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Confrontation
 
The streetcar shuddered and pitched to the right as the passengers all rushed to one side to look out the windows. They jammed between the seats and each other, hands pressed flat against the glass, whispering 'oohs' and 'aahs' as they gaped at the spectacle. 
It was a car – a full-sized, gas-powered automobile – as much a rarity on a Vancouver street as a sighting of the hottest new movie star. A full-throated growl reverberated from under the vehicle’s hood as the driver revved the engine, declaring to the world that he was burning massive quantities of precious, irreplaceable gasoline and didn’t give a damn. A sea of bicycles, scooters, and motorcycle taxis parted deferentially around it as the machine glided through the chaos. 
Gripping a hand loop against the incline, Richard Hampton craned his neck and peered over the heads in front of him, following the progress of the automobile. The driver leaned on the horn as it plowed through a knot of traffic, rolling smoothly along in contrast to the clanking streetcar and coughing taxis. An old woman on a bicycle loaded down with hay wobbled into the gutter trying to swerve out of its path. A man on foot, hauling a wood-framed cart built from old automobile axles and wheels, barely had time to flip the driver a defiant finger before shoving his cart aside and diving for his life.
On the sidewalk, pedestrians lined up to gawk at the machine. In the windows of the decaying skyscrapers lining the street, shadowy faces turned in unison, like spectators at a sporting event, as they followed its advance. The automobile passed beneath a billboard plastered with the familiar red and blue logo of Can-Cartel – the giant oil company that had dominated all their lives for as long as Richard could remember.
Whoever owns that car, he thought, I’ll bet they’re connected with you guys.
An ear-splitting whine rose from behind them and a pair of ‘Mosquitoes’, as the public had nicknamed the tiny bikes the police rode, screamed through the parting traffic, sirens blaring. The bikes moved into position ahead of the silver automobile, acting as escort and controlling the crowd.
Richard heard an electrical crackle overhead and caught a whiff of ozone, and the streetcar rolled to a stop to a chorus of moaning and cursing from the passengers. It had tilted so much that the electrodes had slipped off the power lines above. As Richard continued to watch, the silver machine glided into the distance, lost again in the teeming traffic.
They were only a few blocks from his stop. As the streetcar driver hauled out the long pole to reattach the electrode, Richard pushed by the other passengers, stepped to the curb, and began the last leg of his daily journey home from a teaching job at East Vancouver Community College.
He strode past an abandoned parking lot, now crowded with cardboard and plastic shacks. This one even featured the rusted hulks of several ancient cars, abandoned long ago and probably homes for some of the dozens of people he knew would be living there. Even as he walked past, an old man shuffled into view, adjusting a ragged sheet of plastic that extended like an awning from the door of one of the wrecks.
At its far end, the lot fed into a narrow alley connecting to the street leading home. Richard passed through the gap and into the alley, scanning the shadows. The faint odour of urine and rotting cardboard lingered in the air. Down a side alley his eye caught a trace of blond that looked familiar. He stopped, peering through the geometric patchwork of light and shade, and spotted what had grabbed his attention.
Two figures stood in a beam of late afternoon sunlight half a block away, discussing something. One was almost hidden behind the corner of a cross alley – only his tattooed forearms, the curve of his gut, and a wisp of beard were visible. Opposite him stood the blond figure, and as the head turned Richard felt goose bumps rise on his skin. The profile bore a striking resemblance to the person he knew better than anyone on Earth – his younger brother, Danny.
At first he assumed it was just some other kid who, at this distance, had similar features. After all, Danny should be at school right now. All the same, Richard turned up the alley, and the scene altered in a way that dispelled any doubt – a white dog with large black spots stepped out of the shadows and stood at the blond figure’s side. It was Zonk, Danny’s dog and his constant companion. At that exact moment all three disappeared down the cross alley.
“Danny!” Richard called after them, and broke into a run. Out of breath, he reached the intersection where they’d stood. There was no sign of Danny, Zonk, or the other man. He rushed down the cross alley and into a maze of passages. Soon after starting down one of them he decided he’d chosen wrong. He backtracked and tried several others, but by then his quarry had disappeared into the dark maze of the inner city.
 
An hour after Richard got home, Danny walked in the front door, followed, as always, by Zonk. Richard was waiting, mentally preparing for the confrontation that would form the latest link in a chain of sorrow that stretched unbroken back to a warm summer night four years ago.
“Danny, I need to talk to you,” he said as Danny and Zonk passed by.
“I’m busy,” said Danny, heading for his room.
“Whatever you’re doing can wait.”
Danny stopped and slouched against the wall beside him.
“On my way home I saw you in an alley talking to someone,” Richard said.
Danny straightened up. “You’re crazy.”
Richard studied his brother. Danny was seventeen, almost a man. Unlike Richard, he hadn’t inherited their father’s curly black hair; his was straight and blond, like their mother’s. And he wasn’t tall and lanky like Richard, but smaller and finer-featured, like she had been.
“Don’t lie to me,” he said. “You were with Zonk. You promised me you weren’t going to skip school anymore.”
Danny stared at the ground.
Richard sighed. “Look, I know education isn’t valued the way it used to be, but you still need a high school diploma if you’re going to do anything with your life. Then you can at least get into some kind of trade…”
“Got better things to do than go to school,” Danny mumbled, studying the floor and shuffling his feet.
“What better things? Drugs? Gangs?”
Danny glanced up at him, and for an instant the boy’s expression was a mirror-image of their mother. Richard’s gut wrenched at the recognition. Danny seemed to sense his reaction and returned his gaze to the floor.
“You’re not leaving this house again until you tell me what’s happening,” said Richard.
Danny looked up angrily. “You’re not my father. You can’t tell me what to do.” He turned toward the door.
“I’m your legal guardian,” said Richard, grabbing at Danny’s arm. “I can tell you what to do – I am telling you what to do!” He felt himself losing control. “I made a promise to Mom…” he blurted out, and was immediately sorry. 
Danny turned back and stared at him, his expression a blend of scorn and pity. Finally he jerked his arm from Richard’s grip and stormed out the door with Zonk trotting behind.
“Danny!” Richard yelled. He ran after his brother but Danny had already jumped the front fence and was half-way down the street.
“Where do you think you’re going!” Richard shouted after him.
“Anywhere!” Danny yelled behind him, and disappeared into the night.



 
 
 
 
 
 
The Search Begins
 
The next morning Danny still hadn’t come home. Richard checked for his bike in the rack behind the house. It was gone. He took the day off work and spent the morning contacting Danny’s teachers and the few acquaintances he knew about. There was no sign of his brother.
 
In the afternoon he steered his bicycle into a gravel driveway on the eastern edge of Vancouver. It led to a space surrounded by trees on three sides. The air was heavy with the scent of pine needles, and the silence was unsettling. On the south side of the property stood a sturdy wooden shed about thirty feet long and twenty wide. 
The shed dwarfed the structure on the north side. The smaller structure, which more properly should be called a motor vehicle, was the home of Jim Keller, Richard and Danny’s uncle, the closest thing they’d had to a father for the past four years. Keller lived a hermit-like existence, with no phone or internet, as far from the city as possible while still close enough to come in for supplies.
Keller’s home had once been a ‘Recreational Vehicle’, or ‘RV’ as he called it. It obviously wasn’t going anywhere, even if Keller had the fuel to run it. It was up on blocks, its rusted-out wheels dangling uselessly from the frame. Richard knocked on the door and got no answer. He headed over to the shed and knocked. Keller’s face, a halo of silver hair ringing his bald head, appeared at one of the windows. He unlocked and opened the door. 
Keller was in his late fifties – short and stocky, with wire-rimmed glasses he still seemed uncomfortable wearing. Despite the hint of a paunch, Keller’s physique was hard and muscular for a man his age.
“Hi there,” he said.
“I was just wondering if…” said Richard.
“Wait,” said Keller. “Come on in. You’re just in time. I’ve got something to show you.”
The window blinds were rolled up and the interior was flooded with light. The far corner of the shed formed a workshop where Keller earned his living repairing scooters and motorcycles; a few stray bikes leaned against the wall near a small bench covered with tools. The air inside was suffused with a combination of odours dominated by wood and motor oil. 
In the center of the floor something massive stood, hidden by a well-worn tarpaulin.
Keller smiled and strode over to the mystery object. “My little project’s finally finished,” he said. “Ready?” 
Richard nodded.
With a flourish Keller swept away the tarp. 
Richard gasped. Polished chrome bumpers and mirrors, glittering in the afternoon sunlight, framed a wine-red finish so deep he could lose himself in it. Round, dinner-plate-sized tail-lights stared out like a pair of glowing eyes. A tan button-down convertible top wrapped the interior like a fine leather jacket. Standing in front of him was the largest automobile Richard had ever seen.
“Like it?” laughed Keller. Richard was speechless. 
“It’s a nineteen sixty-three Ford Galaxie,” said Keller. “You’re looking at a car that’s more than a hundred years old.”
Richard stared as he paced around the ancient vehicle. Finally he said, “So that’s what you’ve been hiding in here all this time?”
“It was no big secret, really,” said Keller. “I just didn’t want anybody to see it until it was finished. I inherited it when I bought this place. The owner had been fixing it up for years – kind of a hobby. He’s the one that built the shed and all. He got too sick to live here by himself and moved in with his daughter.”
Richard ran his fingers over the gleaming front fender. They left a tiny grease spot and he drew his hand back, embarrassed.
“The daughter handled the sale,” continued Keller. “She found out I was a mechanic and agreed to sell to me, but I had to promise to finish her father’s work on the car. I guess it was pretty important to him. He’d found most of the parts – God knows where from – but I don’t think he’d ever gotten it running.”
“And you did?”
“Damned right I did! She purrs like a kitten now. I call her the ‘Black Cherry’.”
Richard looked at him.
“You know,” said Keller, nodding at the vehicle, “because of the colour. It cost a fortune in gas to get her up to scratch. There’s still a bit left in the tank, I think. I can start her up if you want.”
“I don’t want you to waste your gas just for that.”
“I don’t mind. Hell, if I can’t show her off to anybody, what’s the point in having her?”
With a boyish grin, Keller opened the door and jumped into the driver’s seat. He shoved a key into something on the car’s steering column, turned it, and the Black Cherry roared to life. Richard was shocked at the noise; its entire frame vibrated and billows of smoke blew out the exhaust pipe.
“That’s incredible!” Richard yelled over the din.
“Get in,” Keller yelled back. He reached over and opened the passenger door. Richard climbed in and sat with his hands on the dashboard, feeling the vibration.
“Now, we go for a drive,” said Keller. He pulled down on a lever on the steering column, pressed the gas, and the car rolled ahead a few yards. He pulled the lever in a different direction and again pressed the gas. It moved back about the same distance. “There,” he yelled. “Now you can tell people you’ve driven in a sixty-three Galaxie.”
He turned the key and the engine abruptly stopped.
“Sorry,” he said. “That’s about all the gas I can spare.”
Keller got out and Richard followed his lead.
“So it’s finished?” Richard said as he helped Keller replace the tarp. They headed back to the RV.
“Yeah – a bit of a letdown in a way,” said Keller, “‘cause I can’t drive it anywhere - I can’t afford the gas. What’s frustrating is that the daughter told me the old man claimed he had a stash of something like ten gallons buried right here on this property. She didn’t know where, and I asked her if she could find out. I guess the old guy was pretty far gone by then. She said he wasn’t making sense anymore, and not long after that he died.”
“And you never found the gas?”
“Nope. I looked damned hard, too. She might have been mistaken. I keep looking – maybe someday.”
 
The RV was small, but cozy, with a table built into a nook, a tiny bedroom, and an even tinier kitchen. Keller said there had once been a gas-powered stove, removed long ago and replaced with additional counter space. They slid into the benches surrounding the nook.
“Danny and I had another fight last night,” said Richard. “He took off and he hasn’t come home. I was hoping he might have shown up here.”
“Danny? Haven’t seen him since the last time you were out.”
Keller got up and put two cups on the table. “He’s been gone for one day? I don’t think I’d worry too much at this point. He’s probably acting out – teaching you a lesson. Teenagers are a little bit nuts. You know – hormones and all that.”
He stepped outside and returned with a steaming kettle of hot water, which he poured into a small teapot.
“So things haven’t improved between you two?” he said as he poured the tea.
“Same as always – he’s never around, and if I ask where he’s been he’s evasive – or hostile. When he’s home he hides in his room and barely speaks to me. But all the times we’ve fought before he’s always come home – it’s not normal behaviour for him.”
“’Normal’ doesn’t apply at that age,” said Keller. “You were born grown up, Richard,” he laughed. “Some people are just like that. That’s why it’s hard for you to understand. Danny’s a free spirit – immature, irresponsible. He’s only seventeen after all. He’s going to take a while to find himself, but at heart he’s a good kid.”
“I swore I’d look after him.”
“Come on,” scoffed Keller. “You were nineteen years old when you made that promise. Danny’s wild and reckless – he would have been wild and reckless even if your parents were still alive – he was born that way. Don’t beat yourself up about it.”
Richard opened his mouth to say something, but decided against it.
Keller continued. “You’ve both been through the wringer big time. Let’s face it – we all have. It was the same for me when your aunt Sophie died. You figure the pain will fade as the years go by. And it does…” He shook his head and stared into his teacup. “But you can’t believe how long it takes.”
Keller put a hand on Richard’s shoulder. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Danny was asleep in his room when you get home. If he’s not, let me know, and I’ll do anything I can to help.”
 
Danny wasn’t asleep in his room, or even in the house, when Richard got home, and there was no sign that he’d returned during Richard’s absence. When he finally went to bed late that night there was still no trace of his brother, and Richard’s internal alarm bells began to sound.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Danny Meets a Gangster
 
The center of an abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of town had been cleared of debris, and furnished with torn up couches and armchairs scavenged from the disintegrating buildings nearby. The remnants of broken-down machinery of long-forgotten function lined the periphery.
A tattoo-laden gang leader named Crack lounged against the back of one of the armchairs. Danny Hampton stood before him, desperately trying to stop his hands from shaking. Danny’s dog, Zonk, sat on the floor by his feet. A group of rough looking men sat talking and joking some distance away. Their talk and laughter echoed off the metal-clad walls.
“You want to rent a truck,” said Crack. The arrogant sneer on his burn-scarred face made Danny nervous. “What for?”
“I can’t tell you,” said Danny.
“You can’t tell me…” Crack shot a glance to the dark skinned man standing next to him. “Hear that, Mansur? He wants me to rent him a truck, but he can’t tell me what for.”
“That’s pretty funny,” laughed Mansur.
“You’re a real little tough guy, aren’t you?” Crack said to Danny. “You know, some of the boys over there would have a lot of fun with you.”
Danny glanced over at the group. One of them looked up, noticed him, pursed his lips and blew him a kiss. Danny shuddered.
“Let me guess…” Crack continued. “You don’t want to pay for this truck either.”
“I’d pay you when I sell what I want to haul,” said Danny, thinking how stupid it sounded as soon as it came out of his mouth.
Both Crack and Mansur fell into renewed spasms of laughter.
“Have you got any idea what it costs to rent something like that?” Crack said, still laughing. “Either you’re a lot richer than you look or you’re delusional.”
 “I know how much it costs,” answered Danny. “I could pay after I deliver the cargo.”
Crack raised an eyebrow and straightened up slightly, “So what do you want to haul that’s so valuable?”
“I can’t tell you,” said Danny. “You’d just have to trust me…”
Crack’s sinewy right arm, hideously tattooed with coiling tentacles, shot out and grabbed Danny by the shirt collar. “Listen, you little fuck – I can get you anything you want – after you pay me the cash up front.”
“I don’t have any money,” Danny whispered.
“Too bad,” Crack said, releasing his hold and roughly shoving Danny away. “Maybe you should just fuck off then and quit wasting my time.”
Danny hesitated, petrified. He knew he should leave now, but instead blurted out, “I could cut you in on the profits.”
“What?” said Crack. “Ten percent of fuck all?”
“It would be a lot,” answered Danny, instantly regretting his choice of words. Crack leaned forward, suddenly interested, staring at him like he was trying to read his mind.
“Tell you what…” he finally said. “Normally I wouldn’t even consider a deal like that, but I like you, kid. You’ve got an honest face. Give me a minute. I’ll have to talk it over with my colleagues.”
 Danny saw a suppressed smirk on Mansur’s face. Crack sauntered over and whispered something to one of the other men. In response, the man smiled and nodded his head.
Crack returned, saying, “Sorry, the guys aren’t convinced. I’m on your side, believe me, but we’ll have to do some negotiating. Have a seat.” He motioned with his tattooed right arm. Danny recoiled at the sight of it, but was afraid to say no. He sat down on one of the armchairs.
 
An hour later a pickle jar full of homemade hooch was still making the rounds. The men were all much older than Danny – some even had graying hair. Out of the corner of his eye he was sure he saw them nodding and snickering to each other. It was like they were all party to some joke that didn’t include him.
Zonk paced nervously around the room. On an almost imperceptible signal from Crack, one of the men jumped up and grabbed the dog by the collar. Zonk struggled to pull away and whined at being held by a stranger. Crack held out the jar and motioned for Danny to take another drink. Once again Danny was repulsed by the painted tentacles that squirmed with the movement of his outstretched arm.
Danny knew now that he should never have come here. He staggered to his feet. The crowd around him roared with laughter. He couldn’t see straight. Somehow he had to keep his head. If he could just put one foot in front of the other he could walk out of here and everything would be alright. He lost his balance and suddenly he was falling…
From somewhere behind him Crack’s voice echoed above the laughter, “Now, suppose you tell us exactly what you want to haul in the truck…”



 
 
 
 
 
 
The First Clues
 
On day two of Danny’s disappearance Richard took some more time off, and in the morning headed for Danny’s school. He made his way from the streetcar stop, pushing past a line of people that disappeared around the nearest street corner. Rounding the corner, he saw that they were the tail section of a breadline that, as usual, stretched all the way around the block. In the distance, at the head of the line, a pair of hands held out a bowl into which a uniformed official ladled food.
At the school he met with Ms. Kingsley, Danny’s counselor. He’d met her once or twice before when they’d talked about Danny’s problems in school. He remembered her as a confident career woman with meticulously coiffed hair and impeccable clothes. Today, she looked tired and disheveled, with loose strands of hair hanging over her eyes.
“Have a seat,” she gestured to a chair in front of her desk. “Excuse me, but I have to complete this form. Would you mind waiting a minute?”
“Sure,” said Richard, as he sat down. He glanced around the office. It was small and scented with the faint flowery odour of Ms. Kingsley’s perfume. Beside her desk stood a tall bookshelf lined with titles that included: Motivating the Young: A New Approach, and The Effects of Poverty on Social Development. Several posters adorned the walls. One showed a backyard garden with the caption: Food – Everyone’s Responsibility. In another a frightened youth faced a menacing gang of thugs. The caption read: School Sanctuary – Here When You Need It. 
The largest, most striking poster hung on the wall directly above Ms. Kingsley’s head. Richard recognized it immediately, since it was plastered everywhere throughout his own College. It showed a stylized city of gleaming skyscrapers, the light from a rising sun glinting from their mirrored windows. The bold-print caption at the bottom read: First Annual Innovation Day – Man’s Triumph Over Nature.
Ms. Kingsley completed the form and dropped it decisively in her out-box.
“Thanks for waiting,” she said, turning to face him. “Good to see you Richard, though I wish it were under more pleasant circumstances. Any word about Danny?”
“It’s like he dropped off the face of the Earth,” Richard said. “I was hoping you’d have some idea where he might have gone.”
“I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can be much help. I’ve asked him in to see me several times – not for any infraction – just for a chat, and he always says everything’s fine, but won’t open up. He doesn’t say a word unless it’s to answer a direct question. Apart from that, he seems to be coping as well as could be expected – considering what he’s been through.”
“Did you know he was skipping school?”
Ms. Kingsley’s face flushed red. “Truancy is such a common occurrence,” she said. “I don’t generally hear about it unless it’s getting out of hand. After all, there are so few opportunities provided by education nowadays…”
“But they did tell you.”
She nodded. “Apparently he was skipping up to two or three days a week.”
“Two or three days a week! So why wasn’t I informed?”
“Informed?” she laughed. “You think I’ve got nothing better to do than spend the day calling everyone whose kid didn’t bother making it to class? Welcome to reality, Richard. Half the school skip class on a regular basis, often with the parents’ blessing. A lot of parents would rather have their kids at home looking after the garden, or helping guard the house.”
Richard stared at the desktop, shaking his head.
“Is there anyone he hung out with?” he finally said. “Did he mention any friends here at school?”
“He never talked about anyone outside school. I know he spent time with one or two other students here. There’s one in particular, Matt Foster, that I’ve seen him with a few times. Danny’s become somewhat of a loner. He doesn’t associate much with other students.”
“Can I speak with Matt?”
She looked at her watch. “The next class break will be in fifteen minutes. I can arrange for him to talk to you.”
 
They walked toward the classrooms in silence and posted themselves outside shop class. A few minutes later the doors opened and students crowded into the hall. Ms. Kingsley called over a thin, dark haired boy with a bad complexion.
“Matt, this is Richard Hampton, Danny’s brother,” she said to the boy. “He’d like to speak to you for a few minutes.”
"But then I'd have to miss Math class," Matt sneered.
"I'll clear it with Mr. Davis," she said.
Matt grinned, “In that case, sure – whatever.”
Richard and Matt parked themselves at a table in a far corner of the school cafeteria.
“You know that Danny’s missing?” said Richard.
“First I’ve heard,” said Matt, slouching down in his chair.
“He disappeared two days ago. I’m trying to find him.”
“Good for you.”
Richard scowled at him. “I thought Danny was your friend. He might be lying injured somewhere. He might be dying…”
“Hey, don’t get on my case,” said Matt. “You’re the one that wanted this interview.”
“Don’t you want to help him?”
“It’s a tough world out there – you gotta look after yourself. Danny knows that. I’m surprised you don’t. Danny was right – you are a tight-ass.”
Richard ignored the remark. “I know he was skipping school. Where was he going?”
“Hey, I’m not the guy’s father…” Matt smirked and looked pointedly at him. “I don’t ask him where he goes every day. Everybody skips school. It’s no big deal. Danny was working an angle, like everybody else. I never asked him what, and he never asked me about mine.”
“Didn’t he tell you anything?”
Matt shrugged. “I know he was going to Surrey. I think he went there all the time.”
Richard’s gut tightened. “Why Surrey, for God’s sake? What could he possibly want there?”
“Sometimes he talked about ‘prospecting’. It sounded like he was looking for something.”
“And he never said what?”
“Nah, but he was all excited a couple of weeks ago. Said he’d found something big.”
“Big?”
“The exact word he used was ‘huge’ – he said he found something ‘huge’.”
“He didn’t say what it was?”
“Hey, don’t ask, don’t tell, man.” Matt ran his fingers through his greasy hair. “You know, this is getting kind of boring…”
“That’s it?” said Richard. “You’ve got nothing else to say to me?”
Matt scratched at the top of the table with his fingernail. Richard rose, pushed out his chair, and began to walk away.
“Thanks for all your help,” he said over his shoulder. “I can see Danny’s got a real friend in you.”
“Don’t go away mad,” Matt called after him. “Hey, he did say one other thing…”
Richard stopped and looked back, “What’s that?”
“He said when I heard what he found it would blow my mind.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
A Plunge into Cold Water
 
Danny stared up into the darkness and falling rain at the tiny pinpricks of light high above his head. The lights marked the extents of the massive bridge spans that towered above him and the others. The dim glow reflected in puddles dotting the deck over which they trudged, walking their motorbikes across a deeply-potholed section, headed for a rendezvous with Crack and the rest of the gang.
The group made their way toward the crest of the bridge, five or six surrounding him to block off any chance of escape. Zonk trotted behind, held on a leash by one of the men.
The drizzling rain had soaked Danny to the skin. He tried to concentrate, but he was still half wasted from the hooch. The beating they'd laid on him during the interrogation had rattled his brain, and the bruises that covered much of his body were starting to throb painfully.
Unexpectedly, Zonk started to tug at the leash with his teeth, like he was trying to tear it out of the handler’s grip. The man holding the leash responded by swatting him and pulling it tighter. Far from being subdued, Zonk jumped up and put his front paws on the handler’s chest. The handler pushed him back down and tried to kick him, but missed.
“For Christ’s sake, Swallow,” yelled the leader of the group, “get control of that fucking dog!”
Danny thought, what’s with Zonk? He’s never acted up like that before.
Zonk continued his antics, jumping up again on the handler, Swallow, and almost pushing him over.
“You fucking devil dog!” Swallow yelled. He backed up and pulled out a gun, ready to shoot the dog.
“What are you doing!” shouted the leader, rushing at Swallow, grabbing his gun and pistol-whipping him. “You stupid fuck!” he screamed. “Didn’t you hear what Crack said! You’re gonna ruin everything!”
Danny saw his chance. Everybody was focused on Zonk and the two fighting men. He staggered the few yards over to the bridge railing. Mercifully, the night was so black he couldn’t see the water below. He assumed he was going to die, but that no longer mattered. He slipped over the rail and was weightless.
He heard a shot and a bullet whizzed by his head.
The last thing he heard before he hit the water was a voice frantically screaming: “Somebody catch that fucking dog!”



 
 
 
 
 
 
Zonk Comes Home
 
Richard had just gotten back from his meetings at the school when he heard a familiar scratching at the front door, and it was as if a huge burden had fallen from his shoulders. Danny had finally come home. But when he opened the door his chest tightened and his euphoria evaporated. Zonk stood on the stoop in front of him, but Danny was nowhere in sight.
Danny and Zonk were inseparable. Even if by some unimaginable set of circumstances Danny had tried to send Zonk away, Richard knew the dog would follow him if that were possible. The fact that Zonk was here without Danny could mean only one of two things – either Danny was somewhere it was impossible for Zonk to go, or…he didn’t want to consider the alternative. His hands trembled as he pried one of Danny’s school pictures from a frame on a bookshelf and left the house. There was no longer any doubt – Danny was in trouble.
 
Richard cringed as he burst through the doors of the Police station. The place looked like a disaster in progress. The reception area was jammed with a cross-section of humanity – from homeless, drunks, and hookers to sharply dressed businessmen and middle-class people like himself. A slow-moving line had formed in front of the reception desk, and Richard took his place its end. A filthy drunk lined up behind him; he was almost overcome by the stench of the man’s liquor-soaked breath.
As it had four years ago after the tragedy, Richard’s mind raced as he waited, walking through scenarios, weighing options, desperate to act but stunned and confused about where to begin. He was so preoccupied he hardly noticed the wait, and didn’t realize he was up until the uniformed officer at reception bellowed at him, “Next!”
He moved up to the desk.
“What’s your business,” said the officer.
“I’ve got an appointment with Detective Leung.”
The officer glanced over his left shoulder. “Fourth desk on the right.”
Richard headed for desk the officer had indicated. The man sitting behind it waved him over and motioned for him to have a seat.
“Richard,” said Leung, wearing a harried expression that reminded him of Ms. Kingsley, the school counselor. “Good to see you again. Sorry, but there are no developments in your parents’ case.”
“I’m not here about that,” said Richard, taking a seat across from him.
Leung eyed him expectantly.
“My brother Danny’s missing, said Richard. “Here – I brought a recent picture.” He fished the photograph from his coat pocket and handed it to the detective.
Leung glanced at it. “How old is Danny now?”
“He’s seventeen,” said Richard. Leung let out a faint sigh as he typed something into the terminal and studied the result.
Richard explained the events surrounding Danny’s disappearance, including his trips to Surrey.
“Look,” Leung finally said, turning from the computer screen. “You had a fight with Danny, and my guess is that he’s gone off somewhere to punish you. It happens all the time.”
“Danny has a dog,” Richard said, realizing how foolish he probably sounded. “This morning the dog came home without him. It would never have willingly left Danny’s side. I know what it looks like – we’ve had our differences, but Danny would never run off like that.”
Leung’s face expressed infinite patience.
“Do you have any record of him?” Richard asked, embarrassed at not knowing the answer. “Has he been in trouble before? For drugs or gangs or anything?”
“That was the first thing I checked,” said Leung. “If he’d been brought in you would have been notified.”
“So what’s the next step?”
“The next step?”
“I assume you’ll be assigning somebody to the case?”
“He’s only been gone a couple of days. We’ll have to wait and see if that’s necessary.”
Richard’s knuckles were white on the arms of his chair. “Look, believe me this isn’t like Danny. He’s got his faults, but he’s never done anything like this before. And the dog…”
“I’m sorry,” said Leung. “We can’t spare the manpower at this point.”
Richard raised his voice. “Don’t you realize that my brother's life might be at stake?”
Leung leaned forward and glared at him. “Do you have any understanding of what's going on in this city? People are out there killing each other for food. We've got a major force that does nothing but patrol the coastline for boatloads of refugees coming in from Asia. We’re up to our armpits in black marketers, street gangs, drug lords, militias – it's a war zone out there.” There was a flash of desperation in his eyes. He leaned back. “Now – we don't know for sure that Danny is even in trouble. Maybe he just ran away…”
“Danny did not run away!” Richard shouted. The other conversations around them stopped and the people at adjacent desks stared in their direction.
“Please lower your voice,” said Leung.
“I’m telling you,” said Richard. “Something bad has happened to Danny.”
“See this?” said Leung, holding up Danny’s photograph. “I’ll just tack it up over there with the others.” He walked over to a large white-board that Richard hadn’t noticed before. It was plastered with so many photographs that barely any white space showed. Looking closely Richard could see that they were all of children. Leung picked out a tiny open patch in the center, taped Danny’s photograph over it and scrawled a short note underneath, then returned to his desk.
“We’ll get to him when we can,” he said bluntly.
Richard stomped out the station doors and down the front steps, kicking up dust as he went. He pictured a thirteen year-old Danny in the hospital room standing over the shrouded body of their dead mother. For a fraction of a second an image flooded into Richard’s mind – the path to their back garden – he jammed his eyes shut and stumbled away in a daze.
 
“Don’t be too hard on the cops,” said Jim Keller as he sat at Richard’s dining room table later that day. Keller had made one of his rare visits to town. He claimed he needed supplies, but Richard suspected the real reason.
“They’re not lying when they tell you they’re swamped,” Keller said. “I can believe that one missing teenage boy wouldn’t be high on their priority list.”
“Zonk would never come home without Danny,” said Richard. “You know that as well as I do.”
“Yeah, I know,” said Keller, shaking his head. “I hate to say it, but I could have told you what would happen with the cops. Forget them – they’re a lost cause.”
“What?” Richard’s jaw dropped open.
“Don’t you remember what happened with your Mum and Dad?” Keller said, “Did they ever arrest anybody?”
“Well, no…”
“Forget the cops,” said Keller. “Look – you’re a good guy, Richard, but you’ve spent most of your life with your nose buried in a book – you’re out of touch. Take my word for it – you’ll grow old and die waiting for the cops to find Danny.”
Richard shuddered and tilted sideways as if he was about to faint.
“You okay?” said Keller.
“Yeah, I’m okay.”
Keller leaned forward with his hands on the table. “I don’t think you’re on top of how much worse things have gotten in the past few years. Big cities like Vancouver were built with the idea that there would always be cheap oil. The oil’s gone, or at least it’s so expensive it might as well be gone. The old ways of doing things don’t work anymore – it’s as simple as that. 
“Cops, firemen, ambulance attendants – they need fuel to operate like everybody else. It’s a different world now – one where you can’t depend on anybody else to help you, and that includes the cops.”
Richard hung his head. Finally he looked up and said, “There’s something else I haven’t told you.”
Keller raised an eyebrow.
“I didn’t mention it before because I was hoping that Danny would show up,” said Richard. “I didn’t want to worry you. I talked to one of his friends from school, a kid named Matt Foster. He tells me that Danny has been going to Surrey.”
“Shit,” said Keller under his breath.
“Jim, I know you spent a lot of time on the road…”
“Yeah,” said Keller, “I did my share of riding the rails – me and plenty of others.”
“Be honest. What are Danny’s chances out there?”
Keller didn’t speak – just stared blankly at the table top. After a few seconds he said, “We better start looking ourselves. I’ve still got connections with people on the road. I can find out if anyone’s seen Danny or heard about him.”
 
