us.”
	“Fuck you,” said Reins throwing the grenade past Dejal and dived into the shadows.  Kiva fired as soon as he began to move and the exterior wall disintegrated in a wave of fire and heat that flew outwards.  The rocket flew away from them and abruptly detonated in the storm’s bombardment.  The blast flared back into the car and Dejal was spun violently into the opposing wall; his team were scattered across the inner compartment, stunned by Reins’ frag-grenade.  Reins tried to cover Kiva’s body with his own, the biting sands tearing at his clothes and his exposed flesh.  She struggled beneath him; she was screaming something.  He could barely hear her over the noise of the storm but it sounded like, “You’re still a fucking arsehole!”
 
 
M’Ared watched in horror as Neshim was thrown across the section by the blast wave.  Projectiles ricocheted off the surfaces of the suit around him.  He barely had time to activate the chest seals on the ION before the lasers shone blindingly across the plaxium glass, inches from his face.  It was suddenly incredibly silent.  It was like watching a vid-screen with the sound off.  He could see Neshim scrabbling across the floor; he seemed injured.  He saw three armoured Gencore fan out from the ruined doorway.  They were taking their time; sporadic laser fire from Qiao Jun flickered impotently over their plaxium armour.  He saw a phosphorous grenade explode below him.  He ducked instinctively, the detonation exploding furiously above him.  He was safe for the moment but helpless and the Gencore knew it as well as he did.  They’d focus their attentions on Neshim and Qiao.  If they were ever going to make it, they were going to have to do it without him.  He crawled further inside and deactivated the shield to the primary Hydro-Cell.  He had work to do.
Qiao and Neshim hurled themselves across the gap over to the hanging ION units.  There was no way that they could win this fight, the best they could do was escape.  The Gencore armour could deflect anything that she or Neshim had.  The only things stronger than the troopers were the IONs themselves.   She pointed at Neshim and then at the suits.
 “Shit yeah!” said Neshim.  Qiao grabbed a chain and made a throwing gesture.   She pointed at Neshim’s weapon.  Neshim nodded his head in understanding; he gripped his combat rifle in one hand and began to shoot continuously in the direction of the troopers
Qiao’s mechanical arm hauled on the chain, swinging the massive suit away from her with one powerful heave.  It hurtled along the tracks towards the troopers who dived out of their path.  The undercarriage of the suit caught a soldier by the legs and he was dragged under the massive weight of the mining suit, his plaxium armour gouging a track in the steel floor.  Qiao threw her remaining grenades at the other two troopers.  Neshim was already climbing one of the units and was nearly at the opening.  He curled his mutilated arm over the edge and began to drag himself inside.  He turned and fired at the troopers, trying to cover Qiao’s escape.  He could see her scaling a unit that twisted on the chains, the wall blocking her entry.  Qiao pushed at the metal and the ION twisted round.  Laser fire flashed around her as she spun.  She threw herself backwards and landed inside the access hatch.  She thumbed the seal activator and the glass smoothly closed sealing her from the fire and the noise.
She could see Neshim.  He was no longer firing and was fumbling with something out of her view.  He disappeared as Qiao’s suit spun and she craned her neck desperately trying to see if Neshim was ok, he flashed into view once more.  The cover was closing.  A grenade arced from below and fell into the cockpit as the glass closed.  Qiao’s view spun, her face twisted in frustration as the scene rushed round.  She saw Neshim burning in a blinding light, the white phosphorus grenade consuming him completely.  One blazing hand pressed to the screen momentarily and then he was gone.
 
 
Chapter 6
Orahd and Quy made their way through the compartments.  It wasn’t easy.  It was pitch black and the ground was slippery from the yellow fluid that covered every surface.  Their spotlights lit up the bodies of a thousand people stretched in bizarre poses across the space like a tableau from a particularly obscene war game.  They made their way through this gruesome scene and reached the far wall.  The detonation had obliterated the inner door and they could see pale light coming from the breeched compartment doors beyond.  They took a side each and pulled.  The doors reluctantly screeched apart, enough to allow them and their gear to pass.
	“One more, Quy.  The others are in there.”  She pointed past the tanks to the far doors and they moved as fast as they could to the closed bulkhead doors, the sounds of a fire fight raged in the next section.  Quy unhooked a GEM9 from Orahd’s belt and said, “I think you should leave this one to me this time.”  Orahd shrugged and stepped back from the door.  Quy selected HiEx on the powerful handgun and fired square at the centre of the doors.  They crumpled and fell into the mid-car compartment.  Orahd raised her eyebrow appreciatively and nodded her head.