After Keller had left, Richard tossed Danny’s room. He flipped through the pages of all the books on the bookshelves, rifled through all the dresser drawers, and checked the pockets of all Danny’s clothes. He found nothing. He was about to give up when it occurred to him to try under the mattress of the bed…



 
 
 
 
 
 
The Mystery Deepens
 
It was a worn, stapled notebook – the cheap kind kids used for taking notes in school. Its black cardboard cover was creased, scuffed, and bent, as if it had been folded and carried in somebody’s back pocket. With a sense of dread Richard slid the book from under Danny’s mattress and carried it into the living room to read. Zonk lay in a corner and lazily opened one eye as he passed. Sitting on the edge of the couch with the book on his lap, Richard thumbed through the faded blue-lined pages.
It was some kind of journal, but it didn’t contain a narrative, like a diary. It was filled with terse notes, mostly unintelligible, presumably about where Danny had been going, though it never mentioned what he was actually doing there. There were scribbles around the margins, and sometimes even in the middle of the page. Some entries were dated. The journal wasn’t exactly written in code, but the entries were succinct, as if Danny had included only enough information to jog his memory about things he already knew. Most of the pages were blank, and even the ones with writing weren’t completely filled. The first entry he read was:
 Apr 11 – 101st and Heather. Some indication. Nothing definite.
Another read:
 5 blks S 8 W KG. 
Beside the entry, in a different colour of ink, was written: False alarm.
One word that was repeated several times, seemingly at random, was Eldorado, once in giant letters with lines radiating from it as if it were glowing with light.
Near the middle of the notebook, half-way down the page, an entry caught his attention. It read:
9 blks E 20 N KG. W*ld Rose Energy Ltd ! ! !
Under the text was a long line of exclamation marks, and around the page were excited scribbles, most of which were meaningless. In the upper left-hand corner was a crude drawing of a flower, which, in keeping with the scribbling below, Richard guessed to be a Wild Rose. Beside the picture was scribbled the word, Yes!
He hit several blank pages. At first he thought he’d reached the end, but then he found a new entry, written with a different coloured ink. It wasn’t dated, but Richard had the impression that some period of time had passed between the previous entries and this new one. The entry read,
F says C can get transportation.
Don’t know if I should trust him – sounds kind of unstable – dangerous.
He went back and re-examined the entry that Danny seemed excited about:
9 blks E 20 N KG – W*ld Rose Energy Ltd
So… he thought.
9 blks – that is, blocks – E – that is, east and 20 – blocks? N – that is, north. So it’s: 9 blocks east and 20 blocks north – of KG… KG? But what is KG?
 
That night Richard was exhausted. His affliction was something deeper than physical fatigue – it was an exhaustion of spirit – as if his will to live was draining away. He sat with his head in his hands and for the thousandth time re-lived a night four years ago.
He’d been in class at the College. Danny had been staying over at a friend’s. A tired looking cop told him later what the police had been able to piece together – that his parents had surprised thieves who probably planned to steal from their garden.
He pictured his father’s lifeless body as he’d found it, twisted like a broken stick and lying in a pool of his own blood on the path to the back yard. His mother lay bleeding nearby, in the back doorway. Both were rushed to hospital. Richard contacted the people where Danny was staying and they sped to meet him.
His father was dead on arrival. His mother was still breathing; they allowed Richard to visit her. She was awake and lucid, though extremely weak. She tried to speak, and Richard leaned down and put an ear close to her lips.
“Your father?” she whispered. He couldn’t suppress his tears. She closed her eyes and shook her head faintly.
“Promise me you’ll look after of Danny,” she said, her voice fading. “He’s not like you – he needs someone…”
“No,” Richard said, the tears flowing freely now. “You’re going to live!”
“Promise…” his mother’s whisper was barely audible.
Richard nodded his head as his mother’s eyes closed for the last time.
He thought back on his life before the tragedy: a degree in Environmental Biology in his sights, a future of glowing possibilities stretching out before him. Though academic achievement was increasingly giving way to the more practical problems of staying alive, Richard had still dreamed of getting his Doctorate and teaching at the University, and his parents had sacrificed everything to pay for his education. His father, himself a Ph.D., had sworn that his sons would have opportunities equal to his own – and Richard’s father always kept his word. He owed them a debt that, after their deaths, he could never repay.
After the tragedy he’d given up on the degree. Danny, then only thirteen, still needed someone to look after him. The class Richard now taught at the Community College, while considered one of the most important in the modern curriculum, demanded little of his advanced knowledge. 
He taught gardening.
The deaths of his mother and father had spawned orphaned memories among the living ones, like holes in his life. You could paper over the holes, he considered, blending them into the live bits so that even you couldn’t tell the difference, or you could obsess about them and let them eat away at you until your life was no longer worth living. He’d always done his best to choose the first option, but the second was always out on the edges of his psyche, threatening to come in.
In a fleeting instant, the two most important people in his world had been obliterated. Now, with equal speed, the deathbed promise he’d made had been broken. The brother he’d sworn to protect had disappeared, and Richard had not the slightest idea how to find him.
As if sensing his mood, Zonk ambled over and sat beside his knee. Zonk was a mongrel – slightly overweight and vaguely brick-shaped, with stick-like legs, a head that looked too small for the rest of his body, pointed ears that stood straight up, and a pointed nose. He wasn’t beautiful, but he had a way of staring up at you with a serene, beatific expression that was immediately endearing.
Richard had picked Zonk up at an animal shelter not long after the murders. No-one there knew anything about the dog’s history. He’d been found tied to a fence outside, in good condition, but with no note of explanation. His spaced-out expression had bought him his nickname, and the name stuck. 
Richard had been looking for a dog to protect their property. It didn’t take more than a glance to see that Zonk was no guard dog, but when thirteen-year-old Danny saw him it was love at first sight – they took the dog home.
Richard reached down and scratched affectionately behind Zonk’s ears, and for a moment almost forgot his troubles. Zonk turned his head back and gazed up with his characteristic otherworldly expression, as if he were the guardian of some wonderful secret that, if Richard were lucky, he might someday be willing to share. Richard smiled, in spite of himself.
“Good boy, Zonk,” he said. “That’s a good dog.”
 
The College library was nearly empty early the next morning as Richard signed in at the desk and logged onto a computer. He’d used up his days off – and in any case wanted to do some research. Like most people, he couldn’t afford to own a computer and, more importantly, couldn’t afford the electricity to run one. From the street names mentioned in the journal it was clear that the entries referred to Surrey. After a short time on the search engine he located a detailed street map of the sprawling suburb.
He examined the ‘Wild Rose’ entry. KG…he thought as he studied the map, trying to match some landmark with the initials. Nothing. He hadn’t realized how huge Surrey was. After half an hour of searching at different map resolutions without success, he was about to give up. He sat staring at the screen, as if willing the answer to reveal itself.
As he stared, a feature came to his attention that he hadn’t noticed before. A faint dotted line, with pale circles at regular intervals along its length, snaked across the entire breadth of the deserted suburb. Straining his eyes, he saw that it was labeled: ‘Old Sky-train Line’. The Sky-train was an elevated railway that had been an integral part of the city’s mass-transit system since long before the turn of the century. Parts of the line still ran through the center of town, but service to outlying areas had been discontinued long ago.
Surrey’s been abandoned for years…
he thought.
Maybe Danny’s describing something that was there in the past. Maybe KG is some landmark that isn’t significant anymore and doesn’t appear now on maps.
He adjusted the search to bring up a representation from forty years earlier and studied it carefully. The Sky-train line, almost invisible on the new map, was a major landmark on the old one, depicted by a thick, bright red line. He examined the line, following it to its end. A small red dot marked each station along the route. The very last dot was labeled: ‘King George’.
King George… KG, he thought – of course!
Armed with this last piece of information, he deciphered the journal fragment:
Nine blocks east and twenty blocks north of King George Sky-train Station.
He was so preoccupied with the journal he had trouble keeping his mind on his classes that day. He made two photocopies: One for the Police – as little faith as he had in them he was determined that they should have the information, and one for himself – to take along. He’d made a decision. After work he headed out once again for Jim Keller’s place.
 
“I can tell by your face the news isn’t good,” said Keller, as Richard joined him sitting by the fire. Keller poured them each a cup of tea from a kettle lying in the coals.
“I found a journal Danny’s been keeping,” Richard said, sitting down on a sawed-off stump beside him. “It doesn’t make a lot of sense, but I understand it well enough to confirm that he’s been going to Surrey on a regular basis.”
“And I think I know how he’s getting there,” said Keller. “I talked to some friends of mine that are still on the road. They’re telling stories about a kid with a dog biking the Surrey road. But what the hell could the boy possibly want there?”
“His friend said Danny called it ‘prospecting’. The journal gives clues about where he was going, but nothing about why.”
Richard hesitated, not sure how Keller would react. Finally he said, “I’ve decided to go to Surrey myself. Maybe you could help me.”
Keller nearly dropped his teacup. “You? On your bike alone? Now that would indicate a death wish.”
“Danny was doing it.”
“You’re not Danny. Come on, Richard – you’ve barely stepped out of the classroom since your parents died.”
“I can take care of myself.”
“No offense, but you’d have a tough time handling parts of Vancouver, let alone Surrey. Anyway, there’s no way you can bike it right now.”
“Why not?”
“There’s only one practical way to get to Surrey by bike. They call it the Corridor – a wide ridge with lots of open space where it’s easy to avoid an ambush. It’s dangerous, but if you know your way around and you’ve got some street smarts, you can pass through safely most of the time.
“Trouble is, a couple of days ago a major gang war broke out. Two of the biggest outfits in the city are fighting for control of smuggling through the Corridor. The place is overrun with gangsters that’ll kill anything that moves. Right now, you’d be dead the second you set foot in there.”
Richard’s gut tightened. “Is it possible that’s what happened to Danny?”
“Possible,” said Keller, “but I doubt it. If Danny’s been spending any time in Surrey he’ll be smart enough to avoid the Corridor when there’s a war going on.”
“How long will this war last?”
“They never last long – probably not more than a few days. But if you want to go to Surrey right now you’re not going to make it by bike.”
“I can’t wait a few days.”
Keller stared at him. “Are you sure you’ve explored every other possibility?”
“I’ve looked everywhere I could think of in Vancouver. I’ve called the Missing Children hotlines and checked all the runaway shelters and hospitals. I’ve talked to the police. I’ve followed up every clue I could find here in town. The only one I have left is the journal, and everything in the journal points to Surrey. But if I can’t get through the Corridor…”
Keller studied the inside of his teacup. Finally he said, “There’s one other way.”
Richard looked over at him.
Keller splashed the dregs of his tea on the ground and looked back. “We could jump the Food Train.”
“We?”
“Well, you’re not going to jump it alone. Not and live to tell about it anyway. I’ve jumped that train more times than I can count. I can help you, but you’ve got to understand what we’re talking about here. It’s another world out there.”
“Just tell me what I have to do.”
Keller was silent for a few seconds.
“Tell you what,” he finally said. “Take some time to think it over. Give it another day – maybe something will turn up. Let me know by tomorrow afternoon if you still want to go, and I’ll set it up.”
 
The next afternoon between classes, Richard knocked on the wooden door marked ‘Mohinder Bains – Department Head’, and was invited in.
Bains was a short stout man with a plump face and an obvious comb-over. His office was tinged with the scent of a men’s cologne Richard didn’t recognize. Richard had always found him affable and well-meaning, but a born bureaucrat with little tolerance for bending the rules. On the wall above Bains’ head was a larger version of the ‘Innovation Day’ poster Richard had seen in Ms. Kingsley’s office. He took a seat in front of Bains’ desk.
“Richard - what can I do for you,” said Bains, smiling.
“I need to take a leave of absence.”
Bains stiffened and stared at him.
“My brother’s been missing for three days now,” said Richard. “I’ve looked everywhere, but there’s no sign of him.”
Bains tried to maintain his smile. “What are we talking about – one or two days?”
“I hope about a week. It depends on what happens – whether I find anything.”
Bains’ smile finally disappeared. “Richard, I understand how you feel, but you should let the police handle it.”
“I’ve gone to the police. They say they’re swamped.”
“My concern is your contribution to Innovation Day,” said Bains, gesturing up at the poster on the wall behind him. “I’m expecting our ‘Innovation in Agriculture’ pavilion to be the highlight of the entire celebration.” 
He stood up and gazed dreamily out the office window for a few seconds. “What better way to celebrate Man’s dominance over his environment than to showcase his mastery of farming – the domestication of plants and animals to suit his own great purpose…”
“We’ve been working flat out for the past few weeks,” said Richard. “The pavilion is almost complete. I’ll sit down with the students before I leave and make sure they have everything they need to continue the work while I’m gone.”
“If it were anyone else, I’d probably say no,” Bains said, turning back. “The celebration will be upon us in fewer than three weeks. But I’ve always been able to depend on you.”
“Hey, I’m as excited about Innovation Day as anyone,” said Richard. “We could use a positive celebration for a change. I’ll try to resolve the situation as quickly as possible.”
Bains sat down and rolled in his chair over to a filing cabinet in the corner. He opened a drawer – with difficulty since it was stuffed with paperwork, and thumbed through the files. 
“Just fill out a Request for Leave of Absence.” He located the form, rolled back, and handed it to Richard. “I’ll speak to Mr. Morrison about taking over your class and let you know later today. You could start your leave tomorrow.”
 
Richard returned to his own office and left a message on Detective Leung’s voice mail. About ten minutes later Leung returned his call.
Richard confirmed that Danny was still missing. “Are you finally going to take his disappearance seriously?” he said.
“We’ll open a case,” Leung said. “I should advise you – as I told you, we’re stretched thin here. I can only spare one officer, and he’ll also be pursuing several other cases.”
“So you’ll have one part-time person looking for Danny.”
“I’m sorry, but that’s the best I can do. There’s still the possibility that he’s run away, and will return at…”
“My brother did not run away!” Richard shouted into the phone.
“Please calm down,” said Leung. “I promise you that we’ll do everything we possibly can to locate Danny.”
“Fine,” said Richard. He slammed down the phone, and knew at that moment what his answer to Keller would be.



 
 
 
 
 
 
The Food Train
 
“Okay,” said Keller, as they sat in the nook of the RV, “let’s get down to business. Jumping the train isn't as easy as it was even when I used to do it. I’ve still got a lot of contacts from my days on the road. They've beefed up security now – most of the time it’s next to impossible.
“There's only one exception. Every Saturday, the Specialty Train comes up from California. It brings in all the fancy fruits and vegetables we can't grow up here. Security for that train is always super-tight – the cargo's a hell of a lot more valuable on the black market than anything you find on the regular Food Train. So when the Specialty Train’s in town, a lot of the guards are siphoned off to guard it. That just leaves a skeleton crew guarding the regular Food Train, and that's the only time we'd have a hope in hell of jumping and getting away with it. Saturday is tomorrow – that’s when we’ll have to go.”
“Are you sure you’re up for this?” said Richard. “No offense, but you’re not getting any younger.”
“Don’t worry about me,” said Keller. “Jumping that train’s like rolling out of bed for me. I’ll be fine.”
Keller talked for an hour about the jump and about survival in Surrey. When he was finished, he rose from his seat and climbed up to the overhead bunk, emerging with something wrapped in a rag. He unfolded the rag to reveal a small gun.
“You better take this,” he said, setting the gun on the table. He opened a cupboard and rummaged around until he found a timeworn box, which he set beside the gun.
“And this,” he said.
Richard swallowed. “I’ve never fired a gun before.”
“Nothing to it,” said Keller. “Just release the safety here…” He pointed to a tiny lever on the side, “aim, and fire. You’ll need it. I told you. Don’t worry, I’ll have one too.”
Richard wrapped the gun and ammunition in the rag and placed the bundle in his backpack.
 
The next day he dragged himself out of bed at four-thirty AM.
“The Food Train leaves every hour, on the hour,” Keller had told him. “But it's too dangerous to jump in broad daylight. The best time of day is when there’s not too much light – either at dawn or at dusk. You don't want to be stuck in Surrey at dusk, so the best bet is at dawn.”
He met Keller at a prearranged spot and they began their ride to the outskirts of the city. Richard had never been out this early in the morning. He was a creature of habit. For years he’d risen at 7 a.m., taken an hour to get ready, and left for work just after 8, by which time the city was already in full swing.
They rode silently and without lights to avoid attracting attention. He was shocked at what he saw. Every traffic island, every sheltered space, was crammed with the bodies of people sleeping.
There must be thousands!
He thought. It was common knowledge that the homeless were everywhere in the city, but the numbers he was witnessing now were staggering.
“What the hell is happening here?” he actually said out loud. So loudly, in fact, that a couple of sleepers on the sidewalk lifted their heads and stared in his direction.
“Shhhh…” said Keller. Richard could just make out his companion holding a finger to his lips.
They rode on in silence for half an hour. As they reached an open stretch of road near the edge of town, Keller finally spoke.
“You know I used to live in Surrey?” he said as they rode.
“No I didn’t.”
“It was a lot of years ago now. Those days a few of the well-heeled still drove to town. ‘Course I was never one of them. Back then the Sky-Train ran out there, so it wasn't too hard to get around.
“When fuel prices went stratospheric the value of everybody’s property went into the toilet. There wasn't any reason to stick around. Then the infrastructure started to fall apart – Police, Fire, Ambulance – it got to be downright dangerous to live there. With the power shortages being so bad, Energy Triage decided it wasn't worth running Sky-train out there anymore, and that put the last nail in the coffin of that place. Not long after that I started riding the rails.” Keller shook his head slowly, “You wonder where all the people back there came from? That’s your answer.”
After another hour of cycling and walking they reached an open area not far from the track for the Food Train. They stashed their bikes in a grove of thick brush.
“Okay,” Keller said, “let's go. We’ve got to walk a ways to get to a good jumping point. Follow me.”
They walked half a mile parallel to the track, through short scrub and an occasional stand of trees. Finally they reached a section of open ground on a gentle up-slope surrounded by rolling hills. Keller headed to a clump of brush, stopped, and motioned for Richard to sit down.
“The train will be here in about half an hour,” Keller said. “Before we make the jump, there‘s some things you need to know.”
“Okay,” said Richard.
Keller sat crossed-legged on the ground and eyed Richard intently. “Like I said before, every Food Train is heavily guarded. The guards've got guns, and they'll use them. They don't usually shoot to kill, but it happens. Don't forget – they're not just trying to keep people from hitching a ride. The cargo on that train is precious. People would kill for it, believe me. When you consider that it costs the average Joe the better part of an hours’ pay to buy one tomato…you do the math. There's a lot of starving people out there, not to mention the black market. You sure you want to do this? There’s still time to back out.”
Richard nodded.
“Okay – the most important thing about jumping a train is where you get on and off. Stand up and take a look.”
Richard stood up and peered into the rising light. He could make out the curve of the track about two hundred feet away.
“Notice anything about the track here?”
“Not really. It runs straight for a while along a plain, then curves into a series of hills.”
“That's right. It curves. That and the hills are what make this a good place to jump. When the train goes around the curve, the guard that just passed won't see us because the curve will put us behind a hill – same with the next guard along. The train will also slow down, because the grade here’s steeper than usual. That and the fact that most of the guards are off guarding the Specialty Train, are what we're counting on.”
Keller paused for a minute, presumably to allow the information to sink in.
He continued, “The important thing is – we have to find a section of the train where the guards won't see us – where neither one has a view of our jump. You don't have to worry about that. I just want you to know why I picked this spot.”
“Sure.”
“When we actually do the jump, it's best to pick a car that’s empty,” continued Keller. “The guards pay less attention to those ones. There's another reason, but I'll leave that until we get aboard. Once I pick a car, we’ve got to get inside and out of sight. That's another reason to go for an empty car – you don't have to worry about anything falling out when you open the door.”
“How do you know when a car is empty?”
“The sound,” answered Keller, pointing at his left ear. “An empty car makes a sort of hollow echo sound. The full ones are more muffled and solid sounding. It's easy to tell once you've done it a few times.”
Richard nodded. Somehow he hadn't expected jumping the train to be this complicated.
Keller continued, “Once I pick out a car, I'll look at you and point to it. We won't be able to talk, ‘cause that train is loud! Once I'm sure you've gotten my signal, we'll both run flat out for that car. Now, this is the tricky part. You listening?”
Richard nodded, more nervous with each new instruction.
“We're going to run for the BACK of the car I point out. At the back of each car is a ladder they use to get onto the roof. You'll go first.”
Richard swallowed.
“You'll run ahead of me,” continued Keller, “and you'll grab onto that ladder. As soon as you've got a proper grip, you'll climb up as fast as you can until your feet are on the FOURTH rung from the top. Got that?”
Richard nodded.
“The FOURTH rung. That's important. You’ve got to be high enough that I can climb up after you. Once you’re up there, just hold on for dear life until I tell you different. Remember, all this is going to happen real fast, so make sure you memorize what you have to do. When we're running I'll be right behind you. Once you're in position, I'll climb the ladder and open the door for us.”
“Open the door? How?”
“With my handy-dandy 'universal persuader', that's how,” laughed Keller, and he brought a small crowbar from his pack.
They went over the jumping procedure several times, then relaxed and waited. Within minutes they felt the vibration and then heard the rumble of the Food Train approaching. Richard peered through a gap in the branches and caught his first glimpse. It was ironic that, as important as the Food Train loomed in his and everybody else’s lives, he’d never actually seen it. The blotch in the distance grew in size, and its shadow swept across the plain in front of them, tracking over their position long before the train itself and colouring the landscape a shade darker. They crouched behind the stand of brush, ready to run.
The huge, slab-like engine finally loomed into view, clawing its way uphill against the steel rails below, straining under the weight of the hundred or so cars it towed behind. The train pushed a column of air ahead of it stinking of diesel, dust, and rotting vegetables. The roar was deafening as the engine passed them by, and the earth shook under their feet. 
One or two cars behind the engine, a grim-faced guard, holding an automatic rifle at the ready against his chest, stood in a caged metal pedestal welded to the frame. The guard scanned the area intently, but didn’t see them. The gun-metal gray engine, then the guard, shrank into the distance, curving around and behind one of the surrounding hills.
When Keller first began talking about the jump, Richard was confident, but with each new instruction and warning his confidence ratcheted down a notch. 
Now, with the monstrous steel behemoth thundering along the track in front of them, a wave of panic washed over him. He wasn't prepared for the size, the noise, the bone shaking vibration, the grinding of the massive steel wheels on the tracks. He fought to keep his attention on Keller and forget the train. Finally, at a moment that only he somehow knew, Keller threw his arm forward and pointed to a boxcar, motioning for Richard to start his run.
Richard straightened up and started running. He pushed with every iota of his strength, producing explosions of rising dust with each footfall. He gasped frantically for air. His heart pounded until he thought it would burst. After what seemed an eternity he was a couple of yards from the precious ladder.
He was so fixated on the ladder that just as he got close enough to touch it, his foot caught a clump of grass and he stumbled forward. He staggered, half-falling, half-running, plunging headfirst toward the razor-sharp rims of the closest wheels.
Suddenly his body lifted up as he was grabbed by the collar from behind and held steady for a fraction of a second, just long enough to regain his balance. He glanced behind him.
“Do it!” Keller yelled.
Richard was now less than a yard from the ladder. After one last stride he sprang with both feet. He caught hold and his chest slammed against the metal rungs. He battled for a foothold and lost, his feet dragging in the dust, inches from the spinning blade-like wheels. With a frantic kick at the ground he finally caught a rung, hauled himself up, and began to climb.
“The FOURTH rung!” He shouted over the deafening roar of the train. He made it to the next level. “The FOURTH rung!” He repeated, climbing arm over arm, one rung at a time, to the final position.
Keller grabbed the ladder as soon as he was out of the way. Though he was an old man, Keller seemed to possess almost super-human abilities. He propelled himself effortlessly up the ladder with one hand, leaned out toward the sliding door of the rail-car, again on one arm, and pulled out his 'persuader'.
Hanging by his right arm, Keller jammed the persuader into the lock on the door, and with a mighty sweep of his left arm swiftly and silently broke the lock and slid the door open. With a practiced movement he swung himself into the opening.
Richard glanced down the track and saw a man stagger toward the ladder two cars away. The man was middle aged. His clothes were worn and his face unshaven. He had waited too long – or run too slowly. Now he was struggling to overtake the accelerating train. His stumbling gait revealed his exhaustion. 
He jumped for the ladder much as Richard had done and caught hold, though his grip looked shaky. He began to climb, apparently headed for the roof. At first it looked like he was going to make it; he reached the roof and grabbed for the thin gutter around the edge. He strained to haul his body up and over.
Richard couldn't tell exactly what went wrong, but he suspected that the man's strength simply gave out. He lost his hold on the gutter and plummeted toward the ground. His left foot somehow caught in the bottom rung of the ladder and his body swung under the wheels of the train. The poor soul was cut almost exactly in half, his legs crumpling on the ground beside the tracks, the rest disappearing under the grinding wheels.
What was left of the mutilated corpse shrank into the distance. Richard felt faint and his knuckles whitened on the rung of the ladder. He desperately fought the urge to vomit. Shouts from below distracted him from the horror. Keller was gesturing nervously for Richard to climb down and join him.
“Hurry!” Keller mouthed the words.
Again Richard was terrified. The train had accelerated since they first climbed on. He peered down at the rail ties swiftly flying away below, knowing that a fall from the ladder now would mean almost certain death, the image of the mutilated jumper seared into his brain.
Somehow he found the strength to climb back down, and prepared to copy Keller's swinging motion into the open door. Somewhere in mid-swing, his right arm gave way. He plunged toward the steel rails below. Again a miraculous force caught him by the collar and hauled him into the opening. The door slid shut and he collapsed on the floor, gasping for breath.
 
A few minutes later his strength began to return, and his eyes adapted to the dim light inside the railway car. Outside, the dawn was breaking, and the cracks and holes in the metal rail-car allowed some amount of light inside. The car reeked of rotting vegetables, even though it appeared to be empty. Richard screwed up his nose in disgust.
“That was the other advantage of getting an empty rail-car I said I'd tell you about when we got on,” said Keller, over the rumble of the wheels outside. “The empty ones don't stink near as much as the full ones. You okay?”
“You…You saved my life,” croaked Richard.
“Bet your ass I did!” laughed Keller. “Twice! You break anything?”
Richard tried to move various parts of his body.
“I'm tired and sore, but unbroken,” he finally said. “That was a lot harder than I expected.”
 “Well, there's a trick to everything, as my old dad used to say. It's not that hard once you get the hang of it.”
“Did you see the guy behind us thrown under the wheels?”
“Yeah, I saw it,” Keller said matter-of-factly. “That was Gordy – tough break – guess the road finally caught up with him.”
Richard was shocked. “You know him? Doesn’t it bother you?”
Keller glared at him. “Sure it bothers me. Look, you’re not in the schoolroom now. You jump trains long enough – get old enough – you make mistakes. Gordy knew that.”
Richard closed his eyes and shook his head, trying to banish the horrific image from his mind. Finally he said, “So now what?”
“Now…we wait. I'm pretty sure nobody saw us get on. It'll take an hour or so to get to Surrey. You better concentrate on resting. When we get there, we'll have to get off.”
Richard groaned.
“Don't sweat it,” said Keller. “Getting off 's a lot easier than getting on.”
“Thank God for that.”
Richard finally worked up the strength to sit, and found a place against the back wall of the rail-car. Exhausted as he was, he still didn't feel like sleeping.
“Jim, you said you used to live in Surrey,” he said. “You’ve never talked about it. What did you do there?”
“I was a diesel mechanic,” said Keller, settling his back against the wall beside him. “Worked on the Big Rigs – that's what they called the big trucks they used for hauling freight – seems hard to believe now.” As he spoke, vibrating slivers of light from the rising sun marched across his face like the flickering of an old movie. “Back then, even with fuel prices the way they were, that was a pretty good job. There were still Rigs around.
“Then trucking got too expensive and they set up the Food Train to run from the local farms. The Big Rigs are almost all gone now. Nowadays a diesel mechanic's about as useless a profession as you could come up with. Funny – back then the cliché for a useless job was 'manufacturing buggy whips'. Ironic, isn't it,” said Keller, staring at the floor. “You'd be way better off now making buggy whips than being a diesel mechanic.”
Neither of them spoke for several seconds.
Finally Richard broke the silence. “What a mess we’ve made.”
“Yeah,” said Keller, shaking his head slowly. “Thing is, we cheated – gorged ourselves on stuff it took nature millions of years to create. What people didn’t get was that the energy we were squandering like drunken sailors was a one-time bargain. We were so arrogant we started thinking we’d created it ourselves.
“Now all the cars, trucks, tractors, cranes, ships, airplanes, factories, electrical power plants, etcetera that used to run on fossil fuels have to run on something else. That something else can never match the bang for the buck we used to get out of diesel and gasoline.”
“Like you said before, I guess I’m out of touch,” said Richard.
“You hear about it in school,” said Keller, “you read about it in books – it doesn’t hit home. One of the blessings – or maybe it’s more like a curse – of getting older is that you can see how things got to be the way they are. You can see it because you lived through it.”
Richard’s exhaustion caught up to him. He felt his eyelids falling shut, and finally gave in to fatigue and lay down on the floor. He thought that with the adrenaline rush of jumping the train he'd have trouble sleeping, but as soon as he laid his head down and closed his eyes, he was gone.
He drifted into a dream. At a student picnic when he was still in University, he and his then girlfriend Laura strolled away from the crowd and off into the woods. A golden glow permeated the entire world, as if it had been drenched in honey, and an electric energy crackled through the air – birds hummed from branch to branch in trees vibrating with life. 
That electricity was infused into every part of their bodies. He felt Laura shudder faintly as he touched her cheek. The trees, the grass, the sky, the very earth underneath them disappeared as they were lost in each other, each obsessed with the other's pleasure. They made love for the first time, wrapped in the electric hum of their own senses.
Suddenly the golden world fell away and was crowded out by the horrifying image of the mutilated jumper, his severed legs spurting blood beneath the roar of the thundering train. Richard flinched and began to shake and he was awake. Keller was shaking him.
“You okay, son?” Keller said.
It took a few seconds to remember where he was.
“Yeah,” he said, “I’m fine.”
Keller said, “Sorry to have to wake you, but we're going to have to make the jump pretty soon. I’ve got to make sure you're ready.”
Richard rubbed the sleep from his eyes. He’d regained some of his strength, but every muscle in his body hurt like hell.
“In fifteen or twenty minutes,” said Keller, “we'll hit a stretch that's perfect for getting off.”
Richard nodded.
Keller continued, “When we get to the right spot, I'll let you know. The method for getting off is sort of the reverse of the one for getting on. The jumping point is on a steep grade, so the train will slow down. When the time is right, I'll slide the door open just enough for you to get out.”
“Okay,” said Richard, as once again his gut tightened.
“Then,” continued Keller, “you'll have to climb back out on the ladder.”
Richard must have made a face, because Keller said, “Hey, don't worry, it won't be that bad. I'll be watching your back. All you have to do is get onto the ladder. Stay on the bottom rung, as low down as you can get. When I give you the signal,” he pointed down at the ground with his right hand, “you'll have to jump off.”
Richard closed his eyes, dreading the prospect of jumping from a moving train.
“It's not that hard,” said Keller. “The important thing is how you land. The place where you're going to jump is covered with long grass. It'll break your fall, and hide you from the guards in case they're watching. Roll and keep your head down. I'll be right behind you.”
Richard nodded resignedly.
“As soon as you’ve cleared the ladder, I'll jump myself. Keep down and out of sight. There could be bandits watching the jump points. Once the train's gone I'll come and find you.” 
A few minutes later Keller leaned over and slid the door open. Richard swallowed hard. His muscles still burned with pain – he prayed they’d respond when he needed them. Keller nodded and he made his way to the door. The ladder seemed impossibly distant, but he found that he could lean out, holding the door jamb, and just reach the closest bar.
With a push and a guiding boost from Keller he swung out onto the ladder and climbed down to the lowest rung. When he glanced back, Keller twirled his finger in a circle. To his horror, Richard realized that he was going to have to turn and place his back to the train. That process turned out to be easier than he was expecting. They were passing through a huge field of tall grass, and he stared down in terror at the green stalks flying past.
“Ready?” shouted Keller. Richard was shaking with fear. “You’ve got to do it.” Keller threw his right arm earthward. “Go!”
Richard said a silent prayer, let go of the ladder, and launched himself with all his might away from the crushing steel wheels. He landed well and rolled through the tall grass. On stopping he rose to his knees. Despite Keller’s warning he poked his head above the green stalks to see what was happening. Keller had swung onto the ladder and climbed half-way down, but he'd stopped and was staring at something to his right.
Richard followed Keller’s line of sight. A guard, rifle slung over his shoulder, was picking his way along the roof of the railcar two cars down. The guard stopped and balanced himself on the roof, hefting the rifle into firing position, pointing it at Keller. Keller scrambled back up the ladder. 
Richard saw the puff of smoke before he heard the shot. Keller’s body jerked as if he'd been punched in the stomach, and for a moment he let go of the ladder and hung by one hand. He finally regained his footing, dragged himself into the railcar, and disappeared in the shadows.
The guard turned his attention to Richard. He raised his rifle and fired, and Richard heard the whir of a bullet flying over his head. He dove to the ground as another shot immediately followed, the bullet tearing into the earth a few feet away. He lay hidden in the grass, shaking in terror, waiting for the next, possibly fatal, shot, but it never came.
The last rumblings of the train had faded into the distance before he finally dared to stand and stare out at the landscape around him. He was alone and helpless in the deepest wilds of Surrey.