	The sounds of crossfire were louder now.  Orahd activated her forward tracer and her shoulders bristled with the high-energy weaponry array.  Quy crouched and his harness hummed as it raised his weighty MkIII up with the smallest motion of his hand.  His blaster pointed at the far doors.
	“Do it,” said Orahd.  Quy pulled the trigger and the compartment doors flew into the space beyond.
 
Reins knew it was all over.  He could see Dejal pull his mask over his exposed face. His black, plaxium armour protected him from the full force of the sandstorm.  Reins looked down at Kiva beneath him.  She was still recovering from the blast.  The only reason the two of them were still alive was because of the buckled and torn lower edge of the blasted hole in the wall.  Dejal was leaning against the maelstrom, making his way towards them, his weapon was gone but his armoured gauntlets were strong enough to tear them both apart.
	A shaft of sunlight burst through the boiling clouds, low on the horizon and lit up Dejal’s suit.  He raised his arms in front of his mask.  The storm was breaking.  A burst of comms static sounded in Reins’ earpiece.
	“Nebulo!  Come in!” he shouted, his voice dampened by the wind that still tore across the exposed section of the freighter but the burning sands were mercifully subsiding.  
	“Reins! W…” crackled Orahd’s voice.  She sounded far away, breathless.  The sounds of weaponry drowning out her voice.
	Kiva grabbed Reins pistol and pushed him away from her.  Dejal’s suit sparked as the projectiles ricocheted harmlessly off his armour.  She screamed and threw the useless gun at his head, Dejal batted it aside and it flew high, carried off by the winds.
	“Fucking murdering bastard!”
	Before Reins could restrain her she had launched herself at the Gencore, her hair loose and wild in the wind.  Reins ran after her but it was too late.  Dejal had Kiva by the neck and had lifted her from the floor.  Kiva kicked and clawed at his body and mask.  He held out his hand to stop Reins from coming any further, he stood his ground, helpless.  Kiva’s struggles were weakening, her face was flushed a deep red and her eyes bulged as she tried desperately to suck in air and continue her attack.
	I’ll…fucking…eat your…” she gasped. Her eyes rolled and her body went limp; her head fell slackly on Dejal’s wrist.
	“You certainly choose them, Ven.”
	The nine Gencore troopers entered the space.  Dejal released Kiva and she fell into foetal curl on the deck.  A trooper removed a thin necklet of metal from his pack and placed it around her neck, the ends glowed as they fused together.  He slapped Kiva hard across the face and shook her awake.  Her chest heaved as her breath returned to her.  She opened her eyes, her expression distant, placid.  She held out her wrists to the trooper who attached plaxium restraints around them and pulled her roughly through the doors to the waiting Scout ship.  
	“Technology is a wonderful thing, Ven. That particular item is a real gift.”  He leaned towards Ven, conspiratorially. “The things you can make a woman do…”
	Ven stood, unspeaking, his eyes fixed on Dejal.
	“It’s over, Ven. Your friends are dead, or will be soon.  You’re finished.  All that you have done has been for nothing.  Take him,” he ordered the remaining troopers.
	“Good to see you again, commander,” said the lead Gencore as he slammed his reinforced fist into Reins’ jaw.  Reins was lifted off the ground with the force of the blow and twisted to the floor, his vision blurring.  Rough hands took hold of him and dragged him by his legs towards the scout ship, another blow from an armoured boot slammed into the side of his head.  His last sight was of Dejal, standing golden in the dawn light, speaking into his wrist communicator.  He heard a voice, full of pain, shouting, “…Get out of here!” and then darkness took him.
 
Chapter 7
They ran through the jagged opening, their MkIIIs roaring explosive tipped projectiles and DM energy bolts. Secondary kill-lasers flared from Orahd’s shoulder array lighting up the smoke filled space of the ION compartment.  They separated to increase their kill zone and found cover from the returning fire.  Orahd assessed the situation with the skill of a seasoned soldier.  She saw the swinging ION suits, one was blazing white from the inside, another twisting rapidly had a figure inside it, pressed to the screen; it was Qiao.  One of the giant machines lay beached on the floor with a Gencore trooper trapped beneath it, he was struggling to free himself but the weight was too great.  There were two other troopers to their left, one with a comms wrist to his mask.