 
 
 
 
 
 
At the River's Edge
 
Lacy Forrester liked to sit and listen to the sounds of the approaching dawn outside her shack by the river. The crumbling remnants of civilization still dotted the landscape in the distance, but plants and animals had long ago re-taken this spot, and it was now effectively wilderness.
Where the roar of automobile engines had once ruled, the cacophony of nature now filled the air – the bubbling of the nearby river, the croaking of a million frogs, the rasping of another million crickets, even the occasional hoot from an owl or howl from a lonely coyote. Early morning was one of her favourite times of the day. She could sit quietly immersed in the chatter of the forest, relaxing and letting her cares slip away.
But today was different. Today there was a new sound – the faint splash of something large thrashing about in the river. Lacy was frightened, thinking it might be a cougar or a bear. Auntie Becky had taught her that it was better to investigate a potential danger, albeit carefully, than to ignore it and hope it would go away, so she crawled from her doorway and listened.
The noise was coming from her right, but a hillock blocked her view. After several minutes her curiosity finally eclipsed her fear, and she made her way toward the river bank.
She stopped behind a clump of brush overlooking the river and peered into the rising light. Below her, about fifty feet away, someone was struggling to climb the bank, but failing and sliding back down into the water. Recent rains had turned that section of bank into a slick wall of mud. 
It's too slippery for them, she thought as she witnessed the struggle. 
Steep overhangs bounded the river both upstream and downstream of this spot; the bank was the only point of escape. From what she could see, the victim was a male, which made him a greater potential threat. He was clearly exhausted, with barely enough strength to claw at the slimy walls of his prison. After several minutes of effort, he lost the battle, and collapsed into the shallow water by the river's edge.
Lacy could see that the current would carry him back out into the channel in minutes and he would certainly drown. She was torn – she knew her wisest choice was to do nothing – to return to her shack and leave the victim in the water to his fate. “It's everyone for themselves now.” Auntie Becky had always tried to drill into her head. “Don't concern yourself with other people. You’ve got your own problems.”
But there was something pitiable and heart-breaking about the poor wretch bravely grasping for life but beaten down by exhaustion. She crept toward him, his body rolling slightly only because of the motion of the water. When she moved closer, she saw that he was a teenage boy, probably not much older than herself. He looked dead, but she couldn't really tell. She knew that he would be dead soon if she didn't intervene.
Against Auntie Becky's wise advice and all her own instincts, she decided to act. She was crouching on a dry grass-covered plateau that quickly gave way to the muddy slope of the bank. She broke off a sapling nearby, lay down on the dry section, and jammed the butt of the sapling as deeply as she could into the mud. She cracked it near the base so that it bent down toward the motionless boy. It might not hold, but there was nothing else around, and she didn't have much time.
Gripping the bent sapling, she slid down until she was almost within reach of the boy. One of his arms stretched in her direction, still in place from his struggle. It was close, but she couldn’t reach it without letting go. She unbuttoned her shirt and took it off, twisting it into a makeshift rope. After tying one end to a fork in the sapling, she worked her way down far enough to reach his outstretched hand, to which she tied the free end.
She went hand-over-hand back up the twisted shirt and the sapling, hauling herself to its base then onto the plateau. She pulled the sapling from the mud and tugged on it, trying to drag the unconscious boy out of the water and up the bank. His body wouldn’t budge. To her shock, the movement jarred him awake and he gaped wildly up at her. Instinctively, she dropped the branch and covered her naked breasts. 
The boy, comprehending that she was trying to help him, renewed his desperate attempt to climb, flailing at the mud with both hands. Forgetting her embarrassment, Lacy picked up the branch and heaved with all her strength. Together, they made progress. Her added pull was just enough for him to overcome the slickness of the slope. 
After several minutes of effort, he made it to the edge of the plateau. He was shivering violently and covered with mud, and his eyes were wild with fear. He reached out a trembling hand toward her. Lacy froze.
She couldn't bring herself to take his hand. She was afraid. Her mind spun with visions of him attacking her or dragging her down after him. Her nakedness amplified her fear. She stood paralyzed. The boy stared up at her pathetically and his quivering lips mouthed, in a whisper,
"Help me."
Lacy started to cry. She was frightened to take his hand, but she couldn't let him die. The boy lost his tenuous grip and started to slide back down. He stretched out his fingers in a last desperate gesture. 
Finally Lacy cast away her fear and reached out for him. Their fingertips touched. She felt a jolt of emotion, as if a charge of electricity had passed through the boy's hand into her own. She paused, frightened, but his slide was about to take him beyond her reach. She stretched out her hand, and the tips of their fingers barely hooked together. 
She leaned forward as much as she dared, almost losing her balance, and locked her curled fingers solidly with his. Heartened by her support, he clawed frantically at the slippery mud with his free hand. He hauled himself up a few inches, and their hands finally clasped together.
Once again a rush of emotion passed through her at their connection. She pulled with every particle of her strength – pulled until she thought she would collapse, while the boy flailed with his free hand against the muddy slope. Slowly, inch by inch, he approached the safety of the plateau, until finally she hauled him up onto the ground at her feet.
Again fear consumed her. She had freed him from the river, but she was standing there half naked – what would he do? To her immense relief, the moment he reached safety, the boy collapsed into unconsciousness.
She rigged a crude stretcher out of some branches and a blanket, and dragged the still unconscious boy from the riverbank back to her shack. She laid him inside, took off his torn and wet clothes, dried him, and covered him with blankets and furs. He showed no sign of life, but she could detect a pulse. Though she had no idea whether he would live or die, she was glad she’d taken a chance and stepped in to rescue him. In a world dominated by hardship and cruelty, it felt good to perform a selfless act, for no other reason than to help another human being.
The boy drifted in and out of consciousness for two days and nights. He would sleep for hours on end, then suddenly open his eyes and even lift up his head. Sometimes he would cry out in his sleep, as if he were having a nightmare. Lacy often sat and watched over him where he lay. His blond hair and fine features were beautiful. Bathed in the dim candlelight, his face was like the face of an angel.
She was surprised and disturbed by the feelings his arrival had awakened in her. For as long as she could remember her life had revolved around finding food and defending herself. Now, unexpectedly, she was awash in emotions she had never experienced before – emotions that frightened her. Her world had sometimes been brutal and cruel, and sometimes beyond her control, but she had always been in control of herself.
Now she was being swept along by mysterious and overpowering urges and arousal. This time it wasn’t physical danger that she feared, it was the danger of losing herself to the new forces welling up inside her.
Finally, on the morning of the third day, the boy drifted more frequently into consciousness, occasionally mumbling to himself. That evening he finally opened his eyes. She prepared him a bowl of the stew of wild vegetables and game meat that was her regular meal.
“I'm Danny,” he whispered, smiling weakly as she spoon fed him the stew, and Lacy's unease at her loss of control took a huge jump. She tried to speak but was so nervous that nothing came out.
Finally Danny said, “Can you talk?”
Oh, God! Lacy thought. He thinks I’m retarded or something.
She fought to calm herself, and managed to say, “I…I'm Lacy.”
“Thanks for the food,” Danny said. “I'm totally starving.”
She ladled an additional portion of her precious stew into the bowl. Auntie Becky had never thought to explain to her how to deal socially with other people in general, and with boys in particular.
“Where am I?” he said.
“You’re in my house,” said Lacy, trying hard not to blush. “I found you in the river.” To her great relief, he seemed to remember nothing of their first meeting.
“You carried me all the way back here?”
“Dragged is more like it,” she laughed, a bit more relaxed. “It isn't far.”
“You live here all by yourself?”
Lacy drew back. She was all alone here with this boy who, though he was weak, might still overpower her. 
He noticed her fear. “Don't worry,” he smiled again, and again her control began to slip away. “I'm not going to attack you or anything.”
Lacy smiled back at him.
“We used to live in Vancouver,” she said, “but that was a long time ago – I don’t remember much about it. I’ve been here for a long time, now – I think something like seven years.”
“Seven years – wow! And all that time by yourself?”
 “I used to live with my Auntie Becky, but she's gone now.”
“What happened to her?”
 Lacy turned away. “I'd rather not talk about it.”
“Sorry,” he said. “I didn't mean to upset you. Don’t you get lonely?”
“No – I go hunting and gather the food, collect firewood, keep the fire going, cook the meals – there’s always something to do…”
“But you don’t have anybody to talk to…” said Danny. Suddenly his strength seemed to drain away. He lay down with his head propped up on a pillow.
“Is something wrong?” she said.
“Just a little shaky – and tired. It’s unbelievable. Just talking to you for a few minutes wiped me right out.”
“I think you’re lucky to be alive. You’ve been sleeping off and on for two days.”
“What?” said Danny, suddenly awake. “That's not possible!”
He tried to raise himself up in bed. “I gotta get back. I got business to take care of.” He immediately fell back down.
“You're too weak to do anything right now. Get some rest. Maybe you'll feel stronger tomorrow.”
“You don't understand,” he whispered, his voice trembling. “It's not like here. There’s stuff I gotta do…” Once again he tried to rise, but collapsed, and within minutes was asleep.
Lacy smiled. She adjusted the blanket on his sleeping body, gently repositioned his head on the pillow, and brushed back his hair.
Already an idea was forming in her mind.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Lost in Suburbia
 
Richard was drowning under a wave of despair. Lost, alone, paralyzed with fear, he replayed the horror of Keller’s shooting in his mind. Not only did he grieve for his uncle, but Keller was to be his guide – the only one with the knowledge and experience to get him to King George alive. Keller – stand-in father to him and Danny since their own father died and one of his best friends, was probably dead – murdered before they had even begun their search.
By force of will he calmed himself and examined his surroundings. He stood at the edge of an open expanse almost entirely covered with tall grass about three feet high. The sun was rising and the air was heating up. The space immediately around him was empty, but in what he judged to be the northeast corner stood the crumbling remains of several buildings. Only the jagged remnants of their concrete walls showed, jutting out of the earth like rows of broken teeth, wildly overgrown with vines and brush. It was as if the vegetation was devouring the ancient bones of the structures, drawing them into the ground and toward oblivion.
A wall of dense underbrush surrounded the field, and in the distance oak and poplar trees clawed and thrust threateningly into the sky. The grass around his feet was so thick he could see almost nothing. He decided he wasn’t safe in this place.
Crouching down again, he pulled out the map he’d sketched based on the entries in Danny's journal and traced his finger along the red line marking the Sky-train route.
The dot at the very end marked his goal – the hub that once pumped fifty thousand passengers daily into the heart of Surrey – King George Sky-train station. Steeling himself he took off and headed north, keeping low to let the grass act as some measure of cover.
He guessed that the Sky-train line would be about a mile from his current position. The elevated track averaged about thirty feet above the ground, so he should be able to see it from here, but the swath of trees ahead would block his view until he got closer. Once he had the track in view, he could simply follow it until he hit King George – the end of the line.
There were no discernible trails, but the terrain was flat, so for the most part the going was easy. The ground under his feet was strangely hard and uneven. When he bent down and pulled aside the layer of grass, he could see that long ago this space must have been covered with asphalt. 
He hiked for half an hour, and to his relief saw no-one. Finally, as he emerged from a clump of trees he smiled. The monolithic columns of the Sky-train line towered over the surrounding undergrowth. They reminded him eerily of pictures he'd seen of Stonehenge in England – man-made slabs of rock projecting starkly from the surrounding wild landscape.
He almost laughed when he considered the parallels. Like Stonehenge, the giant pillars were monuments to a dead civilization. He wondered if someday the purpose of the line would be forgotten and if, as with Stonehenge, scholars would theorize about its function. 
Approaching more closely he saw that the columns, and even the rail-bed itself, were plastered with ancient graffiti – a testament to the days when spray paint, like food, shelter, clothing and transportation, had been plentiful and inexpensive. 
Along with spray-paint and Sky-train, there were a million things once so common as to be taken for granted that could only be dreamed of now. Some of the graffiti was in the form of slogans. One said: This Sucks! Another, scrawled and badly faded, said: Welcome to Die-off!
To know how far he was from his goal at King George he needed to find the nearest station. Disintegrated as the line was, he hoped the stations would still bear some indication of their original names. He could match these names to the ones recorded on his map.
He approached the nearest column, but stopped short when he heard voices. He crouched behind some scrub to have a look. In the space beside the column was a semi-permanent camp, with a fire pit and a few shabby tents. The Sky-train rail-bed above provided shelter from the weather; there were probably camps all along the line. Several people sat around a fire with a metal pot hanging over it. One of them, a ragged middle-aged man, unexpectedly glanced up and spotted him. The man pointed, jumped up, and yelled something. The others turned to look.
“Shit,” said Richard, and took off. Several of the men chased him for half a mile. Finally, apparently satisfied that he wasn’t coming back, they abandoned the pursuit.
He hiked parallel to the line at a distance of about a quarter mile – close enough to keep it in sight, but far enough away to minimize the chance of contact with other people. He wasn't sure what he would do when he reached a station. There would almost certainly be people living in the station structures, which would provide excellent shelter and be easy to defend. At some point he’d have no choice but to approach close enough to find some hint of a station's name. It was a problem he’d tackle when it arose.
For a long time he moved through open fields, passing the occasional tree or clump of brush, seeing no structures other than the Sky-train track. After hiking for an hour he began to encounter the crumbling ruins of what were once buildings, roads, and parking lots. Eventually he spotted what he guessed must once have been a light industrial manufacturing complex. Sliding garage doors, probably once loading bays, were spaced evenly around the outside.
He approached it warily, guessing that wherever there was shelter, there would be people. He’d planned to make a wide berth around it, but as he passed he heard the sound of laughter. His instincts told him to ignore it and continue on his way, but his curiosity took over. He couldn't resist investigating.
He entered the grounds and followed along the rear walls toward the laughter. Within a few minutes it was clear that the action was just around the corner from where he stood. 
The hair on the back of his neck stood up as he realized that the laughter was mingled with a woman’s screams. This was no innocent fun – he’d walked into an attack. Again he told himself to back away and leave this place, but he couldn’t just leave without helping her.
He crouched down and poked his head around the wall. A cluster of small buildings faced an inner courtyard. Near the northeast corner, no more than thirty feet away, two men were attacking a lone woman. A bicycle and a backpack lay on the ground nearby. Near the backpack lay a hunting knife. The woman's pants were undone and her shirt torn open. One man held her arms behind her back while the other slunk toward her.
“She’s a feisty one, Karl,” said the one advancing.
“No kiddin', Bert,” said the one holding the woman, “an’ a tight little body on ‘er, too.”
“It's nothing you'll ever lay your hands on,” the woman shouted. 
“But, honey,” said Karl, “I’ve already got my hands on you.” He transferred both her wrists to his left hand, and grabbed at her breast with his right. She screamed, and tried to bite his arm, but he twisted it out of her reach, laughing.
“So you’re too good for the likes of us,” laughed Bert, approaching closer. He licked his lips and wiped his mouth on his shirt. “Well, you know what Princess? You’re gonna take ol’ Bert up inside you and you’re gonna scream for more. Then Karl’ll have his turn. Give us the ride of our lives, and maybe we take you along with us for later – maybe we keep you alive for a while instead of wastin’ you once we’re done.”
Richard knew he should act, but he was terrified. Bert swaggered to within easy reach of the woman and sneered as he grabbed for her breast. With unexpected speed she hauled back and kicked him hard between the legs. He howled in pain and collapsed in a heap on the ground. This was no longer a game.
Richard knew it was time. He would have to move – in this position his approach would be too far away and in plain view of the attackers. He crept around the back of the building to come up on the men from closer in. Seconds later he was peeking around another corner within a few yards of the men and their victim. He wasn't a moment too soon. Bert had recovered and he charged at the woman in full fury.
“You fucking bitch!” he roared, slapping her brutally across the face. “I’ll teach you to fuck with me!”
Bert and Karl were in full attack now, wrestling the woman to her knees and tearing at her clothes. They weren't having an easy time of it. She fought with a fury Richard had never witnessed before. She freed a hand and punched Bert hard in the face, sending him flying, and elbowed Karl in the stomach, though not hard enough for him to release his grip.
Still under cover of the building, Richard rifled through his pack for the gun Keller had given him. Shaking with fear, he stepped out from the behind the corner, gripping the gun with both hands.
“Let go of her!” he yelled.
Bert, still lying on the ground, stared up at him. Bert jumped up, and at first looked like he was going to attack, but reconsidered. Karl turned, spotted Richard holding the gun, and let go of the woman. The two backed up slowly with their hands in the air. Richard stood anchored to the spot, the shaking gun straight out in front of him. Bert and Karl assessed the situation and apparently decided they were at a severe disadvantage. They ran behind one of the buildings and out of sight.
The woman turned in Richard’s direction. He judged her to be in her early twenties, but she had a weather-worn look, as if she'd spent a lot of time outdoors. Her body was slim and muscular, yet surprisingly feminine. 
His impression was of a cat – powerful, but lithe and agile. Her expression was hard, as if she'd experienced a lot of sorrow in her life, but there was a hint of compassion somewhere behind her startling blue eyes. Her light-brown hair was cut short and streaked with gold by the sun. Richard felt his heart race. It was a sensation he hadn’t experienced in a long time.
She didn't look friendly.
"What the hell do you think you're doing?" she said.
"Uh – saving you from being raped?" he said, annoyed at her tone.
The woman did her best to re-button her shirt, hitched up her pants and re-fastened them, then strode over and picked her knife up off the ground. She turned again and faced him.
"I don’t remember asking for your help."
"What? You didn't want to be saved?"
"By you? I think I'd stand a better chance with the outlaws."
Richard was incredulous. "Well next time I'll be sure to ask before I step in and risk my life to help someone."
"You're not just risking your life, you're risking mine. Those two oafs I could handle. When you're thrown into the mix I’ve got a new unpredictable element to worry about. Do you even know how to fire that thing?" She nodded at the gun in his hand.
"Of course," he said.
"Really? Well, fire it, then. Try it. Fire it into the air."
Richard was confused.
"Go ahead," she snapped. "Fire it!"
He pointed the gun in the air and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. She shook her head slowly.
"Lucky those two cretins didn't notice you still had the safety on."
"Oh – yeah,” Richard said, half to himself. “Keller told me but I guess I forgot."
"If they’d snatched the gun away from you it would have been the end for both of us. What are you doing out here anyway? You’re obviously not from around here. You got a death wish?"
“I jumped the Food Train. I'm headed for King George Sky-train Station. My brother is missing."
"Well, I hate to be the one to tell you, but now you're missing too."
"Look, I'm sorry if you didn't want to be saved, but I did risk my life…"
"Just stay out of my way, okay? I've got a feeling you're one of these babes-in-the-woods who come out of a war without a scratch after a dozen savvy people have died trying to look out for them."
"Hey, gladly,” said Richard, raising his hands. “I don't need this."
She strode over to her bike, picked it up, and rode off.
"Christ!" he said. "What the hell was that all about?" Then, realizing that Bert and Karl, or someone worse, might still be around, he shoved the gun into his belt and took off.
 
He continued east. Occasionally he saw other people as he walked, though both he and the others kept their distance. Some were entire families – mother, father, children. Others were individuals, young and old. He saw children and old people alone. Learning from his previous encounters, he scrupulously avoided contact.
He walked for several hours. Somehow his watch had broken, but the sun indicated that it was late in the afternoon. Finally, exhausted, unused to the grueling terrain and still stunned from the incident with Keller, he scouted for a place to sleep. After another twenty minutes of hiking he spotted an abandoned building surrounded by trees. He approached and saw no sign of other people.
From closer in it was clear that the building would provide no shelter. Two of the walls had collapsed, but a section of the roof, about six feet square, was still intact. One of the collapsed walls formed a natural staircase, and after a difficult climb he made it to the top. The fragment of roof was just big enough for him to lie down, and he was partially hidden by the surrounding trees.
“It’ll have to do,” he said. He wolfed down a couple of strips of dried meat, pulled a thin blanket from his pack, and collapsed under it, exhausted. He spent a sleepless night, jumping at every sound and tortured by nightmares of Keller and the Food Train. Several times during the night he was certain he heard the insistent pawing of a wild animal at the walls of his perch.
 
Next morning, still exhausted after minimal sleep, he set out once again for King George station. He gave up on learning the names of any intervening stations – it was far too dangerous and, he realized, unnecessary, since King George was the last one. Keeping the Sky-train track in sight, he continued east, watching for the terminus station that would indicate that he’d reached his goal.
He almost didn’t notice when, several hours later, he finally arrived. The station structure was almost completely obscured by a massive tangle of trees, vines, and weeds, even though, like most Sky-train stations, it was positioned high off the ground to be aligned with the elevated railway track. 
Unlike the stations closer in, which had all been occupied by homeless or squatters, King George looked abandoned. Apparently even the number of homeless dropped off considerably this far from town. What he could see of the station was covered with the usual aging graffiti. There was no sign indicating the name, but it must be the right place. There was nothing beyond this station – it was the end of the line.
There was an open space underneath – probably once a parking lot or a bus turnaround. It too was completely overgrown – so much so that he would have had to hack his way through the shoulder-high brush to reach the stairs. Since the station itself wasn’t his final destination anyway, there was no point in trying to get any closer. Instead, he sat down in a clear area and hunted through his pack for the notes he’d made from Danny’s journal.
So whatever it was he found is nine blocks east and twenty blocks north of this spot, he thought, re-reading the entries.
He headed north and east, trying, sometimes with difficulty, to keep track of where one block ended and the next began. Few of the street signs were still intact, but there was usually a metal post, or the remnants of a street light – some landmark to indicate a new block. 
He moved through the remains of crumbling retail stores and strip malls. There wasn’t an unbroken window anywhere, and most accessible walls were covered with the inevitable fading graffiti, more ominous and desperate than what he’d seen closer to ‘civilization’. One line scrawled in huge letters across the side of a building read, Abandon All Hope, Ye Who Enter Here. Another read, Behold the Wrath of God. Another, The Kingdom of Hell is At Hand.
In a few buildings, the windows had been boarded up, evidence that someone either lived there now or had lived there in the past. He hadn’t seen another soul for more than an hour – he wasn’t sure whether that was a good or a bad thing. Finally, according to his count, he reached the spot.
“Nine blocks east, twenty blocks north,” he said. “I hope.”
It resembled every other block he’d passed – empty buildings and dusty streets. After twenty minutes scouring the area he’d found nothing. There was no indication that Danny had ever been there, and no sign of any of the landmarks Danny described in his journal. 
Richard sat down on a broken curb with his head in his hands. All that had happened – the train, Keller’s shooting, the trek through the wilderness – all for nothing. There was the possibility that he’d gotten the block count wrong. He considered returning to King George station to try again.
Another thought occurred to him – a horrifying one. What if he’d been mistaken about the initials – KG? What if they didn’t stand for King George after all? The journal never explicitly mentioned King George. What if the journal entries had nothing to do with this place? He sat for several minutes, a black cloud of disappointment and failure descending on his mind.
Finally he made a decision. He was here. If he was right about the initials and had just gotten the block count wrong, the place he was searching for should be nearby. If he was wrong he’d have to deal with that, but first he’d exhaust every option. He chose a direction at random – north – and started walking. After about ten minutes he came across several gravel hills topped with crumbling cement structures. He climbed the nearest one to scout around.
Below him, to the north and west, were a series of lanes and abandoned buildings – a mixture of private residences and storefronts. To the east was a distinctive section of open ground that might once have been a parking lot or bus stop. In one corner stood the remains of a tiny boxlike structure fronted by a cement slab, and in the center of the slab lay a pile of unrecognizable debris. A few yards to the left of the debris stood a rusting metal pole about twenty feet tall.
Nothing matched any of the entries in Danny’s journal, but he climbed down anyway. He walked around the boxlike building which, like most of the others in the area, was plastered with fading graffiti. There was nothing.
He climbed another hill to the north to view the area from a different angle. The ground under his feet was uneven; stepping on a loose rock near the top he lost his balance and tumbled several yards down the slope. As he stood up and brushed off the dust, he glanced down at the tiny structure below and noticed something from a height that had escaped him earlier. 
It was difficult to separate what must have originally been painted there from the graffiti, but he could make out the petals of a flower, and a thin green stem curling toward the ground. Richard smiled. He hauled off the pack and dug out his notes. The painted flower on the building matched the one he’d copied from Danny’s notebook perfectly.
Ecstatic at his discovery, the first concrete evidence linking the writings in Danny’s journal with something real, he bounded down the hill, kicking up gravel as he went. On reaching the wall he ran his hand slowly over the faded markings, as if hoping to coax some psychic insight out of the bricks and mortar. He was so preoccupied that it was as if he was awakened from a dream when he became aware of movement somewhere above and behind him.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Two Kidnappings
 
He heard a low growl and turned. Not more than ten yards away, partly up the gravel hillside so that they were about even with his head, stood a pair of wild dogs.
The leader, a huge Pit-Bull/German Shepherd cross, glared at him – muscles flexed, nape hair standing straight up, purple lips pulled back to expose a massive set of drool-glistening fangs. The pair stood motionless. Chilling snarls continued to emanate from the leader. Fixing his eyes on the lead dog Richard carefully removed his pack, opened it and groped blindly for the gun.
His hand had just touched it when the leader exploded down the hill and sprang for his throat. Desperately he held out the pack like a shield. The dog clamped its jaws on it, shaking it violently and almost tearing it out of Richard’s hands. The impact knocked the gun from his grasp; he lifted pack and dog together, all the while groping for the precious gun.
Finally his fingers made contact with a hard metal object, and he gripped it like a holy crucifix. Maintaining his hold on the gun, he swung the pack with all his strength, and flung both it and the dog several yards away. His attacker immediately released the pack and pounded back toward him. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the second dog moving into position. The safety… he thought as he lifted the gun.
Frantically he released the safety and fumbled to aim just as the first dog launched itself into the air, fangs bared. He pulled the trigger – the monster was so close that he was firing straight down its throat. His arm was thrown back by the recoil and the attacking dog collapsed in a heap at his feet. 
The second dog slowed its approach and slunk toward him, wary after the gunshot and the death of the leader. Richard backed up slowly, tracking its path with the gun in his violently shaking right hand. The second dog leapt and again Richard fired. The bullet grazed its shoulder but it continued its attack, bounding over the body of its dead companion. Richard scrambled to his left and the dog overshot its position, landing a few yards away.
It circled back quickly, preparing for the next attack. Desperate to control his shaking, Richard grasped the gun with both hands straight out in front of his chest. The dog rocketed toward him and he fired. It yelped pitifully as the bullet snapped its body backward and blood gushed from a massive wound in its chest. With a final whimper, it collapsed and died.
Still shaking, Richard braced for the next wave of attackers he was certain would come at any second. To his relief none appeared, and after several minutes he began to relax. He lowered the gun and shoved it into his belt. 
As he walked over to retrieve his pack he heard the whine of a motorbike from the other side of the hill, approaching fast. He shrugged on his pack, and was fiddling for the gun when a voice behind him yelled, “Drop it on the ground beside you.”
He spun around. A ragged man with a droopy mustache stood a few yards away, pointing a gun at his head.
“Slow,” the man said. “Try anything and you’re dead.”
Richard lifted the gun from his belt and dropped it on the ground. Seconds later another biker came screaming down the hill, did a sideways drift, and stopped within a few feet of where Richard stood.
The rider dismounted and stomped up to Richard. Like the first he was dressed in rags and covered in dust. He bent and picked up Richard’s gun. His beaten-up leather jacket bore the fading stylized image of a set of fangs tearing a beating heart from someone’s chest.
The man straightened and shoved his face inches from Richard’s own. “Who the fuck are you!” he said.
“My name is Richard Hampton,” said Richard.
The biker stared at him like he was some alien species.
“I’m out here looking for someone,” Richard continued. “You might have seen him, he’s seventeen and he’s got…”
“Shut the hell up!” yelled the biker. He straight-armed Richard in the chest, almost knocking him over. “You know this is Ripper territory.” He shoved Richard again. “You wanna die? You must, or you wouldn’t be here. Who sent you?”
“Nobody sent me,” said Richard. “I didn’t know whose territory this was. I’m not from here.”
“Well you’re gonna die here,” said the biker, waving Richard’s own gun in his face.
“Don’t kill him now,” said the other. “Snake’ll wanna talk to him. He’s gotta be workin’ for the Dragons or somebody. Snake’ll find out.”
“Yeah,” laughed his partner. “Yeah – I’ll guess he will.”
He pushed Richard toward the bike, “Get on.”
Richard sat astride the bike, and his captor got on behind him. They sped off and were soon joined by the other on his bike. To Richard’s dismay, they headed in the exact opposite direction he’d come, erasing in minutes the distance he’d spent hours covering on foot. They rode through the remnants of civilization, past collapsed buildings and torn-up streets, until they finally reached open country.
They had just crested a hill when the rider behind Richard said “shit!”, and suddenly accelerated, hauling the bike sharply left. The whine was deafening. Richard glanced to his right and saw the reason for the direction change. A group of three other bikers was speeding toward them. 
Richard’s added weight was too much for the puny bike, and his captor was quickly losing ground to their pursuers. Desperate to escape, he slowed almost to a stop, pushed Richard off, and screamed away in a cloud of dust. Richard staggered to his feet just as the three pursuing bikers surrounded him and all three pulled guns.
“Put your hands over your head!” One of them screamed. “Now!”
Richard did as he was told.
They dismounted. One of them, a thickset man with several days’ growth of beard, strode over to Richard and, without hesitation, drove a punch full-force into his stomach. Richard doubled over and collapsed to his knees.
“Doyle,” yelled one of the others. “Leave him alone.”
“Come on, Josh,” said Doyle, “can’t I have some fun?”
Josh strode over and elbowed Doyle aside.
“On your feet,” he said to Richard.
Richard struggled to his feet and Josh patted him down, finally saying, “He’s clean.” He nodded in Doyle’s direction and said to Richard, “This isn’t your day – his brother was killed by a Ripper.”
“I’m not a Ripper,” said Richard. “I don’t even know them.”
“You were riding on a bike with one of them,” said Josh. “What were you doing – hitchhiking?” They all laughed.
“They kidnapped me,” said Richard. “I’ve got nothing to do with the Rippers or any other gang.”
“Is that so? Then what are you doing out here?”
“I came from the city. I jumped the Food Train and walked.”
“Unarmed? Alone?”
“I had a gun. One of the Rippers took it away.”
Josh studied him for a few seconds.
“Well you know,” he finally said, “that’s a real fascinating story. So fascinating that I think we’ll just take you with us and you can tell it to some other people we know. You’d better pray you can convince them. Where we come from they’re inclined to kill Rippers on sight.”
“Why wait?” said Doyle. “I say we just kill him here.”
“Well you’re not in charge, are you?” said Josh. “I am, and I say we let him talk to Tucker. You take him on your bike.”
“Why me?” said Doyle.
“Because I said so,” said Josh.
Doyle shoved Richard roughly toward his bike. Richard staggered forward and turned, about to retaliate. Doyle pushed his gun barrel into Richard’s chest, smiling.
“Just give me an excuse,” he said.
Richard climbed onto Doyle’s bike and sped off as before, with a new set of captors, still traveling away from his original goal. After a twenty minute ride they approached a huge square building surrounded by impressive ten foot tall ramparts made from shards of shiny black rock.
A sentry stood on a platform behind the wall. Spotting them he waved and disappeared. He soon opened a small door in the heavy gate blocking the entrance, and Richard and the others passed through. Once inside, Richard could see that the vast open space had once been a parking lot. The asphalt had been torn up and used to build the wall. Every inch of the land underneath was now cultivated, and he saw numerous people out working in the fields.
A strip of pavement had been left untouched and served as a road into the monstrous structure. As they approached more closely, Richard saw that there had once been writing on the building in huge letters over the main doorway. The letters themselves had long-since disappeared, but he could still see the faded outline where they had once stood.
The shadow letters spelled out – 'Wal-Mart'.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Lacy and Danny
 
Lacy pressed a damp cloth on Danny’s forehead as he tossed and turned and mumbled anxiously in his sleep. He awoke suddenly and lifted his head off the pillow. Still only half awake, he stared up at her.
“You were having a nightmare,” she said. “I think you’ve still got a fever.”
It was late in the afternoon on the day he’d first regained consciousness. He looked weak and exhausted. Without a word he simply lay down and went back to sleep. A couple of hours later he awoke again. Lacy was nearby, mending a shirt and keeping watch over him. This time he hoisted himself up on the pillow.
“I’m really lucky that you found me,” he said, smiling at her. She blushed deeply. Once again she prepared him a bowl of stew. This time he was able to prop himself up on one elbow and eat.
“What’s it like in Vancouver?” She asked as he ate. "Are there lots of people?"
“Are you kidding? There's millions of people – too many – too many for me anyway.”
“So… if you were walking down the street,” she said, gazing out the door of the shack, “how many people would you see?”
“That depends. If you were walking around where we live you'd hardly see anybody. They'd all be in their houses – unless they were out working in the garden. If you were right downtown – like at the corner of Robson and Granville – and it was the middle of the day – you'd see thousands.”
“What else would you see?”
“Traffic – bicycles, motor scooters, putt-putts, handcarts, streetcars. And it's really noisy – not like here.”
“What do people do there?”
Danny shrugged. “If you're our age, you usually go to school. A lot of kids don’t bother – it’s better to learn a trade or something. If you're out of school, and you can, you work, mostly. Work at lame jobs. Come home. Go to sleep. Get up. Do it all over again. It's really boring.”
“What about you?”
“I hang out, or go to school sometimes – come home – fight with my brother. I like it way better out here. Whenever I can I come out here with Zonk.”
“Zonk?”
“Zonk’s my dog. He’s kind of funny looking, but he’s got a great personality – and a sense of smell you wouldn’t believe.”
“What use is that?”
“You’d be surprised,” Danny smiled.
“I guess it’s useful for a dog. You talked about your brother. What about your mum and dad?”
“They died.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It was a long time ago.” He put aside the empty bowl. “The guys I was running from when I jumped into the river were beating on Zonk, and they’ve probably still got him. Thanks for all your help, but I’ve got to get back.”
He tried to raise himself up, but only got half-way to a sitting position before falling back down.
“You’re not in any shape to go anywhere,” said Lacy.
She took away the bowl and re-arranged his pillow and blankets. Her life had been so simple and uneventful before Danny came crashing into it. Now an unmanageable assortment of emotions and urges churned inside her in a constant pitched battle. A part of her longed for him to stay forever, and dreaded the thought that she could ever be left alone again. Another part saw him as a dangerous threat to her self-control and her peaceful existence. The collective condition was paralyzing confusion.
Until Danny came along, she’d always believed she lived a full, contented life. His arrival had been like a bombshell, blowing that belief apart and exposing what she now realized – that she was desperately lonely. And Danny's stories of the city thrilled her. She had vague memories of her time there, but they were dreamlike and clouded in the mists of the past. She finally ventured to suggest what she’d been thinking about since Danny first arrived.
“When you’re well enough to go,” she said, “I could go with you.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
Taken Prisoner
 
As Richard and his captors passed through the expansive entrance of the Wal-Mart complex, they left the bright sunlight behind for the perpetual murkiness of its interior. The entrance, once lined with a span of windows, was now boarded up except for a ten-foot gap that could be quickly blocked off by a single massive sliding wooden door.
There was apparently no electricity, but light entered the building from holes punched in the upper walls. A huge hole had also been opened in the middle of the roof. Smoke, presumably from cooking fires, wound its way slowly upwards into the opening. The space was sub-divided into individual living areas separated by crude walls framed with scraps of wood and covered with plastic or cloth. Makeshift alleyways ran between them, creating a maze of pathways that crisscrossed the entire area.
After a heated discussion with Josh, Doyle shoved Richard roughly down one of those pathways toward a tiny office, one of the few structurally enclosed ‘rooms’ in the building. He gave Richard one last shove inside, then closed and locked the door. The only furniture in the room was a single wooden chair, and Richard resignedly sat down on it and waited. 
About twenty minutes later Doyle returned, with two others Richard hadn’t seen before. His knees shook as he stood to face them. The biggest of the new men, a muscle-bound giant, waited by the door and fixed him with a menacing stare. The other man, smaller and more intelligent looking, stood in front of him.
“My name is Tucker,” he said. “I’m the leader of our little group here. It’s your unlucky day. Whatever you did to piss off the other Rippers was probably your last mistake. Give me a reason not to have you executed right here and now.”
Richard’s gut churned and his throat went dry. “I told them already,” he said. “I’m not a Ripper – I’ve got nothing to do with them. I’m no threat to you or your people,”
Tucker stared at him. “Josh told me about that. So you’re sticking to that story?”
“My brother’s missing. I thought he might have come this way. Those two on the bikes grabbed me. They were taking me to see some guy named Snake…”
“So you know Snake?”
“I have no idea who Snake is or who you are or what any of you are doing. I was just out here minding my own business.”
“Alone?”
“Another guy was supposed to come with me, but a guard on the Food Train shot him. I think he’s dead…”
“You’re saying you jumped the Food Train? Bullshit.”
“It’s the truth – what do you want me to say?”
“Kill him and get it over with,” said Doyle.
“He’s telling the truth,” a voice echoed from behind them. Richard stared over Tucker’s shoulder. Standing just inside the door was the woman he’d ‘saved’ earlier from the rapists.
“You know this guy?” said Tucker.
“I know his story’s true,” she said, stepping forward. “I met him not far from the Food Train track. He may be deranged, and maybe he’s got a death wish, but what he told you is the same thing he told me, and when I met him he was alone.”
“And you believe him?”
“Look at him,” she said, laughing. “Do you honestly think the guy’s a Ripper?”
“Yeah, he looks like a dweeb from the city, but you never know…”
“We can’t afford to take a chance,” said Doyle. “I say we execute him anyway.”
The woman sneered at Doyle contemptuously. “Is that how far we’ve sunk? We’re getting to be no better than the Rippers.”
“Don’t get on your high horse,” said Tucker. “Doyle’s got a point. You don’t get any awards for being a good guy out here.”
“Yeah, but you get to live with yourself,” said the woman.
The other three were silent.
“I’ll take responsibility for him,” she finally said.
“You?” said Doyle. “Since when did you care about biker scum?”
“Since he’s not one of them,” said the woman, “like I already told you.”
“It’s true he doesn’t look much like a Ripper…” said Tucker.
“He can stay with me for the night,” said the woman. “Tomorrow I’ll make sure he’s gone. Whatever happens to him after that is his problem.”
The giant smirked. Doyle turned red. Tucker stared at the floor for a few seconds.
“You’d be taking full responsibility,” he finally said. “If he causes any trouble, it’d be your neck.”
“Fine.”
Richard was shaking, his life in the balance. Tucker turned to him.
“It’s your lucky day after all,” he said. “Go with her,” he pointed at the woman. “If you make any trouble – any trouble at all – understand?”
Richard nodded. The group parted as he walked through them toward the door. Doyle shoved him as he passed by.
“Leave him, Doyle,” said Tucker.
Richard reached the doorway. “Come with me,” said the woman. She walked away and Richard followed like a lost puppy.
“I’ll be watching,” said Tucker.
“So will I,” said Doyle.
Richard followed the woman through the maze of alleyways to the south side of the building. Occasionally a face would emerge from one of the ragged cubicles, staring at him, usually wearing an unwelcome expression. They didn’t like strangers here.
“Thanks for sticking up for me,” he said as they walked.
“I’ve had to accept a lot of things since I moved out here,” said the woman without turning, “but killing innocent people is where I draw the line. That doesn’t mean I like you. It just means I don’t agree with killing you.”
“Well, at least we finally agree on something. My name’s Richard.”
“Carrie,” she said.
She didn’t stop or look back, but Richard thought he could see the trace of a smile on her face. After a ten minute walk they stopped by what she explained was her ‘space’ in the compound. It was no more than a ten-by-ten foot nook demarcated by blankets. A narrow cot filled the wall on his left. A set of shelves built from old bricks and used lumber stood next to the wall directly ahead of him. Another low set of shelves crowded the remaining wall.
A faded photograph without a frame, the sole decoration in the space, balanced on the top. He inspected the photograph in the dim light – it was a handsome young man in a military uniform.
“This is where you live?” Richard asked, embarrassed that, unintentionally, his tone sounded condescending.
“It’s not much,” answered Carrie, “but it’s home.”
She headed for the larger set of shelves and grabbed a thin blanket.
“Here, you can use this,” she said. “I’ll clear a space for you.”
She moved some clothes and shoes out of one corner. Again Richard was struck by her lithe, cat-like ease of movement.
“You can stay here tonight,” she said. “Tomorrow morning you’ll have to be gone. Make any trouble for me and I’ll kill you myself.”
“I won’t make any trouble.”
“There should be some dinner available around now,” she said. “I’ll take you.”
They headed for the center of the building, where Richard had noticed the smoke from the cooking fires.
“I’ve got some money,” he said as they walked. “I can pay you – you know – board for the night and for the food…”
“Money’s not much use around here,” she said, again with the tiniest hint of a smile. “Don’t worry about it. Just call it a favour. Maybe you’ll get a chance to return it someday.”
“I hope so,” he said.
A small crowd milled around the central open area. The place had the overwhelming reek of smoke, burnt meat and spices. Richard hadn’t realized until that moment how hungry he was.
Several fires burned in a ring beneath the hole in the building’s roof, and smoke swirled in a thick column toward the distant opening. Cooks turned spits of meat over one or two of the fires. Large cooking pots on metal tripods dangled over several others. There were casual lines in front of some of the fires. Carrie joined one of them and he stood beside her.
“Do we have to pay for the food?” he whispered.
“It’s free as long as you live and work here,” she said. “Everybody knows everybody else, so we all know whether somebody’s doing their share.”
“What if they’re not?”
“Then they’re down the road.”
“What about me?
“I’ll vouch for you this time. If you were going to stay…” she turned and stared at him, “which you’re not – you’d be put to work doing something.”
Out of the corner of his eye Richard saw Doyle approaching. He stomped up to them and grabbed Richard by the shoulder.
“No work, no food – that’s the rule!”
Richard jerked his shoulder out of Doyle’s grip. He didn’t dare retaliate after the warning from Tucker.
“He’s with me,” said Carrie.
“What? So you like this Ripper scum better than me?” yelled Doyle, working himself into a fury. He grabbed her roughly by the wrist. She resisted and he brutally wrenched her arm behind her back.
Richard stepped in, “Leave her alone,” he said, jamming his body between them and forcing Doyle to release his grip.
 “Who the fuck are you to tell me what to do?” said Doyle. “I’ve had enough of you, asshole!” He slammed his fist into Richard’s jaw, knocking him to the ground, then jumped on top of him. Richard landed a solid punch to Doyle’s nose that drove him back and stunned him momentarily.
Recovering, Doyle flew at him in a rage, locking both hands around his throat. Richard grabbed at Doyle’s powerful forearms, trying to break his hold, but he could feel his strength ebbing away. In desperation, he head-butted Doyle’s already-bleeding nose. Doyle screamed in pain and released his grip.
Suddenly Doyle was pulled off. It was the giant Richard had met earlier, flanked by Tucker. The giant had the struggling Doyle pinned by the arms. Richard sat up and shook his head to clear it. The giant was barely able to restrain Doyle, and a couple of other men standing nearby finally stepped in, each holding one of Doyle’s arms.
“Is this your idea of not causing trouble?” Tucker yelled down at Richard.
“He was protecting me,” said Carrie. She pointed at Doyle, “This moron attacked me.”
“Fuckin’ bitch!” screamed Doyle.
“Take him away,” said Tucker, pointing at Doyle. “Let him cool off somewhere for a while.”
Richard got to his feet.
“You’re asking for it, man,” Tucker said, turning to face him.
“It wasn’t his fault,” said Carrie. “We were minding our own business.”
“Well, trouble seems to have a way of finding him,” said Tucker, still glaring at Richard. “I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt, this one time, for Carrie’s sake. You’d better not test my good nature again.”
Tucker strode angrily away. Richard shakily brushed himself off.
Carrie turned to him, “I’m impressed,” she said, openly smiling for the first time. “You took a big chance helping me. If Tucker had been in one of his moods they probably would have executed you.”
“I couldn’t just stand there. Thanks for sticking up for me – again. Looks like Doyle’s really got it in for me.”
“It’s not just you. I had something like a relationship with him for a while. I’ve been done with him for ages now, but he refuses to accept it.”
 
They got some food and walked back to her space to eat. In the distance, to their left, someone played a tranquil melody on a flute. The breath-filled notes echoed off the walls and drifted all around them.
“Have you been living here a long time?” Richard said, sitting beside her on the bed as they ate.
 “I used to live in Vancouver – with my husband. It wasn’t that long ago – or was it? I guess it was, actually. After he died, I couldn’t scrape together enough money to support myself. I didn’t want to end up as one of the endless swarm of hookers fighting to stay alive in East Van, so I took off and came out here.”
“Your husband died – does it bother you to talk about it?”
“No, not really – it was a long time ago now. I got married early – I was only eighteen.”
“How did he die?”
She smiled thinly. "He was killed by a dead horse."
"What!"
A shadow seemed to fall across her face. “Allan, that’s my husband, joined the US army to fight in the resource wars against the Chinese – I guess it was almost five years ago. He couldn’t find a job, and we needed the money. He made a pact with one of his army buddies. They vowed that if either of them was killed and the other survived, the survivor would come and explain to the dead man’s family what had happened, and do whatever they could to help them.”
The flute player’s melody turned to a minor key and softened to a whisper. Carrie paused, as if collecting her thoughts, then continued. 
“Ray, Allan’s buddy, lived on the East coast of the US. How he made it here I have no idea. It must have cost him a fortune. He would never tell me the details, but I know he flew here – you can imagine.
“Anyway, he kept his promise. He came to see me and told me what happened. Allan was a member of a unit that was sent to investigate a dead Chinese horse lying at the side of the road on one of the supply routes. It was reported to be carrying some equipment they thought our guys could use," she stared down at her dinner plate.
"They're using horses?" said Richard.
"The Chinese are, apparently. Maybe they both are. I haven't heard anything lately, but I know the fuel shortages were really bad a few years ago. They're probably worse now. Even back then the Chinese were in a bad way, resource wise. From what Ray told me, their technology was fifty years old. They didn't care. They thought they could win with sheer numbers. They may be right.
“Allan’s unit went to investigate this dead horse, and it turned out it had been booby-trapped. When they went to open the pack on its back, it exploded. It killed three men, including Allan, and wounded four others. Not bad for one dead horse,” she laughed emptily.
“Ray stayed for a while and tried to help me, but he had his own family back east. I convinced him I’d be okay, and he finally agreed to leave. There wouldn’t have been much he could do anyway. He’s probably in the same boat with his own family – maybe even worse. I hear things are pretty desperate down there.”
Her voice broke slightly as she continued, “I wish to God I’d never agreed to let him enlist…I think about the dreams we had – a home, a family, children – some kind of life – growing old together."
She tossed her hair absently in a way that he found surprisingly charming.
"Then,” she said, “In a split-second – with one dead horse – it was all gone forever. After all this time I still think about it. Isn't that crazy?"
"No, it’s not crazy – it’s Human.”
She stared across the space at the fading photograph. “They say time heals all wounds, but I don’t think that’s right. It just buries them a little deeper every year until eventually they’re out of sight, but never really forgotten.”
“So you never found anyone else in all this time?"
“Other than Doyle?” she laughed. “You may not have noticed, but there aren’t exactly hordes of eligible bachelors running around Surrey these days – though I guess Bert and Karl are still available.” They both laughed.
The melody of the flute player grew louder and more intense. It switched to a series of sharp bursts of staccato notes.
A male voice nearby yelled, “Shut the hell up!” The flute playing stopped abruptly.
“So what about you?” Carrie said.
Richard told her about his parents’ murder, his promise to his dying mother, and his search for Danny.
“He’s been gone more than a week now,” he continued. “I went to the police, but they’ve got more important problems. So it’s up to me.”
“What makes you think he came out here?”
“I found his journal. From what I can gather he and Zonk came out here all the time.”
"Zonk?"
"Danny’s dog. Danny never went anywhere without him, so it’s almost certain Zonk would have come along. Zonk showed up at home a few days ago, but without Danny.”
Richard put his empty plate down on the bed beside him. “The journal’s vague,” he said, “but it sounds like Danny stumbled onto something out here – something he thought was important. Does the word ‘Eldorado’ mean anything to you?”
She thought for a second, then said, “No, not a thing.”
“He talks about King George Sky-train station,” Richard continued. “He gives directions to a location, by the number of blocks, but he doesn’t say what’s there. That’s where I met up with the Rippers – I think I found a landmark from the journal, but nothing to indicate what happened to Danny. I’m not even sure I got the block count right.”
“What is this ‘Eldorado’?”
“I have no idea. It was scrawled in some of the pages of the journal. There’s also the words ‘Wild Rose Energy’, with the ‘i’ in ‘Wild’ replaced with an asterisk – like this.” He grabbed his pack and showed her the copy he’d made of the entry.
“Means nothing to me,” she said, shaking her head.
“Now that I’ve seen the place, it seems pointless to keep wandering around out here. I’m not even sure why I came – I don’t know what I was expecting to find.”
Richard hung his head. “My uncle helped me jump the Food Train. A guard shot him; he’s probably dead because of me. I should have stayed in town and waited for news. I kept picturing Danny lying hurt or dying in an alley somewhere…”
“You did what you had to do,” she said.
She drew her knees up underneath her on the bed. “So what happens now?”
“I guess I’ll head back to town and see what I can dig up. I’ve got to get back anyway for Innovation Day.”
“Innovation Day?”
“You’ve never heard of Innovation Day?” He stared at her in disbelief. “It’s a huge deal - a new holiday celebrating Mankind’s ability to control their environment through innovation. The theme for this inaugural year is: ‘Man’s Triumph Over Nature’.”
“You’re kidding.”
He felt his face flush. “What?”
Her lip curled into a sneer. “Man’s Triumph Over Nature?”
“I’m leading a project that will be one of the key parts of Vancouver’s contribution,” he announced proudly. “I’m actually under a lot of pressure to get back.”
“Things may be tough in Surrey,” she said, shaking her head, “but at least we’ve got a grip on reality.”
He frowned at her, indignant. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
She shrugged. “Some things you just have to accept. Maybe Mankind should show a little humility for a change and face up to the fact that there’s stuff out there beyond their control.”
His lips tightened. “I guess you’re entitled to your opinion.”
Neither spoke for a few seconds.
“Hey, don’t get mad,” she finally said, smiling, and his irritation melted away.
“I might be able to scare you up a bicycle,” she said as they gathered up their dishes and set them by the door. “Then at least you'd be mobile.”
“You’d do that? Why?”
“Maybe you’re growing on me. We can try tomorrow, but there’s a pretty major hitch…”
He raised an eyebrow.
“It has to do with who’s in charge of lending out equipment,” she said.
“Let me guess…”
“Doyle,” they both said together. Carrie smiled, “You are a bright one. We take turns overseeing the lending out of resources – including the bikes. The assignment changes every month. This month happens to be Doyle’s turn.”
“We’ve had it, then,” said Richard. “He’s the last person that would ever lend me a bike.”
“It’s a problem,” said Carrie, “but I have a plan…”



 
 
 
 
 
 
The Trek Begins
 
The night air was alive with the calls of frogs, crickets, birds, and other wildlife as Lacy tiptoed quietly through the door of her shack and set down her heavy straw basket. Danny sat up suddenly in bed and peered over at her in the dim light.
“Sorry, I tried not to wake you,” she said. “I gathered some food for tomorrow morning.”
Danny stretched and swung his feet to the floor. “Are you sure you want to do this?” he said. “I can find my own way back.”
She nodded.
“Have you got a pen and paper?” he said.
Lacy found a pad of paper she’d scrounged from an abandoned home nearby, and the remains of a pencil crudely sharpened with a knife. Danny sketched on the pad for a few minutes.
“Just in case anything happens – in case we get separated or something – here’s a map to where I live.” He handed her a slip of paper. On the crudely drawn street map were two ‘X’s, along with the addresses – one marked ‘our house’ – the other marked ‘the College’. “If anything goes wrong meet me at our house. If I’m not there tell my brother what happened. He might be able to help.”
“I thought you said you fought with him all the time.”
“Yeah, a lot of the time we don’t get along, but he’ll help if he can. If he’s not at home he might be at the College. His name is Richard – Richard Hampton. Here,” he took back the map and wrote his brother’s name on the bottom.”
Danny was getting stronger every day, but still tired easily. They’d spent the morning hiking the fields nearby to prepare him for the return trip, and that physical exertion had drained his strength. He crawled back into bed and closed his eyes. 
Lacy gazed down at him as he lay still in the candlelight. He looked so sweet and innocent that she was overwhelmed. She sat down on the edge of the bed and pulled the blanket across his shoulders, then kissed him gently on the forehead. 
To her surprise, his eyes opened and he smiled at her. Before she could pull away, he lifted up his head and kissed her on the lips. Her first impulse was to pull away, but instead she lingered, as the emotions that had washed over her when she first touched his hand struck again, this time with the intensity of a tidal wave. She sat bolt upright.
“Sorry,” he whispered. “I didn’t mean to upset you. You looked so beautiful…”
The kiss was like nothing Lacy had ever experienced before. She got up, stumbled back to her bed and flopped down, staring at the ceiling. Her self-control had just flown out the window.
 
The next morning after breakfast they prepared for the trek to the city. Worried that Danny would have trouble making the trip, Lacy made up a small pack with only some extra dried meat for him to carry, and carried the rest herself.
She was excited about the journey, and even more excited at the prospect of seeing Vancouver again. She watched as Danny shrugged on his pack and adjusted the straps. Her discomfort when he first arrived had evolved into something close to panic since their kiss the night before.
Somehow since last night Danny had been transformed in her eyes – almost like he was a different person from the boy she had pulled from the river a few days ago. New, mysterious emotions were steadily eroding the instinctive alertness that had kept her safe and alive all these years.
They set off, following the secret trails that Lacy knew intimately, heading north toward the great city. Lacy led the way, checking behind her regularly to make sure that Danny was keeping pace. To her surprise, he seemed to be holding up well.
They had hiked for several hours when she heard a crash and turned back to find Danny stumbling to his feet after a fall. About thirty yards behind him she caught an almost subconscious glimpse of moving shadow. Something, or someone, disappeared behind a tree – so quickly she wasn't sure what she saw. She stood for a moment scouring the surrounding woods, but saw no more sign of movement.
“What?” said Danny. “I just tripped on a branch.”
“Are you okay?” she said, and Danny nodded.
“Do you want to rest for a while?”
He shook his head.
They hiked for another twenty minutes. Lacy glanced behind several times along the way, hoping to see the movement again. There was nothing, but she could see that Danny was fading.
“Do you want to take a break?” she said. “There’s a little clearing up ahead that would be perfect.”
“I’m fine,” Danny said. It was obvious that he needed rest, but would never admit it. 
Boys are so strange, she thought.
“Well I need a break,” she said. “I think we should stop for a while.”
They took off their packs and sat down in a cool grassy glade. Within minutes Danny had slid down and was asleep with his head on Lacy’s pack. She quietly slipped away and up a nearby hill to scout the route ahead. 
In the distance she saw the outline of the Sky-train track snaking its way across the landscape. She scanned the intervening expanse for signs of travelers or other dangers, but found none. Beyond the track loomed the hazy, cloud-covered shadow of the North Shore Mountains. She sat down on a soft patch of moss and relaxed.
Lacy sensed that she’d reached a turning point in her life. Danny’s arrival had shattered her peaceful but lonely existence and it could never be reassembled. She was embarking on a new journey – one that she guessed would be dramatically different from the old one. The thought both excited and frightened her. She imagined once again setting foot in the city she had abandoned so long ago. She thought of the millions of people, the traffic, the fantastic sights and sounds, the unimaginable towering skyscrapers. 
After about twenty minutes of daydreaming she rose and hiked back down the hill, quickly reaching the clearing where she’d left Danny. There was a depression in the grass where he’d been sleeping, and her pack still lay on the ground, but Danny was gone.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Carrie has a Plan
 
Richard had spent an uncomfortable night sleeping on the concrete floor of Carrie’s living space. Now he rubbed his eyes awake as he watched her rummage through a box in one corner. She came up with a sturdy knife in a leather sheath, and a short length of rope, both of which she handed to him.
“You’ll need these for the road,” she said.
He wasn’t sure he understood her plan, but he understood his own role in it, and took a leap of faith that she knew what she was doing. He prayed that he was right about her.
They walked across the floor of the giant complex and stopped just outside the front entrance. Carrie cast around and finally headed in the direction a large, overweight youth wearing a blue vest. As they approached, he was turning to greet a woman approaching the entrance.
“Hello, welcome to Wal-Mart,” he said to the woman.
The vest, which was ragged and threadbare, sported the name ‘Wal-Mart’ in faded yellow stitching, along with an inane yellow ‘happy-face’ logo.
“What was that all about?” he whispered to Carrie.
“Billy's a little on the slow side,” she answered. “This place used to be what they called a ‘big-box’ department store. It had ‘greeters’ who would welcome shoppers inside. He found one of the original vests the greeters wore. A guy who knew the history made the mistake of telling him about it, and for some reason Billy took to the idea. Now he greets everyone who comes in.”
Billy spotted them.
“Hi,” he said.
“Hello Billy,” she answered, smiling. “This is my friend Richard,” she said, nodding toward Richard.
“Hi,” said Richard, shaking Billy’s hand.
“Are you going to be here for a while?” Carrie said to Billy. “I might need you to do me a favour.”
“Sure, I’ll be here. Got work to do. Gotta greet everybody.”
“I’ll come and see you a little later.”
They went back inside and made for the northeast corner of the complex, finally stopping at a locked space that looked like it had once been a warehouse. A wall of heavy gauge steel mesh separated them from an area about a hundred yards wide, and about half that distance deep. 
It was now a repository for resources essential for the day-to-day operation of the community. Richard saw several motorcycles, something that looked like a gas generator, and a few pieces of electrical equipment he didn’t recognize. There were also picks, shovels, saws, sledgehammers, lamps, pots and pans. In the farthest corner was a roped-off area containing fifteen or twenty bicycles. A sturdy gate, with an integrated heavy-duty lock mechanism, blocked the entrance.
They walked right past the gate and Carrie stopped in front of a concrete pillar about twenty feet down the hallway. With a crook of her finger she motioned for Richard to come forward. She pointed to a spot on the west side of the pillar.
“Stand right here till I get back,” she said. “Make sure you’re hidden from view from the gate. I doubt if anyone will walk by, but if they do just try to look relaxed and tell them you’re waiting for me.”
Richard stood and waited, remembering Tucker’s parting comment when they first met: “you make any trouble – any trouble at all…”
To his relief, no-one passed by his hiding place, and after about fifteen minutes he heard footsteps and voices echoing in the direction they’d originally come.
“So where is he?” Richard recognized Doyle’s voice.
“You were right,” he heard Carrie say. “I shouldn’t have trusted him.”
He heard Doyle again, “There’s no way he could get inside. That gate would hold back an elephant, and I’ve got the only key.”
“I don’t know,” said Carrie’s voice. “He’s some kind of intellectual type – a College professor or something – maybe he knows how to pick locks.”
“I should’ve known,” said Doyle. “Maybe you’ll listen to me next time. We should’ve killed him while we had the chance. Even if he got in and got ahold of a motorbike, I don’t see how he could get out of here.”
Their footsteps stopped no more than a few yards from where Richard stood.
“You were right,” said Carrie’s voice. “I should have listened to you. I’m sorry.”
There were a few seconds of silence.
“I missed you…” said Carrie’s voice. Richard heard the rustling of hands on clothing and Carrie moaned softly.
“I knew you couldn’t stay away from me forever baby,” said Doyle. Richard could hear his heavy breathing.
Suddenly, there was the sound of a scuffle. “What the fuck’s goin’ on here?” said Doyle’s voice.
“Shut up and put your hands in the air,” said Carrie’s. “Now, Richard!” she yelled.
Richard rushed from his hiding place to find Carrie and Doyle standing by the gate. She held a gun trained on Doyle.
“You double-crossing bitch!” said Doyle.
“There’s a set of keys on his belt,” she said. “The gate key is the big, square brass one with the green tape on it.”
Richard reached for the keys. Doyle reacted and started to lower his right arm.
“Get ‘em up,” said Carrie. She thrust the gun forward and waved it in his face.
“You haven’t got the balls to kill me.”
“Try me,” said Carrie. She cocked the hammer of the gun. 
Richard found the key and opened the gate.
“Get in,” Carrie said to Doyle, and she pushed him roughly through the gate. She nodded toward the bicycles. “I like the pink one,” she said to Richard, suddenly smiling demurely. “The one with the white handle grips. You take the dark blue one. It’s pretty sturdy.”
“You’re gonna pay for this,” said Doyle.
“I thought I told you to shut up,” she said.
Richard picked out the bikes Carrie had described and wheeled them back to where she stood guard over her captive. They backed out of the gate, and Carrie held the gun on Doyle while Richard locked it.
“Here, let’s see,” she said holding out her hand.
Richard handed her the set of keys and she handed him the gun.
“You can keep that,” she said. “I happen to know he’s got another one.”
“Bitch!” said Doyle.
Richard pointed the gun at Doyle while Carrie fiddled with the keys. Doyle snarled and made a move toward the mesh barrier. Richard snarled back and trained the gun at Doyle’s head. He backed away.
Carrie removed the brass gate key from the chain.
“We’ll be leaving now,” she said, still smiling. She kept the key to the gate and tossed the rest through the mesh. They landed at Doyle’s feet.
“Have a nice day,” she said as they walked away.
“Get back here you whore!” spat Doyle, throwing his body heavily against the steel mesh. “You and your boyfriend will be dead meat when I get finished with you!”
 
Carrie took the pink bike and they retraced their route across the building, headed for the entrance. She found Billy again.
“Billy,” she said, “I have a very important job for you. We have to leave now. As soon as you see us go through the entrance, I need you to take this key to the warehouse.”
“The place with the wire fence?” said Billy.
“Yes, that’s right,” she said, handing him the key. “You’ll see Doyle inside. Give him this key. He might be mad, but don’t worry, he’s not mad at you. Just give him the key – hand it to him through the fence. That’s all you have to do. But not until after you see us go through the front gate okay? That’s very important. Watch and I’ll wave to you when it’s time. Can you do that for me?”
“But what about my job,” said Billy, “I can’t leave – I gotta greet everybody.”
Richard swallowed hard.
“But look,” said Carrie nervously, gesturing at the gate. “There’s no-one coming. How about this – if I see anybody coming on our way out I’ll tell them to wait till you get back – okay?”
“I don’t know…” said Billy.
Carrie’s knuckles were as white as the hand grips she was holding.
“It’s really important,” she said.
Billy thought about it for several seconds. “Okay,” he finally said. “But you promise you’ll tell people to wait.”
“I promise,” said Carrie with an almost inaudible sigh. They both jumped on their bikes and sped toward the rampart gate.
“Don’t think I’m not grateful for what you’ve done,” said Richard as they rode, “but aren’t you going to be in big trouble over this? Why are you sticking your neck out for somebody you hardly know?”
Carrie laughed, “Are you kidding? That was the most fun I’ve had in years. Did you see Doyle’s face? He’ll never be able to look me in the eye again.”
“Yeah – remind me never to get on your bad side. But what will happen when he gets free? Won’t he come after us? He’ll tell Tucker and the others and we’ll be back here in no time. They’ve got motorbikes. We can’t possibly outrun…”
“Doyle’s not going to tell anybody. He’d never live it down if anyone found out. I just hope nobody comes by and finds him before Billy gets there. It’s usually quiet this time of day. He’ll tell Billy to keep his mouth shut and if anybody asks he’ll say he loaned us the bikes. That’s why we took the bicycles. They’d never believe he let us have motorbikes, and it’s guaranteed they’d track us down.”
“But Doyle will really be out to get you now. Aren’t you afraid of him?”
“I can take care of myself.”
“You don’t have to come with me. I promise I’ll bring the bike back in one piece.”
“It’s probably best to let Doyle cool off for a while. Anyway, I couldn’t live with myself if I let you go off and commit suicide – which is what you’d be doing if you went alone.”
“Come on – I know I’m from the city and I’m a bit of a greenhorn, but I think I can take care of myself.”
“No offense, but you’re incredibly lucky to still be alive. I’ve got nothing pressing happening right now. Think of it as my good deed for the day.”
“It’s not fair for you to put your life in danger for someone you hardly know,” said Richard. “I’m doing it because I have no choice. You…” 
Carrie laughed and waved her arm in an all-encompassing gesture. “This is home for me, Richard. I live here. I’ve lived here for years. I face the same dangers we’re going to face every time I leave the compound. Yeah, it’s dangerous. Life out here is always dangerous. That’s the point – we’re used to it – you’re not.”
“If you’ve made up your mind about it…”
“I have. And you know as well as I do that I’m right.”
They reached the rampart gate and Carrie turned and waved to Billy. They watched his blue vested figure disappear into the complex, then rode beyond the barrier and out into open country.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Danny meets Swallow
 
As they quit Lacy’s shack and headed for Vancouver, Danny hiked along purposefully – reveling in his returning strength. He studied Lacy’s dainty form ahead of him, and was disturbed by emotions he’d never experienced before.
He thought about her all the time – in ways he’d never thought about the girls at school. Her delicate bare arms bathed in the candle glow, her innocent blue eyes peering down at him when she thought he was asleep. He felt a physical need to be with her and to protect her – something beyond sexual attraction. It was a sensation that was new and mysterious.
A dappled green canopy of trees vaulted overhead, and the sun shone down as they trekked north. After a few hours his strength began to wane, but he refused to acknowledge the problem. Later, he was embarrassed after tripping and falling on his face. Lacy stared back at him with a strange expression, as if she was looking for something. He was grateful when she finally insisted they stop and rest. 
To his surprise, almost the moment he lay down his eyelids became heavy. As he lay his head on Lacy’s pack he was aware of her moving away, and from the rustle of the bushes guessed that she was climbing a hill nearby. Then he drifted off. 
He awoke with a start after hearing a noise behind him. He tried to roll over, expecting to see Lacy, but found himself roughly shoved back down and onto his stomach, and felt the pressure of a boot on his back. Twisting around he saw a man standing over him, holding a gun pointed directly at his head. 
The man was short and scrawny, with thick, black curly hair and the dark shadow of a day’s stubble. He was thin to the point of sickliness, but his sinewy muscles gave him a menacing air. His pronounced nose seemed out of scale with the rest of his face, but his most striking feature was a large Adam’s apple, which bobbed grotesquely when he spoke and even more when he swallowed – which was often. The man looked familiar.
“If you cry out – or try to call for your little friend,” he inclined his head in the direction of the hill Lacy had climbed, “I will kill her, as surely as I am standing here.”
Danny nodded. The man hauled him up by the collar, handed him his pack and motioned for him to put it on, then shoved him forward. They started walking toward what looked like an impenetrable wall of brush, but as they approached Danny saw that there was a narrow gap. They slipped quietly through it and into open country. The kidnapper was picking their way carefully. After hiking for ten minutes they reached a secluded cluster of brush with an open space in the center. They entered and his captor pushed him roughly to the ground.
“They all thought you were dead,” he said, and the images came flooding back into Danny’s mind: the rain-soaked bridge, the gang of thugs surrounding him, Zonk on a leash held by – this guy. 
Yeah, that’s the guy. Danny thought.
Suddenly he remembered – this was ‘Swallow’ – called that, he supposed, because of the man’s irksome practice of swallowing frequently when he was excited, which was most of the time.
“But I had a dream,” Swallow continued, as he hauled a length of rope from his pack. “God himself appeared before me and told me of a vast treasure. He revealed riches beyond my imagination, and proclaimed that they could be mine – I had only to fulfill my destiny and claim my reward. A magnificent fortune awaited me at a special place, God assured me, and you would be the one to lead there. At first I discounted the vision, thinking – ‘it is but a dream – and anyway the boy is dead’.
“But then I thought…” he pointed at his own head. “I thought: ‘What if he survived his fall into the river? He’s a young one – young and strong. What if he still lives, him with that knowledge in his head? What if that thing he has found is more valuable than the others suspect?’” 
He nodded with a self-satisfied grin. “I thought: ‘What if I can find him? Find him and force him to take me to that place he knows? Then I would possess that fabulous treasure – the treasure promised to me by God himself.” His voice rose and his expression became more and more excited. “Then I would be the one commanding respect. Then I would be the one that others must obey!’”
Danny struggled to get up, but Swallow pressed down hard with his boot.
“And I was right,” he continued, unwinding the rope. “You did survive. You are alive. This is truly the day of my good fortune and God has surely blessed me. Now you are going to take me to the place that you know. And do not try to pretend that you do not know. You are going to take me or you will die. And there will be no doubt about your death this time.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
Into the Big City
 
Lacy scoured the glade where Danny had been resting, and called out for him. At first she assumed he’d gone to relieve himself and would soon return. Then she noticed that his pack was missing. When he failed to answer her calls and didn’t return for several minutes she knew something was wrong. She was confused. It didn’t make sense that Danny would just run off, but what else could have happened?
Using her considerable tracking skills she located the faint trail that Danny, and what looked like another person, had left behind. The slightness of the trail told her that whoever Danny was with knew how to avoid leaving any evidence of their passage.
She located a clearing where the two had stopped then moved on, but a few hundred yards later the trail led out onto an expanse of bare rock and disappeared. She tried to pick it up at a few points around the edges, but there were an endless number of ways they could have gone, and in some directions the rock carried on for miles.
She returned to the clearing where they’d stopped to rest, sat down on a rock, and cried. There was no way to know what had happened to Danny. She sat and waited, praying that somehow he would reappear. Three hours later there was still no sign of him. Waiting any longer would force her to travel at night. There was no choice but to follow Danny’s plan – to continue on their original route and hope he would somehow be there when she arrived at his house. If not, at least she could tell his brother and maybe he could help.
After several hours of strenuous hiking and a careful traversal of the Corridor, she finally stood on a hill overlooking the fantastic city of Vancouver, its glass and steel towers ringing the shining waters of English Bay. It had been seven years since she'd dared to venture there.
It’s still beautiful,
she thought.
Lacy had only vague memories of the giant city. She remembered the profusion of soaring buildings, so massive in her memory that until now she had questioned whether she’d been imagining them. She remembered the paved streets crowded with people and traffic, the rumbling streetcars, the bustling markets.
She was overcome by a rush of emotion recalling events that had taken place so long ago – events that had finally forced her to flee to the wilderness. A powerful memory surfaced, its images vivid and disturbing.
 