	She gestured to Quy to circle and keep low.  She was startled to hear a voice behind a hiss of static over her earpiece.  She crashed her hand against her helmet and heard Reins shouting her name.
	“Reins!  Where are you?  Where’s Kiva?” she shouted ducking behind an ION as laser fire skitted around her.  “Reins!”  There was no answer.
	“Orahd!” yelled a new voice in her ear.  It was M’Ared.  “Neshim’s gone and Qiao soon will be unless you blow those charges around the IONs.”
	“M’Ared, where are you?”
	“I’m safe as houses, snug as a bug in a rug, happy as a pig in shit, tight as a virgin’s…”
	“M’Ared, shut the fuck up!”  Orahd fired a plasma grenade at the wounded Gencore and moved her position to try to get a clear shot at the charges.  She looked up and could see M’Ared in the ION suit that Kiva had been playing in earlier.  He seemed elated.  She could see him jabbing at the glowing controls in his ION.
	“Quy, you been keeping up with this?” said Orahd to her mic.
	“Moving,” replied Quy.
Orahd could see the charges clearly now and fired a broad beam laser that scorched the metal around them.  A scatter grenade ricocheted against a machine behind her.  She was thrown forward, shrapnel tearing at her side.  There was a numb, dull grinding as her right arm was ripped off above the elbow.  She smashed against the wall and lay there gasping, blood pouring from her mutilated arm.  She pulled at the emergency tourniquet below her shoulder armour and thin wires retracted at the top of her arm, tightening against her skin.  The blood flowed less freely.  She raised her weapon with one hand and focused.  The limpet mine detonated, activating the others in a blinding cascade of fire.  The bulkhead disappeared with half of the platform following it.  The IONs swung crazily, crashing against the giant tracks exposed beneath them, the wheels twisted and ground together and the carriage lurched, throwing them in all directions.  Orahd was dragged along the deck and she shrieked as her hip was crushed by a mining unit rolling into her; she could hear her bones cracking and felt herself blacking out with the intense pain and shock  “Get out of here!” she gasped.  Qiao’s ION suit smashed into a struggling Gencore, pinning him against the bulkhead.
	“Quy!  Help Orahd!” shouted M’Ared
“Trying to!”  Quy was staring at what was once the floor of the car.  Below him he could see the massive tracks and wheels of the Hydro freighter, speeding their way over the desert beneath.  Orahd was badly injured and unconscious.  A stumbling Gencore was making his way towards her.  Quy switched to missile launch and fired continuous explosive grenades at the Gencore who was forced back with each crashing impact.  Quy aimed directly for his mask and the soldier was knocked off his feet, crashing into the IONs, stunned but not dead; his plaxium armour may have protected him from physical injury but it wouldn’t have protected him from the effects of concussion from such a short range and point blank attack.  
The trooper raised his arm and flung a grenade at Quy; his aim wasn’t great.  The torn floor in front of Quy erupted and he was flung upwards towards the gaping hole in the container.  He caught hold of the torn edge of the reinforced metal before he could be thrown clear of the train and tried to pull himself back inside.  The tracks screamed past him at incredible speed and tore at his legs.  Quy was tiring rapidly, he could barely hold on with all of the weight of his weaponry.  He felt his fingers slipping.  Heaving himself forward he hooked his arm over the ripped, steel edges.  The sharp metal cut through his clothing and loose armour, tearing into his armpit.  He managed to hold on, his face twisted with pain, and reached down to release his harness. 
M’Ared watched helplessly as the trooper made his way towards Quy who was desperately trying to pull himself back into the carriage; his MkIII was whipped away along with the rest of his heavy weaponry.  He shouted over the comms, “Qiao, listen to me.  I want you to try something.  These suits have been modified; they look as though they can be accessed through more basic neural implants.  I think you stand a chance of interfacing with it.  Try the command harness.”
Qiao nodded and pulled on the straps with her robotic hand.  Her arm was a very complex piece of machinery.  Its micro-circuitry was connected directly to her nervous system and was controlled through a neural command interface.  Her mechanical arm obeyed her as quickly, if not quicker than her lost limb because of these cranial implants.  As she drew the harness over her shoulders a helmet automatically lowered over her head and an automatic constraint field held her body rigid.  She opened her mouth in a silent scream as a hundred hair-thin lasers bored into her skull.  She panicked for a moment, thinking that she had been trapped.  
Her awareness shifted.  She could sense a warmth flowing through her body as the ION suit made its connection.  She was being pumped with adrenaline making everything around her seem slow and clumsy.  She became aware of her surroundings in a way that she had never experienced before.  She could hear everything and see everything, but not as though she was looking through a screen or listening through a communications network, rather it was as if she was the machine itself with all of its senses, a symbiotic whole.  Its plaxium carapace became her skin, its limbs her own.
She flexed her arms and held her hands before her.  Qiao opened her formidable, clawed fingers and then closed them into tight fists each the size of a boulder, the steel claws biting into her palms.  She wanted to fight and rip and burn.  She felt good, she felt powerful.  Beneath her she could sense the Gencore trooper still trapped there by her bulk.  She lumbered clumsily around, her movements exaggerated, and took hold of the pinned Gencore; her hand cradled the back of his helmet.  She lifted him high so that she could inspect him closer.  Such a small thing, she thought, bringing his masked head closer to her.  The trooper was swinging wildly in her grip and desperately firing his combat rifle to no effect, the bullets simply ricocheted off her ION suit and careered around the carriage. 
She squeezed her hand and the virtually indestructible plaxium helmet began to crack.  The trooper dropped his weapon and gripped Qiao’s hand with his augmented gauntlets and tried frantically to pull apart the vice-like fingers of the ION.  For a moment a horrified face was visible as the helmet split. Qiao’s grip intensified and she shook the Gencore like a toy.  The armoured body severed at the neck and fell crashing to the floor.  Qiau opened her gigantic hand and smiled as she saw the bloodied lump of metal.  M’Ared was cheering, bouncing up and down in his cockpit.
High explosive percussion grenades rammed into her side and Qiao was sent twisting on the connected chains.  She felt no pain, it was like being tickled by a child but she was being steadily edged along the chain tracks, back towards the gaping hole.  The last Gencore had finally freed himself from the beneath the wreckage and had joined his fellow trooper, the two of them firing RPGs at her continuously.  Qiao reached above her with both over-sized hands and grabbed at the chains suspending her.  She pulled hard and the massive metal links tore away from their fastenings.  She landed hard.  The sensation was jarring and she fought to regain her balance.  The ION took a lumbering step forward and fell on all fours near the edge of the ragged walls; the surface buckled under the weight of the impact.  She reached out and grabbed the nearest trooper by the legs, holding his upper body with her other gigantic hand and pulled him towards her.  The trooper slapped a magnetic mine to her chest.  
Shit, thought the indestructible ION mining unit.
Qiao tore his body in half and hurled the spraying torso out of the train, it smashed bloodily into the cliff-face before disappearing; the rocks outside sped past in a blur.  She tried to grab the explosive but it was too small for her massive fingers.  She aimed her bulk toward the last trooper and lurched towards him.  The mine exploded.  Regardless of her suit’s strength it still had to obey the laws of physics and for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction.  Qiao was thrown back and out through the torn section of the carriage.  Her arms flailed wildly as she tried to find something to stop her momentum.  She managed to grab hold of Quy and used her two hands to form a cage around him that she pulled close to her chest.  They fell against the rocks and crashed back down the cliff-face, colliding with the grinding tracks of the Hydro train that automatically moved away from the cliff face, avoiding the obstacle.
 
 
Chapter 8
M’Ared knew it was all over.  There was a part of him that really believed that they had a chance when Qiao had managed to access the ION but he saw now that they was no hope of getting out of this one.  His comms was quiet.  He was the only one of the Nebulo team left.  He watched as the remaining Gencore walked towards Orahd who was still unconscious. He detached her weapon harness and pulled her away from the ION that had crushed her.  He glared up at M’Ared and crashed his fist against his chest.  
“And you, shit face,” murmured M’Ared and displayed an impudent finger at the trooper while his other hand raised a small thumb activator.  His palm crashed down dramatically, activating the switch that would begin the Hydro-Cell cascade.  The Gencore turned and spoke rapidly through his wrist communicator, dragging Orahd with him.
The primary power cell beneath M’Ared immediately began to glow; his face became illuminated by the glare of the deadly radiation that was pouring from the unshielded device.  A low-pitched, harmonic hum grew until it was impossible to concentrate.  He clasped his hands to his ears and glared at the trooper, willing the cell to explode before he could escape.  M’Ared knew that no one could survive for long in the presence of this scale of ion exposure.  He began laughing in a high hysterical voice.
“Pig in shit!  Pig in shit!  Pig in shit!”  He repeated this over and over again, spitting his words at the Gencore.