It began with thousands crowded around the Food Train. Her father had said that they were going to help the homeless and hungry stop the train and seize the food for themselves. It was to be a political statement, drawing attention to the plight of tens of thousands without jobs, homes, or food. 
She remembered her mother and father arguing violently about whether or not they should bring her along. Her mother said it was too dangerous for a ten year old, but her father insisted she should be there to witness history in the making. In the end, her father prevailed.
Now Lacy’s mother and father were near the front of the crowd, directing the protest. Lacy was farther back with Auntie Becky, who held her tightly by the hand. 
Lacy was frightened, pressed on all sides by anonymous legs and torsos. The pressure of the mob behind them threatened to separate her from her aunt, pulled away as parts of the crowd moved in different directions. Auntie Becky finally hoisted Lacy up and onto her shoulders.
“Hold on tight and don’t let go for anything.” Auntie Becky shouted above the roar of the crowd. Lacy could sense the fear in her aunt’s voice.
She remembered how proud she was watching the commanding figure of her father, standing above the others, his black beard wafting with the breeze, confidently directing the action. The protesters blocked the track with a pile of railway ties, and when the train was forced to stop, stormed it, broke into some of the rail-cars, and started removing the food. 
But with the pressure of the crowd and the excitement of the looting, the event quickly escaped her father’s control and descended into chaos. The few guards that were present tried to disperse the crowd by firing over their heads. The gunfire only seemed to enrage the mob, and they turned on the vastly outnumbered guards. In a panic, one guard fired a shot into the crowd, and her father dropped to the ground. She remembered wondering why he didn’t get back up.
“Daddy!” she screamed.
“What’s happening!” shouted Auntie Becky.
“I think Daddy’s hurt!” she shouted back.
A collective scream of rage rose from the mob in response to the shooting. A knot of protesters surrounded the guard who had fired. He fired several more times, and several other protesters fell to the ground. Finally, one of the rioters wrestled the gun away and began using it as a club to beat him. 
The guard, like her father, descended into the seething crowd. He re-emerged on the shoulders of the mob, covered with blood now and beaten to an unrecognizable mass. His body reared up into the air like a cork bobbing on the ocean, propelled by the arms of the horde. Seconds later it came crashing back down. A protester aimed the gun at the ground and fired several times.
The mob turned on the remaining guards and tore them apart with their bare hands. They broke into and emptied every rail-car, and proceeded to demolish the train. In their blood-lust, the rioters trampled anyone in their way. Many were mowed down by the advancing hordes behind them. The crowd writhed like a living thing, dragging away or crushing everything in its path. Lacy saw her Mother helplessly carried away.
“Mommy!” she screamed. “They’re taking mommy!”
“Which way!” shouted Auntie Becky.
Lacy pointed toward her mother, the tears streaming down her cheeks.
“Sarah!” screamed Auntie Becky. She tried to move in the direction Lacy had pointed, but was driven back by the crushing bodies around them. Lacy heard the scream of police sirens, then gunfire, from far away.
In the distance hundreds of men in uniform moved on the edge of the mob. It instantly changed direction, and both she and Auntie Becky were carried along. 
Lacy saw a tight knot of rioters burst forward in her mother’s direction. Her mother went down under the surging horde.
“Mommy!” She screamed again, but her mother never re-emerged.
Somehow Auntie Becky kept hold of her and they were carried out of the crowd. As soon as they were free they fled the city. Auntie Becky said it was because the government would blame them for the riot.
For a few months they lived with her father’s cousin, Ned, and his wife, on a farm on the fringes of Surrey. Ned didn’t seem to like her or Auntie Becky. Lacy overheard him complain about having to harbor fugitives from the law. He said he’d heard about the food riots, but refused to hear any of the details.
“I want to be able to say I didn’t know you were involved,” he said.
Despite Cousin Ned’s unfriendliness, Lacy liked living on the farm, and especially loved to ride the horses and work with the animals.
It all ended one day, when she heard angry shouts coming from the house, and Auntie Becky and Ned emerged in a violent argument. Auntie Becky’s face was red, and her shirt was torn. Cousin Ned had scratches on his face. Lacy never heard what the argument was about, but in the end she heard Cousin Ned scream,
“Get out! You’re not welcome in my house anymore. Get out or I’ll call the authorities!”
They fled once again, this time deep into the emptiest corner of Surrey, far from civilization. They found a secluded clearing near the river, built a tiny hut camouflaged with branches and grass, and adopted a hermit-like existence.
They lived off the land, snaring the occasional rabbit or squirrel, catching fish from the river, and foraging for nuts and berries. Sometimes they found vegetables from abandoned gardens that still grew wild among the empty houses and in the surrounding fields, and eventually even cultivated their own small garden.
 
Lacy winced at the recollection. The memories had faded, but the intense emotions they evoked were as strong as ever. As she had done so many times before, she suppressed the images to concentrate on the present.
Now that she had reached high ground that afforded her a good view, she pulled out the crude map Danny had drawn and studied the route to the ‘X’ marked ‘our house’.
 
Vancouver looked more run-down and decrepit than she remembered it. The roads weren’t well maintained, many buildings were disintegrating, and the streets were full of people who looked like they had no place else to go.
Danny had warned her to stick to the main streets, as the side streets could be dangerous. Even so the effects of poverty and homelessness were all around her. There were shanties wherever there was an open space, and the houses were fortified and almost always guarded by either humans or the ever-present guard dogs. The people she passed looked hungry and desperate. She knew about Surrey’s reputation as a tough and lawless place, but from what she could see here, these people might be better off living in Surrey. 
Danny’s home was boxlike, with chipped wood siding and a peaked roof speckled with patches of moss. A single door in the center was recessed within a gable, and a single step led from the crumbling front walk to the stoop. The house was surrounded by a beaten-up wooden fence that leaned over in several places. Lacy stood frozen for several seconds, awestruck, as she tried to imagine living in such a palace. 
She walked up to the gate. It was locked, but Danny had told her how to find a key by reaching through two of the slats and feeling for it in a crack between the boards. After a few minutes of searching, she located the key and entered the yard. 
She scanned the surrounding houses for suspicious neighbours, but couldn’t see anybody watching. Trying her best to look as if she belonged, she strode confidently up the walk to the front door and knocked. There was no answer.
She realized that there had been a major flaw in their plan. From what Danny had told her his brother should be home from work by now. It was possible that Richard was just out on an errand or out for dinner. But it was also possible, even likely, that he wouldn’t be coming home at all – that he had gone off somewhere – searching for Danny.
She started to walk away, but realized she had nowhere to go. It was too late to head back to Surrey, and she didn’t know anyone else in Vancouver. In the end she was so exhausted she just curled into a ball on the Hampton’s stoop and went to sleep, hoping that Richard would be home soon.
 
When she awoke, it was dark. The nearest streetlight was a half block away, and only a few of the nearby houses had any lights on. She woke with the sense that something had disturbed her sleep – some sound, some movement. Now that she was awake, she could see the outline of a man standing only a few yards away. She looked past the figure to the gate, and remembered that she had left it open. 
How could I have been so stupid! She scolded herself. Terrified, she gathered up all her courage, and managed to speak, “Are you Mr. Hampton?”
There was a smirk behind his creepy whisper: “Yeah, that’s right, honey – I’m Mr. Hampton.” Suddenly the light from a flashlight shone in her eyes, and he approached. She hunted in panic for an escape route.
“Don’t worry, sweetie,” the voice crooned. “This won’t hurt a bit.”
Lacy jumped up just as the man grabbed for her. He got hold of her right arm and tried to pin it behind her, but was hampered by the flashlight. Finally he threw it to the ground to gain use of both hands. 
Remembering what Auntie Becky had taught her, Lacy did two things in quick succession: she stomped down with all her might on the top of the man’s right foot. As Auntie Becky had predicted, he screamed and doubled over in pain, letting go of her arm. She then did the second thing – she drove her knee upwards as hard as she could into the already staggering man’s nose. He screamed even louder and collapsed on the ground. He yelled,
“Jun! Jun! Get over here!”
She ran past the immobilized man and toward the open gate. Just as she reached it another man appeared, so suddenly that she ran right into his arms.
“Hi there,” the man laughed as he seized both her wrists and hauled them roughly behind her back. He stood behind her, gripping her so tightly her hands began to lose circulation. The curtains parted in the house next door. Immediately they shut again. No one was going to help her.
“Watch her, Jun,” croaked the first man. “She’s a bitch and a half!”
“What? This little thing?” laughed Jun. “Come on, Frank. She’s too sweet.” Lacy lashed her head back sharply, bloodying Jun’s nose.
“Aghhh!” he screamed and released her.
“I told you,” yelled Frank, staggering to his feet. “For fuck’s sake get ahold of her!”
She tried to run, but Jun recovered quickly and grabbed her by the arm. She kicked and screamed, but Jun was too powerful for her, and soon Frank had rushed over to help him.
“You’re damned lucky I need you to look beautiful,” said Frank, as he and Jun together threw her to the ground and began tying her hands behind her. “Otherwise, I’d beat your pretty face to a pulp.”
Lacy continued kicking, biting and screaming. Finally, she heard Frank yell, “Get the chloroform. Chloroform the bitch!”
Moments later a damp rag was pressed over her nose and mouth and a nauseating chemical stench invaded her nostrils. Soon after that, everything went black.



 
 
 
 
 
 
On the Road
 
Richard and Carrie pushed themselves to the limit as they hurtled down the road exiting the Wal-Mart complex. Within minutes the giant slab of the complex had shrunk into the distance.
Carrie finally slowed to a brisk but sustainable pace. “In case they do come after us,” she said, “we’re going to take a shortcut that I’m pretty sure none of the others know about.”
“Pretty sure? Just out of curiosity, what do you think would happen if Doyle did tell Tucker and they came after us?”
“I don’t know…I’d probably be put on some really unpleasant duty for a long time. They might even banish me. Stealing resources is a major offense. As for you, I don’t think there’s too much doubt.”
“What?”
She drew a finger across her throat.
“Great,” he said.
He was tense as they rode, primed for the squeal of motorbikes heading out after them, but, as Carrie had predicted, there was nothing. He saw that she was tense as well. After twenty minutes they slowed and she seemed satisfied that there would be no immediate consequences.
At their more leisurely pace, Richard was able to study their surroundings. He was impressed with the quality of the farmland through which they rode. They passed fields of vegetables – he recognized potatoes, tomatoes, corn and squash. In the distance were orchard trees and, in another direction, pastures of sheep and goats. Here and there in the fields there were people working – weeding, adjusting irrigation ditches, spreading manure. His extensive knowledge of farming techniques told him that the crops they passed were well cared for. The community had their act together in this if nothing else.
“I heard there’s a turf war going on in the Corridor,” he said.
“It ended yesterday,” Carrie said over her shoulder. “Lots of dead bodies and no real resolution, but we can get through.”
Roads in Surrey hadn’t been maintained in thirty years. The one under their wheels was crumbling and full of potholes; clumps of grass and even the occasional tree broke through the original asphalt surface. Even so they made good progress. Carrie was completely at ease, navigating the myriad twists and turns almost without thinking. They moved steadily along the crest of a ridge heading north.
As they left the farms behind, the country quickly reverted to its natural state. As in most of Surrey, the vestiges of civilization were gradually being displaced by Nature. The landscape reminded him of photographs he’d seen of ancient temples in Asia, so overgrown with foliage you had to use your imagination to picture what they must once have been.
For a moment, he tried this exercise, picturing in his mind the broad streets crowded with traffic, the brightly lit storefronts and apartment blocks, the huge big-box stores, the expansive parking lots packed with vehicles.
He thought about Keller’s speech on the train. Keller was right. Oil had been the pixie dust sustaining the magical world of their ancestors. Now the oil was gone, and that world was gone with it. It was sad to think about the works of Man dashed and turned back to nothing. 
On the other hand, it was a wonderful demonstration of the resilience of Nature. Even after all the abuse heaped upon Her by Her most treacherous creation, Nature was able to recover and even thrive.
As if to confirm his observation, the countryside turned particularly beautiful as they rolled onto a wide boulevard lined with massive cottonwood trees. The puffy white seedpods of hundreds of trees floated down on them as they passed, blanketing the road in white and swirling around them like a snowstorm.
They eventually found themselves on a straight stretch of road with few potholes. It occurred to Richard that though he’d met Carrie only a couple of days earlier, it was as if he’d known her for years. He glanced across at her riding along beside him, smiling faintly, and couldn’t help comparing and contrasting her with girls he’d known in University or at the College in Vancouver.
The girls Richard had dated were most at home going to plays or museums, or getting their hair done. He smiled as he tried to imagine any of them in mortal combat.
Carrie was undeniably feminine, but she had an aggressive, almost animal quality he’d never encountered before. He knew she would never shy away from a fight, even a knockdown, drag-out brawl in the dirt. He couldn’t imagine her getting excited about fashion, and he doubted that her idea of entertainment would involve theater or museums.
The limited number of times Richard had made love, the experience had been satisfying but probably, when he thought about it, lacking a certain amount of passion.
He imagined that making love to Carrie would be a completely different experience. The thought suddenly excited him, and he longed to know the answer. He studied the rhythmic motion of her breasts as they rose and fell with her movement on the bike, the curve of her back, and the motion of her powerful thighs as she rode. His body was seized with a desire more powerful than he’d felt in years. As quickly as it formed, he put the idea out of his mind. He had more important problems right now.
“How long do you think it will take?” he asked, trying to focus on something mundane.
“At this rate…” she said, “probably about another hour.”
They made good time, with Carrie’s intimate knowledge of the route and the safest paths, sticking to the highest pathways with unimpaired views of the surrounding countryside. By dusk they were gazing at the jagged silhouette of the towering skyscrapers of Vancouver.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Escape from Swallow
 
From the limited conversation he’d had with Swallow, Danny guessed that his captor was, in the words of Jim Keller, ‘a brick short of a load’, but he had to admit that Swallow had planned his kidnapping well. He’d brought lots of rope, with which he’d trussed Danny’s hands tightly behind his back. He'd used a ten foot length of what remained as a sort of leash, forcing Danny to walk ahead and show him the way.
Swallow had tried to pry the exact location of Danny’s discovery out of him, but Danny insisted that it was too hidden away to explain, and Swallow believed him. It was clear that Swallow knew approximately where they should be going. Danny had no choice but to obediently lead his captor in the right direction while he desperately fought to come up with an escape plan.
It was hard going on the thin trails through the bush, but Danny knew that Swallow didn’t dare walk on the road. Though the police were thin on the ground in Surrey, they were here. But he guessed that the police weren’t the main reason they were avoiding the obvious travel routes. There was someone else Swallow was hiding from – someone who scared him much more than the cops. Danny could make a pretty good guess at who that person was. 
He hung back as close to his captor as possible, waiting for a chance to act if the strange little man made a mistake. Swallow would regularly threaten him and tell him to get away, and Danny would answer with an innocent expression that said: ‘what – oh I didn’t realize I was so close’.
He knew that Swallow would kill him once he had what he wanted, and the prospect of death made Danny think about the past few years – about his relationship with his brother. The endless mute evenings, the clink of his fork on the plate as he gulped down his dinner in silence, Richard's probing eyes when he thought Danny wasn't looking, the pathetic mask of guilt, sadness and regret that had become his brother's trademark.
It was that expression that Danny couldn't bear. What made it worse was the knowledge that his own face probably wore the same mask. It was as if he and Richard were a toxic combination – each re-living his own pain whenever they came in contact. Danny had been gone for more than a week. For all their quarrels, he knew his brother would be insane with worry and would be doing everything in his power to find him. He vowed to try to get past their differences if he ever made it home.
The going was so slow that they were forced to stop for the night. Swallow tied Danny tightly to a tree and he spent an uncomfortable and almost sleepless night frantically playing and re-playing scenarios for escape.
 
The next morning they had been hiking for an hour when Danny saw his chance. Swallow’s foot caught in a loop formed by a fallen branch partially buried in the ground, and he fell forward heavily, knocking his head on a stump just in front of him. Swallow was only momentarily stunned, but Danny seized the opportunity. He flew back and jumped on the kidnapper with all his weight, knocking the wind out of him. While Swallow was down Danny delivered a flurry of kicks to his head until he stopped moving. 
Terrified that his captor would wake, he knelt with his back to the body and hurriedly fished through Swallow’s pockets for his gun. He found it, manipulated it into his right hand, and managed to slide his index finger onto the trigger. Squatting down with his back to Swallow, he maneuvered the barrel against the kidnapper’s skull. He closed his eyes and began to tighten his finger, but suddenly lost his nerve. Whatever Swallow had done he couldn’t bring himself to kill the little man in cold blood. Instead, he shoved the gun in his belt, pried the rope from the unconscious Swallow’s hands, and ran for his life.
He had no idea where he was going. His only thought was to put as much distance as possible between himself and Swallow before the kidnapper finally woke. He ran flat out for something like twenty minutes, until his energy began to drain. His hands were still tied; he watched for something sharp to cut his bonds. After ten minutes of walking, he came across a promising rock outcropping and scraped the ropes against a sharp edge. He felt the strands snapping, but the process was painfully slow. After several minutes, afraid that he was wasting precious time, he decided to move on.
He climbed a steep hill, hoping to see whether or not Swallow was following. The hill had a commanding view of the countryside, but he saw nothing. A short time later he came across another outcropping with sharp ridges, and decided to try to cut his bonds once and for all. He worked for what seemed an eternity, his wrists raw from the chafing rope, but finally severed the knot and was free.
He surprised himself by hiking another three or four hours before his strength once again began to fade. The sun indicated that it was late afternoon, and he sought out a resting place for the night. Exhausted, he finally staggered up onto a bluff guarded by a wall of thick brush, and collapsed on a soft patch of moss.
He’d expected to fall asleep immediately, but instead lay awake, cursing his decision to let Swallow live, wishing that he could re-play his escape and kill the kidnapper when he had the chance. Now every rustling leaf, every crying bird or barking coyote filled him with terror. Exhaustion finally won out, and he drifted off, imagining that any second Swallow would appear and his life would be over.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Respite
 
Carrie was relieved when the city finally loomed into view. It was late in the day; she didn’t want to tempt fate by riding at night. They descended into town. Sporadic bursts of frantic barking erupted as they passed many of the houses, and the occasional window curtain parted as the occupant noted their passage. On their arrival she stared in admiration at Richard’s house. After years of communal living, she found it hard to imagine being the sole owner of such a place.
“Will the infamous Zonk be there?” she asked.
“Not right now,” said Richard. “I left him at a shelter while I was gone.”
When they reached the front gate it was open.
“Damn,” said Richard. “I was afraid this would happen.”
They sped through the gate and parked near the front door. It too had been broken open. Richard turned to her without speaking and put a finger to his lips. He held out his hand gesturing for her to stay where she was. Reluctantly, she did what he asked.
He tiptoed through the door, and for a long time she didn’t hear a sound. She was about to venture in herself, imagining Richard lying in a pool of blood, his throat slit by some intruder, when he re-appeared.
“There’s nobody here,” he said, his voice a mixture of relief and dejection. She understood the double meaning – neither the thieves nor Danny were there.
“Doesn’t look like they were interested in taking anything,” he said, “– just some vegetables out of the garden. They ransacked the place. Thank God they didn’t find Danny’s journal.” He smiled and held up a tattered black book. “I had it hidden under a loose floorboard that nobody would have guessed was there.”
He shoved the book in his pack. “Maybe we better not stay here tonight.”
“Where could we go?”
“We can sleep in one of the respite rooms at the College. They’re provided for faculty in case of emergency. That might be good in a way. There’s someone at the College I want to talk to.”
He trudged off to the shed in the back yard and returned with some tools.
“I’m not sure why I’m bothering,” he said as he pried and hammered the door latch back into shape. He re-fastened the hardware so that it at least looked functional.
“I’ll come back and fix the lock properly tomorrow when it’s light,” he said as he finished.
By this time it was almost dark. Carrie was uneasy. Richard noted her expression. 
“Don’t worry,” he said. “It’s not far.”
They headed south. After a few minutes’ ride they turned onto Kingsway, once one of the main thoroughfares for automobile traffic in Vancouver, and still an important travel route. 
“Most of the side streets aren’t lit very well, and they’re pretty dangerous.” said Richard. “At least on Kingsway there’s a few lights.”
Carrie remembered Kingsway from her years in Vancouver. What had been a multi-lane highway before she was born was now a narrow two-lane road. The remaining right-of-way had been overgrown with weeds and even trees long ago, but there were still shards of pavement testifying to its original extent. Every few blocks a feeble street lamp illuminated the surface of the road, one of the few still maintained in good condition. Several times they passed riders going the other way, and each time a surge of adrenaline pumped through her veins.
They’d been riding for ten minutes when a bright halo of light appeared a few blocks ahead, spilling onto the roadway. Soon they approached an area enclosed by a massive steel fence topped with razor wire. A searchlight was perched on a pole in the center, and heavily armed guards stood attentively at each corner. 
Behind the locked gate, bathed in floodlights, stood a giant brightly lit sign bearing the familiar red and blue logo and name: ‘Can-Cartel’. The sign towered over a tiny square building fronting two small pumps. Carrie hadn’t seen one in years, but she recognized it instantly. It was a gas station.
Richard rode a few yards ahead, scanning for signs of danger. Carrie deferred to his leadership now that they were in Vancouver. This was his territory; it was totally unfamiliar to her. Tonight they were lucky. The ride down the old highway was uneventful, and after twenty minutes they turned off Kingsway and headed north. In a few minutes they were within sight of the College campus.
As they approached the main building there was frantic activity around its massive double front doors. Within seconds a powerful searchlight tracked over them. Richard dismounted and stood beside his bike with his hands in the air.
“Who goes there!” yelled an anxious voice from the direction of the main doors.
“I’m faculty,” Richard yelled back. “Richard Hampton. I teach in the Department of Life Maintenance. I need asylum for the night.”
“Mr. Hampton,” the voice answered in recognition. “Who’s that with you? Get them to step into the light.”
Carrie pushed her bike up parallel to his and raised her hands.
“She’s a friend,” Richard shouted at the light.
“Okay,” said the voice. “Come forward. Keep it slow.”
They pushed their bikes toward the light. As they moved closer, Carrie could make out two men in uniform, their guns drawn, crouched in firing position.
“Stop,” said the voice. “If you’ve got any weapons, drop them on the ground in front of you - slowly. Then step back.”
Richard and Carrie did as they were ordered.
“They don’t kid around here, do they,” Carrie whispered.
“Better not talk right now,” Richard answered. 
One of the guards came forward, picked up their weapons, and returned to his position.
“Better drop the bikes and come up – both of you,” The lead guard said, in what Carrie dared to hope was a friendly tone. As ordered, they climbed slowly up the steps toward the front doors. As they reached the bottom of the stairs, the guards appeared to relax.
“Frisk them, Sung,” said the lead guard.
The other guard moved forward, patted them down, and gave a businesslike nod.
“Okay,” said the lead guard. “You’ll vouch for her?” He nodded at Carrie.
“Yes,” said Richard. “I’ll vouch for her.”
“The weapons will stay with us,” he said. “You’ll get them back when you leave. Sung, you can let them in – don’t worry,” he said to Richard, “we’ll take care of your bikes.” He hauled out a mass of keys and selected a large brass one. “Number 108. You know the way…”
 
“What was that all about?” whispered Carrie as they stepped through the giant College doors.
“Security’s tight.”
 
 
 
***
 
Richard led Carrie down the dimly lit hallway of the ancient building. He’d never had occasion to use a respite room, but their existence and location were included in the College’s frequent safety seminars. He and Carrie twisted and turned down several corridors before finally reaching a door marked ‘Respite 108’. Richard slid the key into the door lock and it clicked open.
“We’re here,” he said.
The room was simple but clean. It was about fifteen feet square, with two twin-sized beds in the center and a plain but functional bathroom off the left wall. There were no windows, but the room was painted in pleasant, if bland, colours, and there were a couple of paintings depicting pastoral landscapes hanging on the walls. A small round table surrounded by four uncomfortable looking chairs occupied the corner closest to them. A closet in the far corner held two sets of clean sheets and blankets and two full sets of towels. 
“The College provides these rooms for faculty having problems on the outside,” he said. “They’re meant for emergencies. I think our situation qualifies.”
“How long can we stay here?”
“Technically, as long as we want – or at least as long as we can convince them we’ve got an emergency. We’ll probably only be here for tonight. Like I said, tomorrow there’s someone here I want to talk to. Depending on what he tells me, I might want to spend some time on the net, researching the entries in Danny’s journal.”
“So, should we make up two beds, or one…” Carrie smiled, taking his hand.
Richard’s face fell. His eyes moved to the floor.
“Are you okay?” she said.
He didn’t speak for several seconds. His attraction for Carrie was powerful. She was the first woman he’d met in years that made his heart race.
For a fleeting instant, he opened himself up to emotions absent from his life for so long he barely recognized them. As quickly as they appeared, he suppressed them with extreme prejudice. There was no room for such things in his world right now. He let go of her hand and turned away, staring at the wall.
“I can’t get involved with anyone right now,” he said.
Carrie put a hand on his shoulder. “Richard…” she said, an edge in her voice. He turned slowly to face her. 
“We’re damaged goods,” she said. “We’re both carrying around baggage that we’ll never really be able to throw away.”
He avoided her eyes.
“You made a promise,” she continued, “but the person you made it to is gone. We’re still alive; we’ve got to move beyond what happened in the past or our lives won’t be worth living.”
He scowled at her. “So you’re saying I should just forget about Danny?”
“I’m saying you’ve still got a life, Danny or no Danny, promise or no promise.”
He turned away again, his gut churning with confusion and fear. Finally, he said, “I’ve got some thinking to do.” 
He staggered over to the farthest bed, flopped down and closed his eyes.
“Fine…” she said icily. She made up her own bed, switched off the light and fell asleep alone.
 
In the morning when he awoke, Richard turned to check Carrie’s bed – she wasn’t there. He panicked, remembering the night before. A wave of fear rippled through his body at the thought that she might have been angry enough to leave forever. He rushed down to the main entrance, past the guard and down the front steps, to check the bike rack. Her bike was still there. He breathed a huge sigh of relief.
But then where? He thought.
He checked the cafeteria. In a far corner, cradling a cup in her hands and gazing out the window – was Carrie. The golden rays of the morning sun coloured her upturned face. She finally noticed him – her expression was non-committal.
“Thank God you’re still here,” he said as he approached. “I was afraid you were upset about last night…” 
He sat down across from her.
“It’s my fault,” she said. “I shouldn’t have rushed you.”
“I know I’ve been obsessed,” he said. He looked into her eyes and took her hand. “Just now - when I thought you might be gone, I pictured going back to the life I had before, and I realized how empty and meaningless it had become. It wasn’t a life. It was an existence. Maybe if I can get through this…”
She finally smiled.
“Why don’t you just grab a cup of tea and join me?” she said.
Richard did as she suggested, came back and sat next to her, feeling the warmth of her body touching his.
 
It was a working day, and the College was in session as they made their way toward the faculty office block. The halls were brightly festooned with streamers, banners, and both official and hand-drawn posters celebrating ‘Innovation Day’. Carrie glanced up at the decorations and shook her head. They made a right turn and headed down a hallway dotted with office doors.
“So who is this guy you want to talk to?” she said.
“An instructor.”
“An instructor? For what subject – Criminology?”
“No, the man I want to talk to teaches History.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
Swallow the Tracker
 
Swallow’s head throbbed painfully as he staggered to his feet about twenty minutes after Danny’s attack. His vision was blurred, and there was a constant loud ringing in his ears. He leaned on a nearby tree for support as he gathered his wits and considered what to do next. One thing was certain – the boy would pay! His ex-prisoner probably thought there would be no way for Swallow to find him. But he was wrong – he was so wrong!
Swallow smiled remembering his boyhood in Jordan many years before, his father taking him along as he went to care for his flocks of sheep. Swallow became an expert in tracking lost animals through the hot, dusty hills where they were apt to stray.
Though he was often ridiculed for his slow wit and clumsiness, not only by others in his village but even by his own family, all acknowledged that Swallow’s ability in tracking was second to none. Every trampled clump of grass, every broken branch, every footprint, was a signpost leading him to his quarry.
After several minutes his vision began to clear and he was able to stand and maintain his balance. He set off, easily picking up Danny’s trail as it ran to the south. He stumbled through the woods, cursing at every root and tree stump in his path, clenching and un-clenching his fists. 
“They all think I’m stupid” he raged to himself out loud. “They don’t know. They don’t know what I have done in my life. Do they think I’ve been lying under a tree drinking wine for my whole life? The brat will be sorry when I find him. He will wish he had treated me with some respect!”
He continued to mutter to himself as he painstakingly retraced Danny’s trail. A broken branch here, a crushed patch of grass there – all had a story to tell. The going was slow as he was forced to stop and investigate each telltale sign, but within a few hours he had found the rock outcropping where Danny had first tried to cut his bonds, and smiled as he studied the rope shards the boy had left behind. 
Sometime later, he stood on the hill where Danny had desperately scanned to see if he was being followed, and traced Danny’s footsteps back down. He found the discarded rope that had once tied Danny’s hands, and stuffed it into his pack with a self-satisfied grin. He knew Danny was tired and couldn’t keep up a rapid pace for long. But the boy had taken his gun and his hands were now free. He would have to be careful.