The compartment filled with light as an F13 scout ship glided alongside the exposed section of carriage, its starboard searchlights blinding M’Ared.  It moved closer and a hatch opened from its side.  The Gencore lifted Orahd as if she weighed nothing and threw her across the open space; she was grabbed by another trooper at the hatch and was pulled into the cabin.  
M’Ared deactivated the shield and leaned out of the suit.  “No, fucking NO!” His arms trembled with the effort and his fists clenched at the metal.  The Gencore drew back from the ruined edge of the ruptured carriage, took two strides forward and leaped across the gap.  His hands caught the base of the hatch, and he swung wildly, the ship veered away from the train and M’Ared watched in despair as his enemy pulled himself up into the cabin, his troopers assisting him.
The scream of the Hydro-Cell gained in intensity.  M’Ared held his palms to his bleeding ears and roared in anguish and pain, his skin was scorched and blistering. He clambered out of the ION and fell crashing to the ground.  There was a sharp, cracking noise as he landed heavily on his back at the machines feet.  He craned his neck and looked up through the destroyed hull wall of the container.  His eyes were haemorrhaging with his own blood.  Through the blur he could make out the streamlined shape of the scout vehicle close its hatch as it turned in the air.  It lifted vertically with a roar from it engines and was gone. 
 
 
The scout ship sped at full inertialess, gaining speed rapidly as it sought to escape the Hydro Transporter.  Low, black clouds whipped past its view screen, Dejal could see the full extent of the transporter now, its tail snaking into the far distance even from this height.  The sky suddenly filled with a light so intense that it eclipsed everything, even sound.  F13 braced themselves in their harnesses.  
The after shock caught their small scout ship like a leaf in a stream and the view outside twisted as the ship was thrown, tumbling through the air.  The cockpit’s electronics flared in the resulting electro-magnetic pulse and blanked out.  Dejal fought furiously with his controls as they plunged to the ground, the veins in his neck stood out prominently as he attempted to regain power.  The inertial suppressor failed and his face distorted in the extreme turbulence.   Through the screen he could see the desert rocks hurtling towards them.  He stabbed at the auxiliary power console and the craft roared into life.  They were forced back into their seats as the G-force hit them.  The ship flattened out, skimming low over the wasteland, barely clearing the rocks before spinning high towards the dissipating clouds.
	The blast wave passed and the small scout ship levelled at cruising altitude.  Dejal initiated the ship’s automatic diagnostics.  The vessel appeared undamaged.  He allowed himself to relax and set a course for the nearest city, Vandover.  As the ship turned they could see the mushroom cloud rising in the West, its upper reaches flecked with electrical disturbances.  There was no sign of the transport beneath the churning sands below.  He removed his helmet and ran his fingers through his short-cropped fair hair and turned to his team.
	“How are they?”
	“Secure, Sir.  We’ll need to get this one to a regen station immediately.  Her injuries are terminal.”  He pointed to the mutilated body of Orahd Hawk.
	“Get her into a stasis-pod now.  She’ll keep.  Make sure the renegade is secured and remains unconscious.”
	“And the girl?” The Gencore gestured towards Kiva who was awake but expressionless.  
“Leave her with me.”
“Of course, commander.”  They took Reins and Orahd into the rear section of the craft.  The door hissed shut leaving them alone.
	“Hello, I’m Kiva,” she said tonelessly.
	“Hello, Kiva,” replied Dejal.  He raised her delicate chin with a gauntleted finger and regarded her appreciatively.  She was certainly very beautiful, just his type.
	He began to remove his armour.  “So, Kiva, perhaps we should get to know each other a little better?”
“Yes,” said Kiva, her doll-like eyes, glassy and without emotion, stared at him vacantly.  The thin metal band around her neck glowed gently.
 
Chapter 9
Deep beneath a landslide at the base of a red stoned escarpment, something stirred.  It heaved and pushed its way through the boulders that had protected itself and its precious cargo from the worst of the heat and the fires that had failed to consume them.  It thrust outwards with its shoulders, pushing with its powerful legs and slowly emerged from the rocks.  The huge metallic beast looked at the burning sky, at the boiling, rotating cloud of flames that rose above it.  A small dart of light flashed briefly and disappeared high in the east, the machine’s gaze followed its path.
	She looked down at her massive linked fingers and slowly spread them apart.  A small and fragile human male crouched in her palms.  He looked up at her.
	“Qiao, will you fucking put me down now please?”
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