 
 
 
 
 
 
A History Lesson
 
“We’re going to see a man named Amir Gupta,” said Richard, as he and Carrie passed through the bustling offices of the Faculty Block. “I’ve only met him once or twice. He’s a bit eccentric but he’s a brilliant man. He’s got a reputation for an encyclopedic knowledge of the history of this area. I don’t know why I didn’t think to talk to him before. I was too stressed out about Danny, I guess.”
They arrived at Gupta’s office. The door was open. Richard tapped on the frame and poked his head inside.
“Richard,” said Gupta, looking up from some paperwork. He had the unkempt, distant expression that seemed to be the hallmark of many academics. His curly mop-like hair stood straight out from his head, and his wispy beard left a number of bare patches. “Good to see you.”
Gupta’s office left little doubt about his personal passion. There were countless models, paintings, photographs, even a mobile rotating beneath one of the office lights.
All with the same theme: Trains - from the ancient coal-burning variety to the latest ultra-fuel-efficient designs. Richard glanced up at a giant photograph hanging on the wall behind Gupta’s head and shuddered - it was a picture of the Food Train.
Gupta’s desk was littered with statues and models of trains of every size and style. Conspicuous on his desk was an item that made his lofty status at the College crystal clear.
Gupta had his own computer. 
He rose from his chair. He and Richard shook hands, and Richard introduced Carrie.
“Have a seat,” said Gupta sweeping his hand over two chairs facing his desk.
“So…you said you have some questions for me,” he said, sitting down himself and leaning back in his chair. He lifted a large model train that partially blocked his view, and realized there was no other place on the desk to put it. Finally he set it on the floor. “You mentioned that your brother is missing,” he said. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
“He left behind a journal,” said Richard, “and I’m trying to make sense of some of the entries. I’m hoping they’ll provide clues about what happened to him. They indicate he’s been traveling to Surrey. Whatever he found there seems to have some connection with the past. There’s references to the old Sky-Train line, references to companies with offices in Surrey – not a place you’re likely to find many active businesses nowadays. I’m guessing that he’s talking about things left over from a time when Surrey was still economically viable.”
“And you’re hoping I might be able to fill in some of the blanks,” said Gupta.
“That’s right,” said Richard. “One of the entries refers to some kind of company – one that probably doesn’t exist anymore.”
“What’s the name?”
“Wild Rose Energy Ltd.”
“Is that the oil company?”
“You’ve heard of it? I really don’t know – all I have is the name.”
“Yes, of course I’ve heard of Wild Rose Energy – but it’s got nothing to do with Surrey.”
“What do you mean?”
“Wild Rose Energy was an Alberta company heavily involved in the development of the Oil Sands. That was before any of us were born. It was one of the most important resource players in the last days of abundant oil.”
“So is that what this is all about?” said Richard. “Resource Collapse?”
“Could be. Wild Rose was founded by a character named Billy McAllister.” Gupta leaned forward, warming to his subject. “McAllister had a reputation for being crude and abrasive, but he also had a talent for scooping up what others thought were worthless properties at rock-bottom prices and transforming them into wildly successful ventures.”
“So what’s the connection with Resource Collapse?” said Richard.
“McAllister later went on to found another organization you’ve probably heard of – ‘Can-Cartel’.”
Richard’s eyes opened wide.
“What balls, eh,” said Gupta, “actually calling your company a Cartel. It’s like daring the government to do something about it. But by that time even the government was having a hard time controlling McAllister. Give me a minute and I’ll show you something.”
Gupta turned to his computer, typed for a few seconds, studied the monitor and, after clearing several train models that were in the way, finally rotated it, pointing at an entry.
“This article describes the formation of Can-Cartel,” said Gupta. Richard and Carrie read,
 
...some of the biggest players in the Alberta Oil business, led by eccentric oil billionaire Billy McAllister, inked a deal yesterday giving birth to a new entity to rival the old OPEC Cartel of the late twentieth century.
The new conglomerate, christened ‘Can-Cartel’, will control a whopping 67% of the Alberta Oil Sands – one of the last remaining significant oil deposits on the planet since the collapse of the Middle Eastern oil fields.
At a press conference this morning, McAllister, who has been named chair of the new organization, issued a statement. An excerpt appears below:
 
‘Given the current crisis of dwindling reserves, the oil industry is under increasing pressure to produce at rates that are not sustainable in the long term. My colleagues and I have joined to present a united front against that pressure, to preserve a resource that is becoming more scarce every day.’
 
Noble-sounding words, but what is the truth behind them? Are McAllister and his cronies restricting production for the good of humanity, as they’re trying to imply? Or is their story simply a ruthless, cynical pretext for driving up prices and extorting massive profits from an oil-starved world?
 
“The choking-off of oil production coincided with a devastating decline in the industrialized economies of the world,” said Gupta, his eyes partly closed as if he was giving a lecture, “and McAllister took a lot of the blame.”
He ran another search, sifted through the results, and again rotated the screen.
“This is from a few years later,” he said. 
Richard and Carrie read,
 
William Avery McAllister – a man who will surely go down in history as one of the most rapacious, megalomaniacal figures of 21st century business – and that’s saying something.
His Can-Cartel conglomerate, purged of meaningful opposition, maintains a stranglehold on the Oil Sands, releasing crude at a trickle and driving fuel prices stratospheric, while business grinds to a halt, humanity freezes and starves, and chaos erupts around the globe.
Not even the threat of the Americans to march an army north and seize the remaining supply has convinced McAllister, or the Canadian Government he appears to control, to open the taps any wider.
Though the American threats are mostly hot air (aside from being bogged down in a prolonged war with the Chinese, where would they get the fuel for their tanks and troop carriers?), they underscore the crisis now threatening the world.
Let’s face it – there are no alternatives to oil. All the blather about ethanol, hydrogen, wind and solar power is just so much nonsense. Without oil, the world economy will collapse. Of that there is no longer any doubt. The only question is, how devastating will that collapse be?
 
“This McAllister sounds like a real piece of work,” said Richard. “So we owe a lot of our current problems to him?”
 “Some…” said Gupta, “but only some. People believed that the reserves controlled by Can-Cartel could bridge the transition to alternate forms of energy, and that the company chose not to release them simply out of greed.
“The company’s true motives have never been established, but ironically, Can-Cartel probably did humanity a favour by denying them the oil they were so greedy for. Developed nations were forced to confront the ‘C’ word – ‘Conservation’, in the deadly serious manner required, and they were better able to make the transition to a post-oil economy.”
Gupta picked up a tiny model train and turned it in his fingers as he spoke. “But nobody saw it that way back then. Governments around the world pressured the Canadians to investigate Can-Cartel’s books, looking for an excuse to nail McAllister. It turned out they didn’t have to look very hard. The auditors found scores of accounting irregularities and fraud on a massive scale. Billions of dollars of company funds had mysteriously disappeared.
“It was the scandal of the century. It was in all the papers for more than a year. There was even talk of a secret bunker and a fuel reservoir McAllister had supposedly built to hold the world for ransom when the anticipated Armageddon arrived. It was just after they came up with an additive that extended the shelf-life of gasoline almost indefinitely, so in theory the cache could still be usable today.
“The rumours were discounted as the ravings of conspiracy freaks and paranoids, but they resurfaced periodically, and their persistence gave them credibility.”
“Wow!” said Richard. “So what finally happened to McAllister?”
“Well, it’s not pretty,” answered Gupta setting down the model. “He was indicted for fraud and racketeering, convicted, and packed off to jail, and Can-Cartel was forcibly broken into a half-dozen pieces. What remained was still one of the most powerful business entities on the planet, but gone were the days when it could tell world governments what to do.
“In the end, McAllister died in prison. I think his heart gave out on him. He never did say what happened to all the money, though it’s assumed that one or more of his cronies at Can-Cartel ended up with it, with or without his blessing.”
“And the fuel cache?”
“Rumours have continued to circulate about a secret cache, but if anybody knows anything, they’ve never talked, and they’re not likely to now – anyone with firsthand knowledge has been dead for at least thirty years. Treasure hunters have poured over most of the province of Alberta, without success. So, the mystery remains – we may never know the answer.”
“How big was this cache supposed to be?” asked Richard.
“Assuming there ever was a cache, it’s hard to imagine it being very large. How could McAllister have built something of any size without attracting major attention?”
“Danny’s journal has a picture of what looks like a Wild Rose in it,” said Richard. “I found a building in Surrey with the same picture. Does that make any sense to you?”
“I can’t imagine what your brother could have found that would relate to Wild Rose. As I said, Wild Rose Energy was an Alberta company. Maybe the picture refers to something else.”
“Another journal entry that recurs is the word ‘Eldorado’ – can you think of any relationship between the word Eldorado and Wild Rose Energy or McAllister or Can-Cartel?”
“No – sorry…I don’t think I’ve ever come across that word in any context that relates to what we’ve been discussing.”
 “What about an unusual spelling of ‘Wild Rose Energy’. Have you ever come across any literature where the ‘i’ in ‘Wild Rose’ is replaced by an asterisk – like this?” Richard grabbed a scrap of paper and reproduced the ‘W*ld Rose Energy’ entry he’d found in Danny’s journal.
“I’m afraid not. It means nothing to me.”
“Well, thanks, Amir” said Richard, rising and shaking Gupta’s hand. “You’ve been incredibly helpful.”
 
They returned to the respite room, and Richard started organizing his pack.
“You don’t want to do any more research?” Carrie said.
“I don’t think so,” Richard said. He thought about it and sat down at the little table. Carrie sat across from him.
“There’s one entry in the journal that’s sort of away from all the others,” he said. “It’s nothing I could research. Danny says something like ‘F says C can get transportation’. F and C are obviously people. Fred, Frank, Chuck, Clarence…”
“It sounds like Danny went to this ‘C’ looking to rent a vehicle.”
“One of his friends from school said that Danny called what he was doing in Surrey ‘prospecting’.”
“Prospecting? Like for gold or jewels or something?”
“I don’t know. Prospecting in Surrey? Is it possible that people left valuables in their houses that he found lying around…”
“If people left anything behind it would have disappeared a long time ago. Surrey may be uncivilized, but there’s still lots of people there. Those abandoned houses would have been looted a thousand times by now. Anyway, whatever he found doesn’t sound like jewelry or gold. It must be something he can’t move himself. Maybe it’s too big, or too obvious. So he needs some way to transport it. He goes to this ‘C’ person, who’s probably some underworld type. That would be the only way Danny could get his hands on a car or truck.”
“God, why didn’t he just come to me?” said Richard, shaking his head.



 
 
 
 
 
 
A Slave
 
When Lacy awoke, her head was pounding. She peered around her drowsily, but had no idea where she was. The light was dim, maybe from candles, though she couldn’t make out the source from where she lay. The room smelled of decay and body odour. She tried to move and realized that, while she could change position, her left arm was securely tied with a chain to a pair of heavy concrete blocks. She lay on a filthy mattress in the middle of a large auditorium-like space. When she looked more closely she could see that there were many others around her in the same predicament.
“What is this place?” she called out.
“Shhh,” came a reply from nearby. Then a whisper: “Don’t talk now. They’re coming. Talk later.”
She raised her head. Three men were walking through the room’s only door. The center man appeared to be the leader. The two surrounding him guided him through the room, commenting on various people lying on the floor. As her eyes grew more accustomed to the light, she could see that all of the captives were women.
The trio approached more closely, and she overheard one of the underlings say, “Yeah, another one from the Asian refugee boats. Doesn’t speak any English. Not a bad body and face. Should be okay.”
Finally the three men walked up to where Lacy lay. The leader was an unshaven, paunchy, little man, with a few strands of his greasy black hair combed ludicrously over his bald head. He stared down at her as if she were the main course at a banquet. She recognized the two men beside him as Frank and Jun, the two thugs that had kidnapped her. Frank sported a bandage on his nose, and he touched it as he scowled at her. She cringed, and tried to back away, but the chain held her in place.
“Here’s a nice one,” The leader said, unabashedly leering at her. 
“We found her in the city,” Frank said. “Yeah, she’s a cut above the usual trash we get in here. We should make a bundle on her – she’s got the ‘sweet young virgin’ look the Johns all love.”
The leader scanned Lacy up and down, licking his lips and rubbing his stubbled chin.
“Wavy corn silk hair…” he leaned down and twirled a lock of Lacy’s hair in his fingers, “pale white milky skin…” He traced a dirty fingernail down Lacy’s right arm. She shuddered and tried to pull away.
“And just a sweet little frosting of freckles,” The leader’s speech was tinged with drool as he continued to stare at her.
“We should see if we can dig her up a school-girl outfit,” said Frank. “They’d go wild!” All three men laughed uproariously.
“Let me go!” Lacy yelled, pulling on her chain. “You can’t keep me here!”
“Is that right sweetie?” laughed Jun. “Oh – our mistake – I guess we’d better let you go, then.” Again they all laughed.
The leader crouched down to inspect Lacy more closely.
“Watch this one, Boris,” warned Frank. “She looks harmless, but she’s a wildcat.”
Boris reached a hand out toward one of Lacy’s breasts. She threw out her free arm to stop him, and he grabbed her wrist and twisted it back until she thought it would break. She was almost overpowered by the stench of his breath.
“You’re right,” drooled Boris. “She could be one of our star assets once she’s been properly broken in.”
As if to demonstrate who was in charge, he maintained his grip on her free hand, reached out with his other hand, and squeezed her left breast so hard she yelped in pain. She tried to kick at him, but he jumped out of reach. This brought renewed hails of laughter.
“Good work, boys,” said Boris. “For once you guys showed some resourcefulness. Keep an eye on this one.”
The three continued on to the next new victim.
When the men had moved some distance away, the voice that had answered Lacy earlier spoke once again, in a whisper,
“What’s your name?” it said.
“My name’s Lacy,” Lacy answered. She twisted around searching for the source of the voice. Another girl was lying on the mattress to her right. She was Asian, and quite beautiful, though her long, black hair was unkempt and she looked underfed. She was chained to a set of blocks identical to those that held Lacy.
“My name is Mei-Lien,” the girl said.
“What is this place?” asked Lacy.
“You don’t know?” said Mei-Lien. “This is a whore-house, and we’re whores – all of us – you too.”
“Whores?” said Lacy.
“You don’t know what a whore is?” said Mei-Lien. 
Lacy shook her head, embarrassed.
“Where have you been all your life!” said Mei-Lien. “They force you to be with men – to have sex with them. When you’re not with a man they keep you here. They only feed you enough to keep you alive and attractive enough for men to pay for.”
Lacy was stunned. She hesitated for a few seconds, trying to grasp what the other girl had told her.
“H…How long have you been here?” she finally asked, swallowing hard.
“About three months, I think,” said Mei-Lien. “It’s hard to tell here. We came from Asia about a year ago. It was a terrible journey on a rusty old boat. Many died on the way. When we finally arrived, we had nowhere to go and we had to sleep on the street. One night I was out searching for food, and those two caught me and brought me here.” 
She nodded in the direction of Frank and Jun. The three men came back in their direction, and Mei-Lien, whispered “Shhh”, once again. They passed in front of Lacy, and once again Boris shot her a leering glance. She cringed. 
When they had left the room, Mei-Lien continued, “Some of the girls are allowed to walk around freely – once they’ve shown that they won’t try to run away. Nobody likes them because they collaborate with our torturers. Those girls come by here every hour or so. If you need to go to the bathroom, you have to tell them.”
Lacy finally grasped what had happened to her. She started to cry.
“You’ve got to get away if you can,” said Mei-Lien. “Nobody lasts long here. They’ve sent me out a hundred times already – with these filthy, stinking pigs of men. They’ll come for you, too – soon – very soon.”
That first night Lacy slept fitfully. She had a dream about Danny. In her dream, she lay next to him, and peered into his clear blue eyes, touched his taut, smooth skin, ran her fingers through his golden hair.
Once again he kissed her – just as he had the night before they left. And he touched her – in ways she’d never considered before – ways that frightened her. Auntie Becky had hinted at the feelings that a man and a woman could experience, but had never gone into detail.
She awoke from the dream suddenly, only slowly becoming aware of what had disturbed her. As her eyes were finally able to focus in the dim light, she realized that she was being watched. It was Boris, crouched down beside her, staring and breathing heavily.
He looked as if he’d been trying to decide something, and her awakening had cemented his decision. He moved closer, whispering, “You really are a virgin, aren’t you, sweetie.”
Lacy cringed and tried to crawl backwards away from him, but was held in place by her chains.
Boris put out both his hands towards her. “It’s alright – we’re just going to have a little fun, you and me. Don’t be afraid. Didn’t they tell you? It’s part of my job to break in the new girls.”
“Get away from me!” Lacy screamed, so loudly that everyone in the room woke immediately.
But Boris had made his decision.
“So that’s how it’s gonna be,” he growled. “Well, that’s fine with me – better even!”
He grabbed at her shirt and tore the top open. The sight of her naked breasts inflamed him and he came at her with full force. Lacy was ready for his move. She delivered a solid punch to his face with her free hand, bloodying his nose and stunning him momentarily. In a few seconds he flew back in a rage. Lacy screamed as loudly as she could, and clawed at his face, tearing off strips of skin.
Boris screamed in pain. He had forgotten about sex, and was now bent on killing her. He delivered a brutal punch to her right eye that nearly knocked her cold. He raised himself up for a final attack. Suddenly he was lifted bodily from the ground, as if by magic. His legs pumped uselessly beneath him like he was riding an invisible bicycle.
Looking more closely, she realized that he was being held up by the collar by a huge man she hadn’t seen before.
“Lights!” the man bellowed, and instantly additional light flooded the room.
“What the hell’s goin’ on here!” the man roared.
“Hugo…” said Boris, trembling. “Nothin’s goin’ on. We were just talkin’ and suddenly she starts screamin’ for no reason.”
“He attacked me!” shouted Lacy.
“She’s lying!” Boris yelled, still floating at the end of the other man’s arm.
“Shut up!” bellowed Hugo. Boris was immediately silent.
“You got any idea how much money we could make with this one?” The big man said. “It’s bad enough you wanna’ sample the merchandise, but now look what you did to her eye. Who’s gonna’ want her lookin’ like that?” Lacy reached her free hand up and felt her right eye. It was bleeding and painful, and she could already feel it beginning to swell. Hugo shook Boris like a rag doll.
“I’d throw you out the fuckin’ window right now,” the big man said, “but I need you to look after the girls.”
“Please don’t hurt me! Please don’t hurt me!” Boris whined pathetically.
Still holding Boris in midair, Hugo rotated him until they were face to face, and punched him in the head with such force that the smaller man flew several yards across the room, landing in a crumpled heap. He lay so still that at first Lacy thought he was dead, but in a few seconds he began to groan pitifully and writhed feebly on the ground.
“You touch another one of these girls, and I’ll rip your balls off and shove them down your throat!” the big man yelled. “You got that?”
“Yeah,” Boris whimpered almost inaudibly, still lying on the floor.
Hugo stomped away, leaving Boris where he lay.
Lacy kept her eyes on the injured Boris, just in case. He lay still for a few minutes, then finally managed to stand shakily, and eventually staggered past her and out of the room. He glared over at her as he passed, and she could see the pure hatred in his eyes.
“That was the big boss, Hugo,” whispered Mei-Lien. She examined Lacy’s eye, saying, “I think your eye’s going to look pretty bad. You’re lucky – maybe you won’t have to fuck anybody till it’s healed.”
“Great,” said Lacy, doing her best to re-attach the top of her shirt. She was too exhausted to care. She lay down and was immediately asleep.
 
When she awoke the next morning, her eye was throbbing with pain and so swollen she could barely see out of it. She spotted one of the ‘free’ girls walking around the room, and motioned her over.
“I have to go to the bathroom,” she said to the girl who, wearing a bored expression, unlocked her chain and took her arm. The girl led her toward the bathroom, which was through the main room’s only door and down a long corridor.
“What’s your name?” Lacy whispered to the girl as they walked.
“My name?” she answered. “’None of your fuckin’ business’ – that’s my name.”
Lacy didn’t attempt any further communication.
“Who is that girl?” She whispered to Mei-Lien after she got back to her place.
“That’s Serena,” said Mei-Lien.
“She’s not very friendly.”
“Oh… She hates everybody, that one. You should stay away from her. Nobody likes her.”
 
That day, Frank, Jun, Boris, or combinations of those three, led a series of disgusting looking men through the area where Lacy and the others were being held. Lacy couldn’t hear much of what was said, but it appeared that the guide, or guides, would point out various girls and list off their ‘features’ along with a price. Several times they brought a ‘John’ over to Lacy, hoping that he might be interested in spite of her battered face. Mercifully, none of them were interested.
She spent the day lying low and trying not to be noticed. She prayed that none of the Johns would find her mutilated face attractive, and slept as much as possible in a desperate attempt to overcome the crushing terror. 
The captives were brought some stale bread and water in the morning, and nothing else until early evening, when they were finally given a tasteless, but hot and welcome stew that looked like it might even have meat in it. It smelled bad, but she attacked it ravenously. After dinner the traffic of Johns picked up but, possibly in answer to her prayers, none of them chose her.
That evening, she managed to catch Serena’s eye, and gestured that she needed the bathroom. This time she made no attempt at conversation, and just followed silently as the girl led her to the bathroom door and waited outside. She stole a glance at Serena as they walked. She was young and still beautiful, with long chestnut hair and deep brown eyes, but her face was hard and seemed to mask some deep anger and pain.
Lacy endured the disgusting toilet, made an attempt to wash her hands, and peered into the fragments of what was left of the mirror at her disfigured face. Most of the right side was a deep purple colour, and so swollen that her right eye was almost shut. The overall purple shade was generously interspersed with sickly blotches of yellow. She examined the hideous mess thankfully and smiled.
She was about to leave when she heard loud shouts coming from outside. She snuck up to the bathroom door and peered down the hallway. A drunk man in filthy clothes was arguing with Frank, who was trying to drag him away.
“You’re gettin’ the fuck outta’ here!” yelled Frank. “Those girls are our merchandise. You beat on one of them, that hurts our business.”
“I didn’t touch her, the bitch!” slobbered the drunk.
“She says you did,” said Frank. “And she’s got the black eye to prove it. We’ve already got one girl out of commission, we don’t need any more.”
Frank had the man’s left arm pinned behind his back, and was pushing him from behind toward a door that Lacy assumed was the exit.
“Get that lying whore in here!” yelled the drunk. “I’ll show her what we do to little liars!”
“Shut the hell up!” yelled Frank, and he punched the drunk in the back of the head, driving him forward.
“Hey!” The drunk yelled, and somehow used the momentum to yank his arm out of Frank’s grip. He stood facing Frank, with his back to both Lacy and Serena. 
He shouted: “I paid for a good time, and all I get is this snotty bitch that won’t do anything I want!” 
The drunk staggered backward several steps, and for a second looked as if he was about to fall over, but he finally regained enough control to remain standing. Frank made to move toward him, but the man found his balance and began to move backward more quickly.
He was rapidly approaching the bathroom door where Lacy was hiding. She backed into the shadows. She glanced in the other direction. Serena was standing at the far side of the door. The drunk was headed directly for her. 
He paused just before the bathroom door, only a couple of yards in front of Serena, and bent down almost double. At first Lacy thought he was in the process of collapsing dead-drunk, but instead, he lifted his pant-leg and pulled a tiny gun from his boot. He continued to stagger backward, now pointing the gun at Frank.
“You fuckin’ pricks,” he slobbered. “Tryin’ to rip me off… I’m gonna do the world a favour and put ya’ outta yer misery!”
Frank saw the gun and backed away. The drunk staggered backward, more through drunkenness than intent, and half-walked, half-stumbled into Serena.
He jumped forward in shock; he hadn’t noticed her standing there. He turned and stared at her blearily. Serena was paralyzed with fear. The collision seemed to snap the drunk out of his stupor. Rushing forward with unexpected quickness, he grabbed Serena by the hair, swung around behind her and jammed the gun under her chin.
“You assholes think you can fuck with me!” He screamed. “Get me another woman or I’ll blow her head off!”
The drunk pushed Serena forward, the gun still pressed under her chin. They passed the doorway of the bathroom, so that Lacy was now behind them, no more than a few feet away.
Frank laughed. “You gotta be jokin’, man. Go ahead. There’s plenty more where that one came from.”
The drunk was silent for a second, confused at Frank’s remark. 
Finally he yelled, “You think I’m kiddin’?” then fired a shot into the ceiling and hauled down on Serena’s hair, forcing her to her knees. He pointed the gun barrel down on the top of her head, about to execute her.
Lacy was terrified. She backed further into the shadows, but she hadn’t seen a mop standing against the wall. When she bumped against it, the handle fell and landed with a clang on the metal sink. The drunk wheeled around in panic, waving his gun dangerously, searching for a target.
By the time he spotted Lacy she was already on the move. She leapt out, grabbed his gun arm with both hands, and hauled down and back with all her might. The drunk screamed as his shoulder separated. The gun fired into the opposite wall then flung from his hand and fell clattering to the floor. He released Serena’s hair and collapsed to the ground, writhing in pain.
Lacy grabbed Serena by the hand and ran with her away from the injured man. For the first time she noticed Hugo standing outside one of the nearby rooms. Frank rushed forward and grabbed the gun still lying on the floor. He ran over to the prone drunk, and without the slightest hesitation fired a bullet into the man’s skull. Lacy screamed.
Frank kicked the man’s dead body several times in disgust, then swaggered toward them. As he passed, he stopped for a second in front of Serena, as if expecting some reward. Serena sneered at him in revulsion, and slapped his face so hard he dropped the gun. Frank charged at her, but was immediately hauled back by the massive arm of Hugo.
“Bitch!” screamed Frank.
Hugo picked up the gun and shoved it into his belt, while still holding Frank at bay.
“You stupid fuck!” he yelled at Frank, grabbing him by the throat with his enormous right hand, “Don’t you know enough to check the Johns for weapons?”
“I did check…” pleaded Frank.
“Yeah, you checked… you fuckin’ moron… Get outta my sight.” Hugo released his grip and Frank began to move away. “Get the fuck out!” bellowed Hugo, and Frank took off. Hugo stomped angrily back to his office, yelling back at Serena: “Clean up that mess, for fuck’s sake!”
Lacy glanced over at Serena. The girl was shaking, as if her world had collapsed. Lacy was surprised. Serena had been so cold and unfeeling before.
“Are you alright?” she asked.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” Serena answered. “Help me clean this up.”
Serena found an old sheet, and together they rolled the body onto it and dragged the awful burden into a corner of the building that was commonly used to for garbage. They went back and wiped the blood from the floor, and Serena led Lacy back toward the main holding area. Just before they got there, she whispered, in a low, deadpan voice, “Thanks for helping me.”
She led Lacy to her place and re-attached her chain without speaking.
 
The next morning, Serena took Lacy on her usual trip the bathroom. As soon as they were out of sight of the other girls, Serena spoke to her, “That’s quite shiner you’ve got there.”
“It really hurts,” answered Lacy, surprised at the other girl’s sudden friendliness, “but I guess it could have been a lot worse.” She stole a glance at Serena. The girl’s eyes were red and puffy, like she’d been crying.
“I saw what happened with you and Boris,” said Serena. “You’re quite a fighter, aren’t you?”
“My Auntie Becky told me that there are some bad people in the world, and you have to be able to take care of yourself.”
“Well, your Auntie Becky was right as rain. You know that Boris wants to kill you now, don’t you?”
“I guess.”
They had reached a point about half way from the holding area to the bathroom when Serena suddenly stopped them both and glanced anxiously up and down the corridor. She turned to Lacy.
“I’ve got to get out this place,” she whispered. She studied Lacy closely, as if trying to gauge her reaction. “I’ll die if I have to stay here any longer! I know a way out but I’m scared to do it alone. I need somebody to come with me who’s got the guts to do whatever it takes. You interested?”
Lacy scanned Serena up and down, trying to decide if she could be trusted. Her limited experience with people made it a tough decision.
“We haven’t got much time,” said Serena. “Are you in or out? You won’t last long here with Boris out to get you.”
“Yeah – I’m in,” said Lacy.
They continued down the hallway and finally reached the bathroom.
“Go on,” said Serena. “I’ll wait here.”
Lacy once again examined her face in the bathroom mirror. Her right eye had opened up a little, and the purple and yellow blotches were a bit less intense. She knew it wouldn’t be long before she would be put to work. The thought horrified her.
As she emerged, Serena was waiting. They walked down the hall the way they’d come, but about half way, after a quick glance around, Serena suddenly pulled her through a door to their right.
“I want to show you something,” she said, as they moved quickly down another corridor. “Do you know where we are?” She asked as they walked.
“No,” answered Lacy. “They’ve never let me look outside.”
“Well, we’re in a high rise – on the eighth floor of a twenty-one storey building. The bottom seven floors have all got people living in them, but the problem is there’s no elevator – on orders from Energy Triage...”
“Energy Triage?”
“Jesus! Where the hell have you been hiding all your life? You’ve never heard of Energy Triage?”
Lacy shook her head.
Rolling her eyes, Serena continued: “Energy Triage are the people who decide who gets electricity and who doesn’t. There’s not enough for everybody, so they have to ration it out. They say it’s because of climate change. Something about the snow-pack in the mountains being almost gone and the rain patterns changing. There’s hardly any water in the rivers, so the old ways of generating power, like Hydro, don’t work anymore. Understand?”
Lacy didn’t, but she nodded anyway.
“Energy Triage says this building can’t have an elevator. I think they wanted to demolish it, but there’s too many people living here who’d have no place to go. Anyway, I think knocking it down is probably too expensive. They don’t have much money. There’s no elevator, so nobody wants to live above the seventh floor. That means we’ve got this floor to ourselves.”
“So everybody has to walk up eight floors?”
“No they don’t. That’s what I’m going to show you.”
They reached a door at the end of the hallway, and inexplicably, Lacy smelled the familiar odour of a horse stall. Serena pushed open the door, and when Lacy looked inside she couldn’t believe her eyes. A few yards in front of them was an open shaft. Near the ceiling, directly above the opening and suspended somehow from points on the shaft walls, was an intricate system of pulleys through which wound a hemp rope about an inch thick.
Hanging from this assembly through a sturdy rope harness was a wooden platform about four feet square, enclosed in wooden railings that reached about chest height. On the side facing them was a wooden gate on hinges.
Attached to the other end of the rope was a live horse, calmly munching on something in a feedbag hanging from its head. The rope was securely fastened to a leather harness buckled in several places around the horse’s body. The animal contentedly swished its tail and whinnied softly as if it were perfectly at home.
“I’ll bet you’ve never seen anything like that before,” said Serena.
“How in the world did they…” said Lacy.
“I’m damned sure these losers didn’t build it. They’re not bright enough to tie their own shoelaces. They probably killed whoever built it and took over the space for themselves.”
“How does it work?”
“See the little bell hanging near the top of the opening?”
Lacy nodded.
“The cage is usually at the bottom of the shaft. There’s a rope that hangs all the way to the ground floor. The Johns get in, pull on that rope and the bell rings. There’s a special code, like two long rings, one short, or something. 
“That brings somebody, usually Frank, in here to guide the horse down the hall there.” Serena pointed down a long hallway to their left. “The horse pulls on the rope, and that hauls whoever’s down there up in this little cage. The poor horse is so conditioned it starts moving automatically as soon as it hears the bell.”
“Aren’t there any stairs?”
“Blocked off. They built a wall out of chunks of old plywood and two-by-fours. It’s not that sturdy, but it would take a while to break it down, and it would probably take several people to do it. If the cops ever decided to try to shut this operation down, they’d have to run up eight flights of stairs and break through the barrier just to get up here. By that time these guys could move everything to another floor, or hide everybody somehow. There’s another thirteen floors above us to hide on. Come on,” Serena took her arm and they walked back out into the corridor. “We better get back.”
“So the horse-elevator’s the only way out?” said Lacy as they headed back to the main room.
“That’s right,” said Serena. “But we can’t even use that. It makes a lot of noise and they’d hear us for sure.”
“So how?”
“The rope – we climb down the rope. How are you at rope climbing?”
“We have to climb down a rope for eight floors? I don’t know if I can hold on for eight floors.”
“I made some mitts out of old rags. They’ll protect our hands from rope burn. I’m hoping we can just slide all the way to the bottom. Anyway, we’ve got nothing to lose. They’ll kill us eventually if we stay here. I managed to get two good knives, as well. We might need them in case anything goes wrong.”
“When do you want to go?”
“Soon – tomorrow.”
“What!”
“I’ve been watching them for a long time now. Tomorrow’s Wednesday. Every Wednesday, just before noon, they all take off someplace. They go to pay some kind of tribute to whatever crime lord bankrolls this setup. I’ve heard them talking about it. The Johns know enough not to come around then.
“They leave one person behind, usually Frank, to run the elevator to take them back up, and keep an eye on things. But he doesn’t hang around - he usually goes off someplace and sleeps. They’re always gone for at least a couple of hours. That gives us enough time to slide down the rope, climb down the cage to the ground, and get the hell out of here.”
Lacy didn’t know what to say. It was all happening incredibly quickly, but, she considered, there was really no reason to wait. In fact, the sooner she got out of this place the better.
“I’m going to get them to move me so that I’m sleeping next to you,” said Serena. “They might suspect something, but by tomorrow we’ll be gone anyway.”
 
As usual, Lacy’s day alternated between sleeping and praying that her face was still repulsive enough to keep the John’s away. Once again her luck held out. That evening, as she had promised, Serena arranged to have her sleeping place moved next to Lacy’s.
 “How long have you been here?” Lacy whispered after the lights had gone out. The two women had moved as close to each other as the lengths of chain holding them would permit.
“More than a year,” answered Serena. Lacy swallowed hard, but said nothing.
Serena continued, “I’ve lost count of the number of men who’ve had me – and every one of them were disgusting…”
“How did you get here?”
“Frank.”
“Frank?”
“He was my fiancé.”
“What!”
“Hard to believe, isn’t it?” Serena laughed bitterly. “I loved him, too. We lived together. I thought he loved me. I thought we were going to get married and live happily ever after. What a chump I was…”
“I’m sorry. What happened?”
“He’d been part of this setup all the time. I guess he thought I was useful for a while. You know, to cook his meals and clean his apartment. Then I guess he just got tired of me, so one day he brought me here. I had no idea where we were going – I just went along like a stupid little puppy…”
Lacy was silent. She remembered how upset Serena had been when Frank had offered her up to be shot by the drunk.
“Well,” Lacy said, trying to sound cheerful. “It’ll all be over soon.” Serena felt for her hand in the darkness and gave it a squeeze.
The next day Lacy was as taut as a wire. She’d escaped the interest of the John’s so far, but her eye was healing rapidly, and she knew it was only a matter of time. The hours crawled by as she waited for their impending escape. Serena talked to her again on their way to the bathroom, and confirmed that they were on schedule.
Meanwhile, she passed the time dreaming about her freedom, and dreaming about seeing Danny again. Danny became the purpose giving her the strength and will to continue, no matter what roadblocks were thrown in her path. 
Someday, she dreamed, she would see his angelic face again. He would hold her in his arms, kiss her once again, and her life would be complete. But for now, there was only survival – and escape.
Late in the morning, Frank brought a John to pick out a girl. Like most that came through, he was middle-aged, ugly, unshaven and filthy. Lacy could see the top of a whiskey flask sticking out of his coat pocket. The two wandered through the room while Frank gave the usual spiel. Lacy’s heart almost stopped when they moved in her direction. Her worst fears were realized when they halted in front of her, and the John seemed to show some interest.
“What happened to her face?” he said. 
“She got in a fight with another girl,” Frank lied. “She’s a wild one – she’ll go non-stop. Don’t worry about her face. You don’t fuck the face!” Frank laughed and nudged the John with his elbow.
“A wild one, eh…” said the John, licking his lips. “That might be good…”
Frank touched the still-unhealed scar on his nose and stared down at Lacy with a self-satisfied grin.
Lacy’s heart pounded as she hunted desperately for a way to escape. She swore she would die before she’d let this creature lay a hand on her, but there was nowhere to run.
“You don’t want a pasty-faced, gimped-up little bitch like that,” A voice came from beside them. It was Mei-Lien. She tossed her beautiful raven black hair seductively, and unbuttoned her shirt, revealing the soft tops of her breasts. “Why don’t you try a real woman?”
The John stared at Mei-Lien. His breathing became heavy, and specks of drool formed at the corners of his mouth. Lacy knew she should say something, but she couldn’t face the prospect of being touched by this disgusting animal.
“Come on…” said Mei-Lien, exaggerating her Chinese accent. “I fuck you blind, big boy. You be my big strong lover!”
The John was actually trembling. “Okay” he finally said, panting now and pointing at Mei-Lien. “I’ll take that one.”
Frank sneered at Lacy as he unchained Mei-Lien and led her and the John to one of the rooms that, thankfully, Lacy had yet to see. Ashamed, she covered her face with her hands. As soon as the others had left, she broke down and cried.



 
 
 
 
 
 
An Old Acquaintance
 
After they finished packing, Richard left Carrie in the cafeteria and headed for his office to phone the police. On the way he stopped by the library and checked his email. There was an entry from Amir Gupta. Excitedly, he opened it and read:
 
Richard,
I did some digging and found this in one of the articles. Check it out:
 
…while the vast bulk of Wild Rose Energy’s holdings are in the province of Alberta, the company maintains a branch office in Surrey, British Columbia, and has interests in Venezuela, Dubai, and Nigeria.
 
What do you know – even I wasn’t aware of that!
 
Cheers,
 Gupta
 
Richard dared to feel optimistic. Though he was technically no closer to finding Danny, at least he’d found evidence of where his brother had been, and had some inkling of what Danny was doing. He’d been able to link an entry in Danny’s journal to a real company – one that once had an office in Surrey. He clung to his meager accomplishments, focusing on them in an attempt to drive away any thoughts about what fate might have overtaken his brother. It had now been just over a week since Danny’s disappearance, but it seemed like a lifetime.
As he dialed, he fought to suppress his optimism, but he couldn’t help but dream that the police had somehow succeeded where he had failed. He contacted Detective Leung, and asked about their progress.
“We’re actively pursuing the case,” said Leung. “No new information so far. If there are any developments I’ll keep you informed.”
“We – meaning your single, part-time, detective.”
“I explained our situation to you…”
“I’ve started to look for Danny myself.”
“Look – you stay out of this. I told you we’re on the case. All you’ll accomplish by interfering is to get yourself cut into pieces and chucked in the Fraser River. You won’t be of much use to Danny then.”
“I’m not going to sit back and do nothing.”
“This isn’t something you or any other civilian should be mixed up in. It’s a Police matter. In any case – I think you have to face up to some things.”
“Like what?”
There was a pause at the other end of the line. Finally Leung said, “Like the probability that your brother is already dead.”
“What!” Richard yelled into the phone, “How dare you…”
“Stay home, Richard,” said Leung. “Stay home and wait. Leave this to the Police. If Danny’s alive, we’ll find him.”
“By the time you find him he’ll be dead of old age!” snapped Richard, and he smashed the phone down on his desk.
 
Still fuming, he went to see Mohinder Bains. He knocked on Bains’ door and was immediately invited in. He fought to compose himself as he sat down and gave Bains a quick overview of his situation.
“Have you talked to the police?” said Bains.
“Yes, I just got off the phone with them. They’ve found nothing.”
“Well, I’m certain they will locate your brother. I have the greatest confidence in them.”
“I have another request to make.”
Bains stared back at him.
“I don’t share your confidence in the police. I don’t believe they’ll ever find Danny. I need to take another weeks’ leave of absence.”
A panicked expression crossed Bains’ face.
“That would make things extremely difficult for me,” he said. “The Innovation Day celebration is imminent, and we need everyone here to take part – you especially because of the importance of what you teach. The ‘Innovation in Agriculture’ pavilion is a crucial part of our contribution.”
“My first week is almost over,” said Richard. “It’s possible that I’ll find Danny in the next couple of days, but it doesn’t look promising. I won’t be of any use to the College or Innovation Day until I know what happened to my brother.”
Bains’ tone became less accommodating. “The Leave of Absence application stipulated one week,” he said, his voice rising. “One Week! I’ve given you leeway even though this important event is rapidly approaching. I know you’re concerned about your brother, but you should let the police handle it. That’s their job. An extra day, possibly…”
“I don’t think that will be enough,” said Richard. “Look, I’m sorry, but these are circumstances beyond my control. It’s a life-and-death situation.”
“I understand that you are having personal problems. But you also have responsibilities here at the College.”
“Is Morrison still covering for me?”
“Mr. Morrison is doing a fine job,” said Bains, and Richard recognized what Bains’ emphasis on ‘fine’ might mean regarding his own state of employment.
“And the Agricultural pavilion is on schedule?”
“Yes, I believe so, though without your supervision I believe they’re planning to scale back certain aspects…”
“So the College hasn’t experienced any major hardship as a result of my absence.”
“The College has been getting along swimmingly without you. That’s not the point. I’m disappointed in you, Richard. What’s happening to you? You’ve always been so dependable and accommodating – we could always rely on you. Do you realize that if you were gone for another week the Innovation Day celebration would be taking place only a few days after your return?”
“Let me tell you something,” said Richard, raising his own voice. “The only family I have left in the world is missing. To be blunt, my brother’s life is vastly more important to me than Innovation Day.” He leaned forward, looking directly at Bains. “And while we’re on the subject of Innovation Day and ‘Man’s Triumph Over Nature’: I’ve spent the past few days fighting my way through what remains of Man’s accomplishments in Surrey. If the past few thousand years of history have been a battle between Mankind and Nature, I’ve got a newsflash for you – Mankind lost.”
Bains gaped at Richard as if he’d never seen him before. There were several uncomfortable seconds of silence. Finally, Bains slid over to the filing cabinet, hauled the top drawer open, and located another Request for Leave of Absence form.
“Taking your situation into account,” he said, “I’ll give you some latitude in this matter, but I hope you won’t test my good nature any further.”
With the signed paper in hand, Richard returned to his office to retrieve his pack. Walking out, he noticed yet another of the ubiquitous posters on the wall beside him – ‘First Annual Innovation Day – Man’s Triumph Over Nature’. With an angry flourish he grabbed the top of the poster, ripped it off the wall, and let it fall to the floor.
 
“The Police are just trying to do their job,” said Carrie as she chased Richard down the steps of the College.
“Well they should try harder,” he said. “We’ll head back to my place. I’ll do a proper repair on the lock.”
They climbed onto their bikes and headed for Richard’s house, wheeling down a main thoroughfare that was decked out with colourful streamers and banners announcing ‘Innovation Day’. After about ten minutes’ ride they reached an intersection jammed with traffic.
Richard felt a sudden chill, and wasn’t sure why. A giant Can-Cartel billboard loomed above them. Suddenly he realized they were passing through the exact spot where he’d exited the stalled streetcar what seemed like an eternity ago. The disturbing images came flooding back into his mind – Danny in the shadows of an alley talking to a tattoo-clad biker. It was the last day he’d seen his brother alive.
He glanced up and for a moment it was as if his daydream had come to life. A paunchy, bearded biker that could well have been Danny’s contact strode across the street not a half-block away and jumped onto a motorbike behind another man. The two tore off into the chaotic traffic before he could react.
Richard scanned around the crisscrossing maze of alleys where he’d first pursued Danny, praying that against all logic he’d see his brother again. There was no sign of Danny, but he saw something else that made his hair stand on end.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Reunion
 
It was a face in profile – one he recognized immediately. It was the face of Matt Foster, Danny’s friend from school. Matt was turned partly away from them, in the direction Richard had seen the biker disappear.
Richard rode quickly up until he was no more than a few feet away, and said, “Matt…”
Matt turned, recognized him, and immediately took off, sprinting down an alley to their left. Richard chased after him, but lost ground turning the bike. Before he could catch up, Matt reached a cross alley and tore around it. To Richard’s surprise the boy soon re-appeared, running in the opposite direction and frantically glancing over his shoulder. Seconds later Richard saw the reason for the direction change as Carrie, on her bike, came charging out of the alley.
Matt fought to cross the intersection and escape the other way, but Richard accelerated and cut him off. Matt was so out of control he ran right into Richard’s bike and fell to the ground. Richard quickly jumped off, hauled the boy to his feet, and slammed him against a nearby brick wall.
“Look out!” Carrie yelled.
Richard glanced down just in time to see Matt pull a knife from his belt. He smashed Matt’s wrist against the wall and the knife clattered to the ground.
He clamped his hand around Matt’s throat. “You were talking to that biker, weren’t you – the one I saw with Danny. You’ve been holding out on me.”
“Fuck you!” said Matt, “I already told you everything.”
“Then why were you running?”
“You scared me.”
“Cut the crap,” said Richard, tightening his grip. “Matt…Foster – that’s your last name. You’re ‘F’ aren’t you?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Danny’s journal – ‘F says C can get transportation’. F is you, isn’t it. What haven’t you told me? I’ll break your neck, so help me!”
Matt’s face turned red and his eyes bulged out.
“Okay,” he croaked.
Richard relaxed his grip, but kept Matt pinned against the wall.
“Danny told me he needed transportation,” said Matt. “He didn’t say why. I set him up with a guy I know.”
“What guy?”
“A guy named Crack. He’s a soldier in one of the militias around town. He can get anything. I set up a meeting between Danny and Crack. That’s all I know, I swear…”
“Why didn’t you tell me this before?”
“Crack doesn’t like his name tossed around. It might have gotten back to him.”
“That biker you were talking to – who is he?”
“He’s one of Crack’s gang – a guy named Peachy. I was trying to set up a deal with Crack, but he wasn’t interested.”
“A deal for Danny?”
“No, No, I swear. I don’t know anything else about Danny.”
“So where can I find this ‘Crack’.”
 “You can’t – not directly. I could put out the word and maybe meet with Peachy again, but it’d take a few days.”
Richard tightened his grip. “You’d better not be lying to me…”
“I’m not. That’s all I know.”
Richard let go and Matt collapsed to the ground.
“Get lost!” said Richard. Matt staggered to his feet and loped away.
“I’ll find you if you’re lying,” Richard called after him.
Richard turned to Carrie, “Thanks for the help cutting him off. What would I do without you?”
“You've come a long way from the timid schoolteacher I met a week or so ago.”
“Does that mean you’re glad you didn’t let them execute me back in Surrey?”
“I’ll reserve judgment on that,” she said, smiling.
They jumped back on their bikes and started to ride.
“Let’s forget about going back to my place,” said Richard as they rode.
“What?”
“Remember Danny’s journal? Remember he talked about someone called ‘C’? ‘C can get transportation’? Well C can stand for Chuck, Clarence…or Crack! Matt might not know how to find Crack, but if by some miracle he’s still alive, I know somebody who would probably know all about him.”
 
After about an hour’s ride they arrived at Jim Keller’s place. Richard accelerated when he spotted a wisp of smoke rising near the RV, and he said a silent prayer that Keller had somehow survived.
His prayer was answered when Keller shouted “Hey there!” from across the yard. He strode toward them with an armful of firewood.
“Hi!” returned Richard, waving. “Thank God you’re alive. I thought you’d had it for sure.”
Keller dropped the wood beside the fire, then walked over and he and Richard embraced.
“That makes two of us,” he said. “So – you’re still breathing. Thank God! I’m surprised I must say – but pleased of course. Not only are you alive, but you’ve done pretty well for yourself.” He nodded toward Carrie. Carrie blushed.
“This is Carrie Anderson,” Richard said, feeling warmth rush to his own cheeks. “Carrie, this is my uncle, Jim Keller. He helped me jump the train to Surrey in the first place.”
“Against every sensible fiber in my being,” said Keller. “But you survived – thrived even – looks like hardship and danger agree with you.”
Seconds later Zonk came tearing around the back of the RV and leapt up on Richard, panting and barking with uncharacteristic excitement. Richard ruffed the dog’s fur affectionately.
“Zonk,” he said. “You’re here too. Believe it or not, I’ve missed you.”
“After I got back on my feet I stopped off and picked him up at the shelter,” said Keller.
“This is Zonk?” said Carrie. “Somehow he’s not what I pictured.”
“This is Zonk,” said Richard. “He’s not much to look at, but he grows on you.”
“Hi, Zonk,” said Carrie, patting Zonk’s head and scratching under his chin.
“Keep scratching him there and you’ll have a friend for life,” said Richard. Zonk was in ecstasy. His tongue lolled around in his mouth and his eyes glazed over with pleasure.
“What happened to you – on the train?” Richard said to Keller.
“Takes more than a railway guard to do in an old dog like me,” said Keller. “Bastard shot me, but the bullet didn’t hit anything important,” Keller lifted his shirt to reveal a large patch over his midsection. “He caught up with me and we fought. In the end the guard made the jump – unwillingly, of course. I was hurt too bad to jump after that and by the time I got myself stitched up I had no idea how to find you. To tell the truth I’d given you up for dead.”
“Lucky for me I found a guardian angel,” said Richard, smiling over at Carrie. 
She blushed again. “I’ve been called a lot of things in my life, but I think that’s a first.”
Keller’s expression was somber. “Did you have any luck finding Danny?”
“I found a place where I’m sure he’d been, but I’m not sure how recently, and there was nothing to indicate where he went.”
“Sorry to hear that,” said Keller. “Is there anything I can do to help?”
“As a matter of fact,” said Richard. “I had a run-in with Danny’s school friend on the way here. It turns out he’d been holding out on me – now he says he introduced Danny to some gangster, but he claims he doesn’t know how to find the guy. I was hoping that with your connections you might be able to help.”
“Hey, my connections are with the street people, not street gangs,” said Keller.
“Sorry,” said Richard. “I didn’t mean to imply…”
“That’s okay,” said Keller, smiling. “Matter of fact, I probably do know a little bit. Who is it you’re looking for?”
A guy named ‘Crack’,” said Richard.
Keller’s face fell.
“You know him?”
“Yeah, I know him – know of him at least. Sorry to have to tell you, but Crack’s about as bad as they get – a real bona fide psychopathic killer. There’s a few of his kind around – too many. Not only is life worth nothing to them, they get a charge out of taking it away from other people. That guy would literally just as soon kill you as look at you.”
“And Danny was hanging out with him…” said Richard, hanging his head.
“I’m sorry,” said Keller. “Come on in the RV and I’ll tell you what I know. It isn’t much, but it’ll be a start.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
A Horse, a Rope and a Plan
 
The time for their escape approached and, as they had planned, Serena came to take Lacy to the bathroom. There was a tense moment when another girl insisted she be taken first, but Serena told her to hold it until they got back. Just as they were about to leave, Lacy whispered into Serena’s ear: “Give me your keys – I’m going to give them to Mei-Lien.”
“That’s not a good idea,” Serena whispered back.
“We can’t just leave them here.”
“Are you two gonna get going?” yelled the girl who had wanted to go first. “I gotta pee here!”
Serena passed the keys to Lacy, who knelt down with her back to the others. She slipped the keys to Mei-Lien and whispered, “I’ll never forget what you did for me. Give us half an hour. Then do whatever you want.”
She rose, leaving Mei-Lien with a shocked expression, and the two quickly headed out into the hallway.
On the way, Serena whispered, “That wasn’t very smart, but I guess your heart’s in the right place. So far, everything’s going great. They left about fifteen minutes ago, and Frank went back to his room. He said he was going to take a nap. It’s now or never.” She gave Lacy’s hand a squeeze.
They reached the end of the second corridor and Serena opened the door. The horse stood a few yards from the elevator shaft, calmly occupied with its feedbag. The cage was no longer in sight. Obviously, thought Lacy,
because now it’s down on the ground floor.
Serena handed Lacy one of the pairs of makeshift mitts, and one of the knives, a sturdy hunting knife with a partly serrated blade.
“Where on earth did you get this?” whispered Lacy.
“Never mind that,” answered Serena. “You go first.”
“Why me?”
“I’ll keep watch in case somebody comes. Come on – hurry – we haven’t got all day.”
Lacy shoved the knife firmly into her belt, put on the mitts, and reached out for the rope. She glanced over at the horse, but it was ignoring her. She pulled the rope toward her and got a good grip, then took a deep breath and threw herself out into the center of the shaft. She could tell right away that her arm muscles wouldn’t last long holding her full weight. She struggled to slide down quickly without burning her hands. As she started downward, she heard Serena whisper,
“Good luck. I’ll be right behind you.”
The rope angled out, as apparently Serena was pulling it toward her, preparing for her own descent. Suddenly, the little rope beside Lacy jiggled, and the bell at the top of the shaft rang out loudly.
“Oh shit shit shit shit shit!” she heard Serena say.
The horse started walking, and Lacy started moving upwards. Above her, through the open shaft, she heard the door opening, then Frank’s voice screaming,
“What are you doin’ in here!”
Lacy heard a scuffle, then a thud, and Frank yelled, 
“You fucking bitch I’m gonna kill you!”
There was a violent struggle on the floor above her. She rose higher and higher, until she was less than a floor from the shaft opening. 
Hugo’s voice boomed from below, “What goin’ on up there!”
“She’s trying to get away!” Frank screamed.
Lacy heard the crack of bone against bone. Serena screamed.
Lacy was almost at the top of the shaft. The light from the room illuminated her, and she heard Jun’s voice yell, “Look, somebody’s up there – hanging from the rope!”
She reached the opening and swung herself over and onto the floor just as gunshots echoed from below and several bullets whizzed by. She scanned around the room. Serena and Frank were wrestling on the floor, both covered in blood. She wasn’t sure whose blood until they rolled over and she saw Serena’s knife sticking out of Frank’s back.
Serena spotted her and screamed, “Cut the rope! Cut the rope or we’re dead!”
Lacy was confused.
“Cut the fucking rope!” screamed Serena. “Hurry!”
Finally, Lacy understood. She ran to the rope supporting the rising elevator cage, pulled out the knife and began to saw through the rough strands. The horse had been driven into a panic by the gunshots. By turns it lunged ahead, bucked and kicked out its hind legs, stopped, and bellowed frantically. The rope jerked violently back and forth through Lacy’s hands. It was hard to make a sustained cut. The makeshift mitt on her left hand helped her grip the rope as it moved.
She checked Serena. She was still wrestling with Frank. He was dying, but hadn’t given up the fight.
“You fucking whores!” Lacy heard Hugo’s bellow from a point frighteningly close to the top of the shaft opening. “When I get up there you bitches are dead meat!” As if to punctuate the threat, he fired several shots up through the shaft into the room. One of the bullets ricocheted off a pipe in the ceiling. Lacy heard a gasp, and glanced over to see Serena holding her side. She was kneeling beside Frank, who was now either spent or dead.
“I’m hit!” she said.
She staggered over to where Lacy continued to saw at the rope. The latest gunshots had driven the horse berserk. With a furious shake of its head it threw off its feedbag and bucked, screamed, and kicked blindly at the walls of its prison. Its progress down the hallway all but stopped, and it sometimes even moved backwards.
Serena crawled over and peered down into the elevator shaft. She screamed as several more gunshots whistled up from below. The shots missed, but drove the horse into an even more desperate frenzy. Lacy was thrown off her feet as she clung to the snapping rope. One second it would be so taut she swore it would break, the next it would be loose in her hand. She had cut about two thirds of the way through, and was sawing at the remaining third in a panic. 
She glanced over and saw a hand reach out of the elevator shaft to grip the edge of the floor. Serena pulled off a shoe and hammered at the fingers with the heel. Jun’s scream echoed down the shaft as his body fell past the cage to the ground eight floors below.
Lacy had cut the rope almost through; she was sure it would snap any second. Inexplicably, the horse began to plow forward, as if somewhere deep within its terrified brain it had suddenly remembered its mission. In seconds, the cage had risen high enough that Hugo could almost reach his hand above the level of the floor. He began firing off his gun in random directions, hoping to hit something.
The renewed gunfire drove the horse into a blind fury. It stood rampant and charged brainlessly forward, bellowing and foaming at the mouth. Lacy heard a loud pop as the rope stretched as taut as a piano wire.
She looked down at her cut. The last few strands snapped and curled back. With a deafening crack that knocked her off her feet, the rope finally snapped in two. One end followed the elevator cage down the shaft. A torrent of curses and screams echoed from below as the cage careened off of one wall of the shaft, then another. Lacy was gratified that the last pathetic shriek she heard came from the voice of Boris.
The horse, freed from its burden, exploded down the hallway, kicking and screaming. It was as if the pain of all the years caged in the dark corridor had climaxed in an uncontrollable fury that it now chose to unleash on anything nearby. It reached the end, where the stairwell had been blocked off and, whether through some dim understanding of what was behind it or just through blind rage, began kicking at the barrier with its hind legs.
Lacy crawled over to Serena, who still lay beside the open shaft.
“Can you stand up?” Lacy said.
“I don’t know.”
Serena turned to hoist herself up. A patch of blood was expanding over her midsection.
Lacy could hear the wood shattering as the horse lashed out at the stairwell barrier. She sprinted down and got as close as she dared. The horse had knocked an opening almost big enough for them to squeeze through, and it continued to hammer away with its hind legs. Occasionally, the poor animal would stop and charge up the hallway, kicking at the walls as it went.
She rushed back to Serena.
“We’ve got to go down the stairs!” she yelled above the horse’s screams. “We’ve got to get you to a hospital.”
Lacy put her arm around the other girl and helped her to her feet. There was a large puddle of blood where Serena had lain.
“The horse knocked a hole in the barrier,” She yelled into Serena’s ear. “We’ll wait until it moves away then sneak past it to the stairs.”
“It’ll kick us to death!” panted Serena, who looked worse by the second.
“We’ve got no choice,” yelled Lacy.
As if in answer to her prayers, the horse paused in its frenzy of destruction and bucked up the hallway toward them.
“Now!” yelled Lacy. The two stumbled down the passage, Lacy supporting Serena’s weight. They approached the panic-stricken horse and pressed themselves against the farthest wall. They were almost past when the horse unleashed a massive kick with its hind legs. The wall beside Lacy’s head exploded as the kick missed her by inches. She dragged Serena out of the horse’s range and toward the opening.
When they got to the barrier she could see that the hole was no larger than when she’d first checked. A length of two-by-six effectively cut it in half, leaving two openings, neither wide enough for them to squeeze through. Lacy pulled at the remaining board. She glanced at Serena. The girl’s eyes were partly closed, and her chin was resting on her chest.
“Stay awake,” Lacy yelled. Serena lifted her head and looked around. 
Lacy jammed her knife into the gap behind the board and pulled with all her strength.
“The horse is coming back!” cried Serena.
Lacy glanced over. The horse was careening down the hallway toward them. She applied the entire weight of her body to the knife. The blade snapped, and the handle flew up, landing with a ‘pinging’ sound. Lacy fell backwards and banged her head on the floor. She almost blacked out, but with a shake of her head forced herself awake. She stared up at the board. The knife blade was still jammed into the gap, but the board had pulled out more than an inch. 
The horse was about ten yards away and coming fast. She could now get both hands into the gap, and she pulled at the loosened board, bracing both feet against the wall. With a snap the board finally broke free and they could pass through. She positioned Serena in front of the opening.
“Go,” she yelled. “Hurry! The horse is right behind us!”
“I’m tired,” said Serena, as white as death.
“Come on,” said Lacy. “We’re almost out!”
Serena entered the opening. Lacy supported most of the other girl’s weight, and, pushing with all her strength, finally squeezed Serena through. As soon as it was clear, Lacy jumped through herself. She’d no sooner reached the other side when the wall above their heads was shattered by a new blow from the horse’s hooves. The crashing and screaming of the horse was deafening as they half ran, half staggered down the stairwell.
“I don’t know if I can make it,” said Serena, when they had gone down a couple of floors.
“You can do it,” said Lacy. “Come on – put your weight on me. Come on!”
They had gone down three floors when Lacy heard a horrifying sound. The horse had punched a hole through the barrier, and was now crashing down the stairs, all the while bellowing and kicking at the stairwell walls.
“Oh my God!” she said. “We’re dead if we don’t make it out of here before it gets to us! Here – climb on my back.”
Serena wrapped her arms around Lacy’s shoulders and her legs weakly around Lacy’s waist. As soon as she was in place, Lacy took off, taking two stairs at a time, trying desperately to maintain her hold on Serena, who was weakening with every stride.
They heard the horse crashing down closer and closer. Lacy prayed that it would break a leg or injure itself, but it just seemed to keep coming. It was right behind them, about to turn the last bend in the stairway above, when Lacy finally saw the light from the outside door. She gripped Serena’s clasped hands tightly and raced toward the light, emerging from the stairwell doorway just as Serena began to slide off. 
She cushioned the now unconscious girl’s fall to the ground and dragged her out of the way seconds before the horse burst through the door and out into the street. It bucked, kicked up, and screamed in rage for several minutes until suddenly, as if it finally dawned on the poor beast that it had actually escaped, it settled down and began a slow canter around the square in front of the building.
Lacy turned to Serena. “We made it!” she cried. Serena opened her eyes weakly.
“Wha…” she mumbled.
“We made it, Serena. We made it out!”
“We made it!” Serena repeated in a whisper. “Thank God!” The two hugged and cried on each other’s shoulders. Seconds later, Serena slumped over limply. Lacy felt for a pulse, but found none. She knelt over her friend’s body, took her in her arms and cried like a baby.
“No! No! We made it! We made it! You were so close – so close!” she sobbed.
The whine of Mosquito bikes and the blare of police sirens echoed toward them.



 
 
 
 
 
 
A Reckless Act
 
Richard gave Zonk a pat as he and Carrie followed Keller into the RV and sat down around the table. Keller went out to the fire-pit and soon returned with tea for all of them.
“Crack’s one of the most notorious gangsters in the city,” he said as he sipped his tea. “He’s attached to one of the most powerful militias, an ultra-right-wing outfit called the ‘Triumph of the Will’ – ‘Triumph’ for short. “They’ve got a fanatical belief in the philosophy of ‘every man for himself’. Their big beef is energy. They resent government control of energy sources, and they resent them being rationed out – you know – Energy Triage and such.
“I don’t think Crack could give a damn about Triumph and their philosophy – he just wants the chance to butcher at will, and maybe share in any power they might grab if they win. There's lots of other gangs, militias, armies, etcetera out there, all fighting to fill the law and order vacuum. The ‘real’ army’s power depends on mobility, and mobility depends on cheap energy. They’ve never been able to come up with a practical electric tank or jet fighter, and the cops are stuck with those piddly little Mosquitoes. Without energy, it’s tough for either of them to enforce the rule of law.”
“So does this Crack have some kind of regular hangout?” said Richard.
Keller stared at him. “Look, you’re not going to be of any use to Danny if you’re dead. If he’s still alive, you want to be around to help him. Believe me, if you tangle with Crack and his crowd you won’t be. What are you planning to do – stroll up to Crack and ask him what he did with Danny?”
“You said yourself that if I leave this to the cops, nothing will happen,” said Richard. “It’s been over a week now, and they’re still convinced Danny’s either not really missing or dead. Even if they were serious about the case, they’ve got more pressing problems than one missing kid. Can you honestly tell me that you disagree with that assessment?”
Keller stared into his teacup for several seconds.
“These guys move around constantly,” he finally said, looking up. “I know some people who could probably find out where Crack is at the moment, but I’d have to go to town and talk to my contacts. How do you two feel about looking after the old homestead for a day?”
“Actually, it might be just as well for us to stay here. Somebody broke into my place while I was gone. They didn’t take anything, just tore the place up. It might not be safe to stay there right now.”
Keller looked up in shock. “They didn’t take anything?”
“Just from the garden - maybe something scared them off.”
“Maybe,” said Keller, shaking his head. “It’s too late for me to leave now. I’d want to meet with my people and be holed up indoors before dark. We’ll have to wait until morning and I can be off first thing. There’s room in the RV for all of us. It’ll be a bit cramped, but it’s only one night.”
“Thanks – I appreciate it.”
“Look – you sure this is what you want? ‘Cause I’m not exaggerating here – this guy is a murdering psychopath, and he’s got a gang of murdering psychopaths working for him. Maybe you should check out some other options first.”
“I’ve explored all the other options. We know that Danny was hanging out with Crack. Now Danny’s missing. You can bet Crack’s got something to do with it.”
“Okay, okay” said Keller. “I’ll head out tomorrow. Let’s not talk about it anymore. Come on outside. I’ve got a special treat for you two.”
Carrie spoke up, “Would you mind if I took a nap? I’m pretty exhausted.”
“No problem,” said Keller. “Just a second and I’ll set up the bunk for you.”
 
***
 
Carrie slept for a couple of hours and woke feeling surprisingly refreshed. As she slid down from the bunk, she heard strange sounds coming from outside. Warily, she tiptoed to the door. Richard and Keller were sitting by the fire-pit. Each had a sawed-off stump for a chair and a glass jar half-filled with a golden liquid in one hand. Zonk sat between them.
They rocked back and forth, singing:
 
Awwwwr you my darling
Awwwwr you my love
Awwwwr you an angel sent from above
 
They would sing each ‘awwwwr’ as if they were howling, and with each howl, Zonk would join in and actually howl along. Carrie doubled over laughing. The singing continued:
 
Awwwwwr you the answer to all of my prayers
O please say that you awwwwr, say that you awwwwr
 
She wandered over to join them.
“Hello, sleepyhead,” called Richard on seeing her, with a slur in his voice. “Sorry if we woke you. Jim and I were just teaching Zonk a song.”
“And I see Jim’s been teaching you where he keeps his bootleg hooch,” laughed Carrie.
“Well – yeah – that too,” he admitted.
“It’s good to see you loosening up a bit,” said Carrie.
“Hey, I’m loose, baby,” laughed Richard. “Here - have a drink.” 
“Is it drinkable?”
“Nectar of the Gods.”
“Then sure – deal me in.”
Richard stood up and began to sway. Carrie jumped forward and grabbed his glass.
“I think maybe you’ve had enough for one day,” she said.
“Yeah, maybe,” he answered. “Jim, what the hell’s in this stuff?”
“An old family recipe,” laughed Keller, “and a trade secret.”
“Come on,” said Carrie, putting her arm around Richard’s waist and guiding him to the RV. “I think it’s bedtime for you young man.”
“Who you callin’ young!” Richard drawled as she led him into the RV.
A few minutes later she re-emerged and joined Keller at the fire. Zonk lay with his eyes closed by Keller’s feet.
“Is that offer of a drink still open?” she said, sitting down on Richard’s vacated stump.
“Absolutely,” said Keller. He went inside the RV for a few seconds and emerged with a clean jar.
“He’s dead to the world,” Keller said, tilting his head back toward the RV. He twisted the cap off of a bottle filled with the golden liquid and began to pour.
“Not too much,” said Carrie. “I don’t want to end up like him.”
“Sure,” said Keller. “Just a touch to wet your whistle.” He poured an inch or so into the jar and handed it to her. He held up his own jar for a toast:
“To seeking…and finding,” he said, and clinked his glass against hers.
“To seeking and finding,” she repeated, “alive.”
“Amen to that,” said Keller. "And speaking of that, somehow I get the feeling that you're a lot of the reason why he's still alive.” Again Keller motioned with his head toward the RV.
"For somebody that's never been outside of the city, he's done okay,” said Carrie. “But I'm not sure how long he would have lasted without anyone to help him. I couldn't just let him go off and throw his life away."
"But that's not the only reason…"
"What?"
"That's not the only reason you're helping him."
Carrie felt herself blushing.
"Well, yeah – I guess," she finally answered.
"So you're planning to go with him when he runs off looking for Crack?”
“Yeah.”
“However you feel about him, I hope I’ve impressed on you the danger we're going to be facing."
"We?"
"You don’t think I’m going to miss out on this do you? I've never shied away from a fight before, and I'm not about to start now. I don’t know what we’re going to do if and when we actually catch up with Crack, but I can guarantee that whatever it is will involve an insane amount of danger. We're talking life and death here.”
"You and I have both beaten the odds so far,” said Carrie, “Maybe a miracle will happen and we’ll beat them again. If not…I’m not afraid to die.”
Keller said nothing, but reached out with a stick and poked at the fire. A swirling halo of sparks rose on a column to the sky.
 
***
 
The next morning Keller threw some things into a backpack and was gone. After breakfast, Richard and Carrie sat around the fire. Richard absently scratched Zonk behind the ears.
“So this is the dog you got to protect yourself?” Carrie said.
“Yeah…Well, I admit that he’s not exactly your ideal guard dog…”
“I think ‘not exactly’ is kind of an understatement. So is there anything else he can do?”
“Uh… shake a paw?” he suggested. As if feeling the need to defend his dog, he looked down at Zonk and actually said, “Come on, Zonk. Shake a paw…” he thrust out his hand hopefully. 
Zonk lay on the ground. Only his eyes moved, gazing up at Richard as if he had no idea what he was talking about. 
“He can do it,” Richard insisted. “He’s probably just tired right now or something.”
“He’s been sleeping all night. He just woke up.”
“Well, maybe he didn’t sleep very well – how do I know?”
Carrie just shook her head.
“Anyway,” said Richard. “It was Danny who really wanted Zonk. They seemed to form an instant bond.”
“Well, no accounting for taste,” said Carrie. “But I guess that’s a fair enough reason to keep Zonk around. He is kind of lovable in an innocuous sort of way.”
“Don’t you listen to her, Zonk,” crooned Richard, putting his hands over the dog’s ears. “Don’t let the mean woman upset you.”
They sat without speaking for several seconds.
“I’m sorry about what happened back at the College,” Richard said suddenly, breaking the silence. “I’m more attracted to you…”
“You don’t have to explain anything,” said Carrie. “Take whatever time you need. I want you to be sure.”
“Oh, I’m sure,” said Richard, reaching out and taking her hand. “It’s been on my mind since we left, and I’ve decided that I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life.”
Gently he took her in his arms and kissed her. They strolled together hand in hand to Keller’s RV.
 
Keller returned late that afternoon.
“Good to see you back safe and sound,” said Richard. “How did the trip go?”
“Let’s go in and sit down,” Keller gestured toward the RV, “and we can talk about it.”
“Well,” Keller said, once they were settled in, “my contacts were able to find out where Crack is holed up right now. He’s laying low in an abandoned industrial park about an hour’s bike ride northeast of here. He’s been there for a couple of weeks, and he’s getting ready to move, so if we’re going to do anything, it better happen soon.”
Keller pulled a map from his pack and spread it out on the table.
“We’re here,” He pointed at a red dot on the map that marked the beginning of a thick red line.
“According to my sources,” Keller said. “Crack is right here.” He pointed another red dot at the other end. Richard made careful note of the path.
“Does this place have a name?” Richard said.
“Apparently it used to be called ‘Keating Industrial Park’, though they weren’t sure whether the name was still visible anywhere. It should be easy to find though. We just get onto Broadway follow it east until we hit Kensington.” He ran his finger slowly along the red line on the map. “Five blocks north on Kensington should put us in the immediate area. After that we should be able to find it by sight.”
“Realistically, what can we actually do?” Carrie said.
“Against Crack?” Keller said, shrugging his shoulders. “Not much. There’s no way the three of us can tackle him head on – we’d just be throwing our lives away. I think our best bet is to lie in wait nearby, maybe ambush one or two of his gang as they leave the compound, assuming we ever get that kind of opportunity, pray that it’s somebody who actually knows something about Danny, and somehow force them to give us the information. We’ll have a better idea what our options are after we’ve seen Crack’s setup."
“There’s no ‘we’ here,” said Richard. “You’ve both already done more than your share to help me. If this guy’s as bad as you say…”
“Hey!” Carrie turned on him. “I’ll be the one to say whether or not I’m going with you.”
“That goes for me too,” said Keller. “You and Danny are the closest thing I have to family. It’s my decision whether I go, not yours.”
“You said yourself that it would be suicide for me to tangle with Crack,” said Richard. “I can’t ask you two to commit suicide along with me.”
“You’re not asking me,” said Keller. “I’m telling you – I’m going. Maybe the three of us would be crazy to stake out Crack’s hideout together, but you’d be absolutely barking mad and hell-bent on throwing your life away to go there alone.”
“But…” Richard began.
“Richard – just forget it.” said Carrie. “I’m not going to let you go alone. Don’t even think about it.”
“Look,” said Keller. “Let’s just accept that whatever happens we’re all in this together. Even with the three of us it’s a long shot, but if we play our cards right and lady luck is with us we might beat the odds. Anyway it’s too late in the day to do anything now. We’ll head over tomorrow and check the place out. Maybe some ideas will come once we’ve actually seen it.”
Deliberately changing the subject, Keller said, “Anybody up for dinner?”
He rose from the table and made his way outside, folding the map and laying it on a far corner of one of the upper kitchen shelves on his way. Carrie followed behind him. Richard waited until both were out of sight, then reached up and stuffed the map in his shirt.
 
It was late in the evening and both Carrie and Keller were asleep when Richard carefully swung the RV door open and slipped outside. He hoped that even if they should hear him leave they would assume that he was just getting up to relieve himself.
He tiptoed to the spot where he’d hidden his pack – behind the back wheel of the RV. The sleeping shape of Zonk lay a few yards from the door. Zonk heard him and lifted his head, but soon laid it back down sleepily, without barking.
Richard breathed a sigh of relief and blessed the dog’s passive nature. He silently grabbed his pack and walked toward the trail to the outhouse, as if he really was going to relieve himself, but then doubled back to where he had secretly parked his bike. Glancing back he noticed Zonk standing as if to follow him, and cursed himself for not thinking to tie the dog up earlier.
He raised his hand and whispered, “Zonk – no – stay,” To his relief Zonk lay back down and seemed to relax.
He unlocked the bike and rode off into the night.



 
 
 
 
 
 
The Ride to Danny's
 
Lacy knelt holding Serena’s lifeless body, desperately trying to think what to do next. Suddenly screams and cascading footsteps echoed down from the stairwell above. Seconds later, a stream of hysterical girls came pouring out of the opening, shielding their eyes from the light of day and running in every direction, ignoring Lacy and Serena. Lacy saw Mei-Lien emerge from the doorway. Mei-Lien spotted her and ran over.
“Thank you! You saved our lives!” she cried, and hugged Lacy in gratitude. Finally she noticed Serena.
“Oh, poor Serena – I’m so sorry. But we’ve got to get out of here! The cops will be here any minute. You don’t want to have to deal with them. Come with me. We’ll find my family and you can stay with them.”
“No,” said Lacy dejectedly. “Get away. I’ll be leaving soon.”
“Good luck,” said Mei-Lien, and she turned to leave.
“Mei-Lien – wait,” Lacy said.
Mei-Lien stopped and anxiously turned in her direction.
“How do I get to East Vancouver from here?”
She pointed at the street in front of them. “Go down this road until you hit a street called Denman. Turn left, cross the bridge and keep going until you hit a street called Broadway. Turn left again and after a while you’ll reach East Van.”
“How far is it?” called Lacy.
“A long way on foot – maybe ten or twelve miles.”
Lacy’s heart sank even further. She was already exhausted, and still had a long way to go.
“Thanks,” she said. Mei-Lien waved and took off as fast as she could go down an alley. The whine of the police bikes grew louder. Lacy knew she had to move, but hated to abandon the girl who had saved her life. Finally she thought: Serena died trying to help me escape. She’d want me to get away, even if she can’t, so that’s what I’m going to do.
She glanced over at the horse. It had calmed down completely. She approached the animal and reached out to touch its shoulder. At first it snorted and shied away, but after a few seconds she was able to stroke its neck and whisper a few soothing words in its ear.
She reached for a length of rope hanging from the horse’s head and led it down an alleyway parallel to the road Mei-Lien had indicated. She soon reached an open square out of sight the main streets. Continuing to stroke the horse’s neck, she untied the remnant of the elevator rope from its harness. It flicked its ears and nodded its head in response.
Now for the hard part, Lacy thought, as she grabbed one of the harness straps that had held the elevator rope and hauled herself up onto the horse’s back. It bucked and neighed half-heartedly, but was apparently too tired to care, and finally settled down. She was uncomfortable on its back, with no saddle, but found she could hook her feet into the harness straps to help her hold on, and she remembered enough about riding to control the animal with the rope attached to its head. With a friendly click from Lacy, and a shake of the rope, the horse began to plod toward Denman Street.
“I’m going to call you Serena,” she said, patting the horse’s neck affectionately. “You can escape for her. How does that sound?”
It gave a gentle snort, and nodded its head as if in agreement.
“Oh – you agree, do you?” she said, smiling. “It’s settled then. Serena – let’s head for East Van.”
As Mei-Lien had directed, she located Denman Street a few blocks away. She turned left down a less traveled alley parallel to it, and headed southeast toward the bridge, which she could just make out in the distance. Behind her, a chorus of blaring sirens and whining Mosquitoes converged.
The horse didn’t like being on the street, but with constant coaxing it kept moving, and they plodded toward the massive bridge in the distance. Danny’s map covered only a tiny section of the city; her only hope of finding her way back was to locate a landmark or sign that she could follow. She realized that, though she knew the general direction, for all practical purposes she was completely and utterly lost.
Gigantic steel spans loomed above them as Lacy and Serena plodded toward the threshold of the bridge. The horse was reluctant to step onto the bridge deck. Lacy kicked gently at her haunches and clicked encouragement, and she grudgingly began the climb to the crest of the massive arch. Lacy had kept to the back streets on the way, but now had no choice but to cross, in full view of anyone who happened to be around. Motor-scooters screamed by several times, and with each passing Serena tossed her head and kicked up her back heels.
“It’s okay, Serena,” Lacy crooned, giving the horse a gentle pat on the neck. “I’ll take care of you. Don’t be afraid.”
Lacy was terrified that one of the motorbikes might backfire, imitating the gunshots that had driven the horse to madness earlier. To her immense relief that never happened. 
On the far side she shifted again to the back alleys. The buildings she passed were neglected and crumbling, like most of those she'd seen since returning to the city. Clotheslines crisscrossed the laneways; the hanging shirts and underwear waved like parade banners in the light breeze. The back of every building was heavily fenced, and the frantic barking of guard dogs followed her progress. Often a curtain would move aside and the outline of a watchful face would appear in the shadows. She kept moving, guessing that nobody would report her as long as she wasn’t a threat. Behind most fences she could see the green of home gardens, sometimes being tilled or weeded by one of the tenants.
After an hour or so she took a chance and moved onto Broadway, hoping to spot a sign or landmark that would indicate where she was. The traffic was light, but even so there were constant stares at the bruised and blood-spattered girl riding a horse with no saddle. She decided that such a public route was a mistake and returned to the much less traveled side-alleys.
Twenty minutes later she started to panic; without any direction she might never find Danny’s house. Again she risked the main street, and was soon rewarded. She turned a corner and was ecstatic when she spotted a beaten-up sign-post that read: ‘East Vancouver Community College’, with an arrow pointing to the right. Ten minutes later she was within sight of the College, an aging and run-down but handsome stone building. 
It occurred to her that Danny’s brother might be there. She considered going in, then looked down at her torn and bloodstained clothing and thought about her bruised face, and decided against it. The College might choose to call the police, and that was a complication she wanted to avoid. Using Danny’s map, it was easy to find her way back to the Hamptons’ house.
She tied the horse to one of the gateposts of the fence. The gate was now unlocked and the front door latch damaged, though a repair job had been done on the lock. She knocked several times, and peered through the windows. There was no-one home.
She led Serena through the front yard, then through a second gate and into the back, to a spot hidden from the street. There she tied the horse to a small tree near a patch of grass to nibble on. Returning to the front door, she examined the latch more closely. Whoever had fixed the lock had done a quick and dirty job – a firm pull would easily unlatch it. She hated breaking into someone’s home, especially Danny’s, but she was desperate – she was sure he would understand. She grabbed the latch and twisted it hard. It broke apart immediately.
Inside, a short, narrow hallway led into the living room. She gazed in awe at the luxuriousness of the palace that was Danny’s home. It had upholstered furniture, real glass windows, even proper pictures on the walls. Most incredibly, when she walked over and flipped a switch on one wall, an electric light blinked on.
On the mantel above the fireplace she found several photographs. One showed Danny in what must have been a school picture. She giggled to herself. He looked totally geeky and sort of bewildered. In another, Danny was sitting with a young man. That must be Danny’s brother, she thought. She examined it carefully. It might be important to recognize him if she ever saw him.
Finally, off to the side, away from the others, was a tiny photograph of a much younger Danny, his brother, and an older man and woman – Danny’s mother and father? She could see a resemblance. All were beaming, and had their arms around each other. Poor Danny, she thought, suddenly yearning to go and comfort him.
The thought snapped her out of her daydreaming, and she set about preparing to head back to Surrey. First, she secured the front door, using some lamp cord she found in one of the closets to bind it shut. It wouldn’t stop a determined intruder, but at least they would make some noise that she would hear.
Her next priority was to get out of her filthy, bloodstained clothes. She found what she assumed was Danny’s bedroom and picked out a sweatshirt and some pants that looked like they would fit, albeit with lots of room to spare. The bathroom was unbelievably luxurious. It even had a shower – a far cry from washing herself on the river bank. 
She figured out how to run it, stripped off her filthy clothes, and enthusiastically jumped in. Hot water! She’d died and gone to heaven! She scrubbed the grime and blood from her body, at the same time scrubbing away the horrific memories of what had happened over the past few days. Thoughts of Serena returned to her suddenly, and the shower droplets mingled with her own tears.
She dried herself and got into Danny’s clothes. There was something comforting about wearing them, as if he was touching her, enveloping her with his presence. She felt safe and happy for the first time since she’d left Surrey. She was also tired. She wandered back into Danny’s room and collapsed on his bed, vowing not to sleep for more than an hour or so. According to the clock on the dresser – another luxury! It was 2 PM. She would sleep until 3 and then head back to Surrey. Any later and she would risk traveling at night. She laid her head down and was immediately asleep, dreaming of Danny.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Crack's Lair
 
Richard rode through the night, stopping only once or twice to check the stolen map. The evening was warm, and the breeze against his face invigorating. A quarter moon lit the edges of the fluffy clouds dotting the night sky. Away from even the feeble lights of what remained of civilization, the sky sparkled with billions of stars. 
He wasn’t sure what he would do when he got where he was going. There was no way that he, acting alone, could hope to implement Keller’s plan of ambushing one of Crack’s gang. Instead, he’d formed a vague plan to find a way into Crack’s lair, eavesdrop on him and the others, and hope to hear something about Danny. 
The ride down Broadway was easy. Energy Triage still deemed it an essential thoroughfare, and therefore worthy of being lit at night. Once he turned onto Kensington the way wasn’t so clear. Street lighting was sporadic, and as he traveled further away from the main street, more and more of the buildings he passed looked abandoned.
After about an hour’s ride, he arrived at the address Keller had provided. The place was undistinguished – one large building with a parking area and a few low side buildings. What did distinguish it and, Richard considered, made it an ideal hideout, was a steel mesh fence, largely intact, that ran around the entire perimeter. At regular intervals a dim halo of light spilled from the top of one of the fence-posts. An opening at the front was blocked by a sturdy gate secured with a sturdy looking padlock.
He approached warily, venturing only close enough to convince himself that it was the location Keller had described. When he was confident he had the right place, he moved back well out of view. 
He decided that the best plan was to find an empty building close by, if possible, from which to observe the complex. Desperate as he was to act, he knew well enough that throwing his own life away wouldn’t help Danny or anybody else. He would use whatever street smarts he had picked up over the past week and a half to his best advantage. He prayed that those meager skills would be enough.
He found a building with a commanding view. Its windows were all shattered, its brick facade crumbling. Mildew, moss, and even small plants crowded its many cracks and crevices. It looked rough enough to be unoccupied, but solid enough to bear his weight. He hid his bike behind some debris on the bottom floor and carefully picked his way through the darkness. Much of the roof and parts of intervening floors had collapsed, allowing moonlight and starlight inside. He found some stairs and made his way up to what was left of the roof. After gingerly crawling to the very edge of a narrow concrete lip that ran around the perimeter, he peered through the darkness at the site below.
There were two guards patrolling. For the most part, they confined their rounds to the area around the gate, though occasionally one would break off and stroll around the perimeter. He studied the fence. The chances of climbing it without being spotted were slim. The chances of climbing it without making enough noise to attract attention were zero.
He examined the area to the left of the site. An aging, broken-down brick building, not unlike the one on which he was perched, stood right next door. It was three stories tall, and looked as if it could collapse at any moment. A section of wall at the far end was already crumbling. There was no light in any of the windows.
He studied the black rectangular blotches marking entrance ways along the front of the structure. The most distant was well away and hidden from the guards’ view. The nearest wall of the building actually bordered on the wire fence of the complex; there weren’t more than a couple of yards between them. He followed the wall all the way to the back. His pulse quickened as his gaze settled on a landmark that might be the key to getting inside.
He made his way back out, turned down an alley and headed for the brick apartments, continuing for two blocks to approach from the side farthest from the guards.
He soon reached the target doorway. An old metal door still hung on its hinges, but the lock had long since been broken. The interior was dark, lit only by the stray light from occupied buildings nearby. The place was filthy and deserted, and stunk of urine and rotting garbage. He made his way through a debris-scattered hallway in the direction of the compound, searching for a staircase.
At the center he found some stairs that looked usable and began his ascent to the roof. Reaching the first landing, he caught sight of a movement out of the corner of his right eye. He turned and was confronted by an old man in rags, bathed in a shaft of light from the street. The man’s yellow-gray hair was matted and filthy. A cloud of glittering dust particles danced in the beam of light that illuminated his wild black eyes – eyes that blazed with pure madness.
The man let out a yelp when he saw Richard, and immediately began screaming, “This is my house! Get out of here! You don’t belong here!” The old man rushed toward him with his hands raised, but Richard stepped out of the way and hurried past him and up the stairs. 
The man turned and followed, all the while screaming hysterically. Richard tried to open the distance between them, but his pursuer was surprisingly quick on his feet. Richard prayed that the screams wouldn’t draw the attention of the guards next door.
When he reached the top floor the old man was still in pursuit, but losing steam. Richard flew down a hallway, dodging debris, and at the end found a doorway with an intact door under an old sign-box. He guessed that the box had once pointed to an emergency exit. Rushing through the door he found himself on a landing full of broken up desks, chairs, and light fixtures. He jammed a chair against the stub of the door-handle and made for a staircase on the far side.
Seconds later a pair of fists pounded on the other side of the door. As he climbed the stairs he could still hear the fading screams of the old man, “I know you’re in there! Come out and take what’s coming to you!”
The stairway terminated in a small open space. There was only one tiny window, but he could dimly make out a steel ladder running up to the ceiling. He could no longer hear the old man, who must have given up and gone elsewhere. Richard climbed the ladder and soon reached a trap-door. Like the rest of the building, its latch was in bad repair; a couple of careful bashes with his shoulder were enough to break it open.
He lifted the hatch covering and emerged onto the roof, crawling across the moss-speckled gravel and peering over the edge. Both guards strolled around their respective sections of the complex with a bored, shuffling gait.
The hatch was about half-way from the front of the building. He crawled across the flat roof toward the back, and within a few minutes had reached the farthest corner.
At close range, he studied the prospect he’d identified from his perch on the other building. Solidly between the ledge where he now crouched and the wire fence surrounding the complex stood a huge chestnut tree. Some of its upper branches arched to within a few feet of the roof; others hung down over the wire fence to within easy jumping distance of the ground inside. The tree was almost totally cloaked in darkness. 
He scanned the area below. There was the question of how he would escape, in the unlikely event that he actually achieved his goal and made it inside. His only option would be to scale the fence. There was an acceptable risk he could climb it and find a hiding place in a nearby abandoned building.
From his original vantage point, the nearest branch had appeared to be almost touching the roof. The distance was really more like two or three feet, and that branch was another foot or two below him. The good news was that the branches were massive, easily able to support his weight.
He located the best prospect, a massive, broad limb near the back, well obscured from the guards. It was close enough for him to reach, and bushy enough to provide a reasonable landing pad. He waited until the closest guard was a maximum distance away and had his back turned.
Crouching, teetering on the ledge, he said a silent prayer and launched himself into the air. As he landed, the ribs on his right side struck a projecting limb and the impact nearly knocked the wind out of him. He lay for several minutes, clinging to his perch, shaking and gasping for breath. With a sense of dread he peered through a gap in the intervening branches. To his relief, both guards continued undisturbed on their monotonous rounds. 
He made his way down, using branches for a ladder, and found a suitable one for his descent – long and sturdy, passing well over the topmost wires. Its farthest extent hung close to the ground, hidden behind another tree and out of sight of the guards.
He crawled out, balancing on a narrow, slippery foundation still at least fifteen feet from the ground. There were no side-limbs for support, and the slightest shift in balance could send him plummeting to the ground. 
About half-way along some branches finally appeared, but now there was a new problem. His weight caused the limb to bend and, even worse, bounce. Not only did the movement make it difficult to hold on, but it was likely to catch the attention of the guards. He was forced to move with painful slowness to minimize the effect. His muscles ached from the constant effort, and the pain was fast becoming unbearable. By the time he reached the end of the branch it was bowing severely, and he feared it would break. His final challenge was to make the leap to the pavement below.
He slid his body between two of the larger side-limbs until he hung by his arms. The branch bounced as he changed positions, and the pain in his muscles was excruciating. He guessed that his feet were dangling close to the ground, but couldn’t be sure. 
Finally he just let go – he didn’t have the strength to hang on any longer. His feet touched the ground with what he dared to hope was a barely audible tap. He quickly caught the tip of the branch as it sprang back, slowly controlling its return to its original position.
He crawled into the shadows and lay there, getting his breath and studying the closest guard who, to his relief, showed no interest in his hiding place. He had broken into Crack’s lair – there was no turning back now. His muscles were on fire and his body shook as he considered what to do next.
From the darkness he surveyed the main building, which he assumed was his ultimate goal. The layout offered no cover. He would have to make for the doorway exposed not only to the guard by the gate, but anybody else who might be wandering around. He wished he’d spent more time studying the area. Where was the door, exactly? How many windows were there and what were their positions? It was too late now. Only fate and an incredible quantity of luck would help him now.
The closest wall was blanketed in shadow. He studied the nearest guard, who clearly had a routine of patrolling – something else I should have worked out before I got into this, he thought. 
For several minutes he studied the guard. An out-building stood at farthest right-hand corner of the complex, and the guard passed behind it and out of sight for several seconds as part of his patrol. 
Richard began counting silently as soon as the guard disappeared – one, two three…, and stopped when the guard came into view. Twenty seconds, he thought.
I’ve got twenty seconds to get to the wall, move to the front of the building, find the door, and get inside.
From his estimate of the distance to the building and what he could remember about the position of the doorway, he concluded that he could make it. The moment the guard disappeared, Richard took a deep breath, and sprinted for the wall and its comforting shadows. He moved along it, his body pressed flat against the concrete. Within fifteen seconds he was at the corner and ready to make a dash for the door. 
He poked his head around and his heart stopped – no more than a couple of yards away a man stood smoking a cigarette. Incredibly, the man had his back turned and hadn’t heard him. Richard immediately drew back. In seconds the guard would emerge from behind the out-building. There was only one choice. He moved back along the wall the way he’d come and waited, frozen against it in the shadows, willing himself invisible.
Right on schedule, the guard moved back into view, and strolled casually to the center of the gate opening. Richard thought his heart would explode when the guard stopped and peered in his direction. For several terrifying seconds the guard stood staring. Finally he turned and continued on his way.
Now Richard was trapped. He couldn't move while the guard was in view. He was forced to wait until the guard turned and passed again behind the out-building. Only then did he dare try again for the building’s door – and even then the smoking man might still be there.
The guard returned and passed without stopping. As soon as he was out of sight, Richard edged back to the corner. He listened for any sign of the smoking man, but heard nothing. In the end, he had no choice but to poke his head around again to check.
The man was gone. The door was a couple of yards away. His heart thumping against his rib-cage, Richard rushed around the corner, tested the handle of the door and exhaled deeply finding it unlocked. He plunged through it and into the building.
 In the distance he heard echoing voices. He followed them down a dark hallway with doors on either side, probably offices back in the days when the building actually housed a business. The hallway angled to the left and the voices grew louder. It straightened again. The voices were very clear now.
He peeked around the corner. The hallway ran for about thirty feet before opening into an open expanse. Whoever was talking was there, but out of his sight. Near the end, on the left, was a single door. He made for it and, checking underneath, saw no light. He turned the handle and pushed it open. It didn’t make a sound. He slipped into the darkness and shut the door behind him.
When he turned he staggered back in shock. The wall separating him from the area where he’d heard the voices was made almost entirely of glass. He was a single step away from exposure to those in the next room. Shaking, he flattened himself against the wall. By chance he was hidden from whoever was on the other side, but one of them could move at any moment.
On the other hand, the window gave him an excellent view of his quarry. He’d never met Crack; the only way he could hope to identify the gangster was by watching his interaction with others around him. He listened to the conversation for a few minutes, and decided that the speakers were somewhere just beyond the right extent of the window.
The window stopped a few feet from the floor. He crawled to the far left corner, keeping below the glass. The only light in the room was a dim glow from the open area. His heart pounding, he backed into the shadows well away from the glass and slowly lifted his head above the bottom ledge. Trembling with fear and rage, he peered out of the darkness at the men he believed had kidnapped Danny.
The office where he sat had been designed to afford a view of a workspace for what was probably once a light-industrial business. The remains of work benches were still piled against one of the walls, and some machines, whose original function he could only guess, lay broken here and there.
The gang had fashioned a makeshift living room in the center of the floor. There were two old, beaten-up couches and two overstuffed armchairs gathered in a circle. A couple of scruffy looking men lounged on one of the couches. On the other sat the biggest human being Richard had ever laid eyes on – a mountain of a man who took up most of the space on the couch all by himself. In one of the armchairs sat another man, and yet another sat on the floor. 
In the final armchair, clearly at the hub of the gathering, sat a man whose voice seemed to indicate he was in charge. The group continued to speak. Richard couldn’t make out their words, and was just considering moving when a new man entered the room from outside and yelled ‘Crack!’. 
The man gestured to the apparent leader, who came over to join him looking at a piece of paper. After speaking to the newcomer for a few minutes, the leader waved his hand dismissively and returned to his original position.
Thank God,
thought Richard – so that was Crack.
On the wall at Richard’s back was a door exactly opposite the one he’d entered. He crawled toward it, below the level of the window, reached up, and opened it a few inches. Sitting with his ear by the opening, he could sometimes make out what they were saying.
From the shadows, he took a good look at Crack. He was probably in his late twenties, with dirty blond hair. His skin was pale and mottled, and bore the scars of what had once been an acne problem. A sleeveless shirt exposed his numerous tattoos. His nose was too small for his face, and his teeth were yellow and crooked. The lower section of his left cheek and a large part of the left side of his neck were mutilated by a hideous burn scar.
One of the men got up and crossed the floor no more than twenty feet from Richard’s position. Terrified, Richard backed further into the shadows, and the man didn’t notice him. The one who’d been sitting on the floor, an extraordinarily ugly man with a massive gut and a week’s growth of beard, got up and sat in the absent man’s chair.
Several minutes later the man who had left returned with a glass of clear liquid in his hand. He began a shouting match with the ugly one, apparently called ‘Pig’, who had taken his seat. Crack watched but did nothing. Richard thought he could make out the hint of a smile on gang-leader’s face.
The argument got more and more heated. Finally the man whose chair had been stolen tossed the liquid from his glass at Pig, smashed the glass against a nearby cement pillar, and dove at him wielding the jagged shard. The two locked in combat, Pig holding back the attacker’s glass weapon, each man with a hand on the other’s throat. They crashed to the ground, then jumped up and locked again, careening across the floor in Richard’s direction.
It happened so fast Richard was completely unprepared. The two battling men staggered backwards and crashed into the glass wall of his hiding place. It bowed in frighteningly but didn’t break. Instinctively Richard jumped back. He collided with the partially open door, which flung open and smashed against the wall. The two fighters were still jammed against the glass, Pig facing in Richard’s direction. Pig glanced up at the sound of the crashing door and spotted Richard.
“Hey, there’s somebody in there,” he yelled. He pushed his opponent away and both turned to stare at Richard. Suddenly their battle was forgotten.
“Who the fuck are you!” shouted Pig.
Richard dove for the open door and tore down the hall. He was in an unfamiliar corridor with no connection to the one he’d first entered; he had no idea where he was going. The two fighters chased after him. He flew around a corner, struggling to pull out the gun shoved in his belt, but the men quickly caught up. One of them tackled him and he crashed to the floor. There was an explosion at the back of his head and everything went black.



 
 
 
 
 
 
A Revelation
 
When he regained consciousness, Richard had a splitting headache and his vision was blurred. He lay face down on a filthy concrete floor. As soon as he showed some movement a foot jammed down on his neck.
About twenty feet to his left stood a young man with many tattoos and spiked black hair, cowering in absolute terror. Directly in front of the youth sat Crack, lounging on an overstuffed chair, a leg draped over one of the arms, swinging casually. Crack turned and eyed Richard with an amused expression.
“So you’re awake,” he said. “I’m glad Pig didn’t kill you. It’s actually really lucky you’re here. Believe it or not I’ve been looking for you.”
Crack looked past Richard at the man whose foot rested on his neck.
“Chuckles…” Crack made a lifting motion with his upturned hand. The foot was removed, and a giant hand hauled Richard to his feet like a rag doll, as another clutched both his hands behind his back in an iron grip. Richard twisted his neck painfully to look behind him. He was being held by the human mountain he’d seen earlier.
From closer in Richard saw that Crack was decorated with one of the most extraordinary tattoos he’d ever seen. A series of tapering bands spiraled down Crack’s right arm, ending in dull points near his right wrist. When Richard followed the bands upward, it became clear that the image was a giant octopus, its bulbous head wrapping around the back of Crack’s shoulder and disappearing under his sleeveless shirt – its eight tentacles coiling ominously around his arm. 
The tentacles seemed to squirm with the flexing and un-flexing of Crack’s sinewy arm muscles.
Crack turned away and seemed to forget about him. He had apparently been talking to the man on Richard’s left. Richard recognized him as the guard who had been watching the entrance when he snuck into the compound.
“Now – Mikey,” said Crack in a businesslike tone, “there’s something we need to clear up.”
The man, Mikey, was shaking, and there was a wet spot around his crotch. Crack swung his leg down from the arm of the chair and casually got to his feet. He strolled toward the terrified guard.
“Know who this man is?” Crack said, gesturing in Richard’s direction. He spoke in an affable, matter-of-fact tone.
Mikey shook his head.
“Well,” said Crack, “what would you guess?” He moved slowly toward the cowering Mikey.
“You must have an opinion – look at him.” Crack continued. Mikey glanced at Richard, but said nothing.
“Come on,” Crack said. “I’m curious. I’d really like to know. Would you say that he’s – say – a crack army commando with years of intensive training in stealth techniques and infiltration behind enemy lines?”
Mikey simply stared at him.
Crack continued, “Or maybe he’s a top soldier from one of the other militias – ‘a cold-blooded killer’” Crack put on a mock TV announcer tone, “‘with a lifetime of street-smarts’. What do you think?”
Again Mikey didn’t dare to speak. Crack strode to within a few feet of the guard, and his right hand fingered a gun tucked into his belt. Mikey’s bulging eyes followed his hand movements intently.
“Well?” Crack pressed him, “What would be your expert analysis?”
“I don’t know…” mumbled Mikey.
“You don’t know…” echoed Crack sarcastically. “You don’t know…”
Mikey’s eyes remained fixed on Crack’s right hand, which continued to stroke the gun in his belt.
“Well I know!” Crack suddenly screamed into Mikey’s face. “He’s a fucking schoolteacher!” The fingers of Crack’s right hand tightened around his gun. “And this bourgeois, piece-of-shit schoolteacher – who doesn’t have the smarts to tie his own shoes, broke in here – with a gun in his belt – and camped out twenty feet from where I was sitting!”
The veins stood out on Crack’s neck and forehead and the tentacles of the octopus danced erratically.
“Do you know how that makes me feel!” Crack screeched, and he whipped the gun from his belt and shot Mikey’s left kneecap. Mikey screamed and fell to the floor, blood gushing from his wound.
“Please don’t kill me!” he pleaded.
“Don’t kill you?” said Crack, with mock politeness. “Well, I could just leave you lying there. How would that be?”
“No – help me!” Mikey was crying and writhing on the floor.
“Oh God – I’m so sorry,” Richard whispered under his breath.
“Help you?” The intensity of Crack’s voice rose again. “The way you helped me!” He shot Mikey’s other kneecap. The poor guard alternately sobbed and screamed in agony.
“Please!” he pleaded between sobs. “It won’t happen again, I swear!”
“You swear?” said Crack, in a suddenly passive tone of voice. He raised his gun slowly and pointed it at Mikey’s head.
“No!” screamed Mikey, holding his trembling hands in front of his face. Crack straightened his arm, squinted down the gun barrel, and smiled as he took aim. The tentacles of the octopus coiled as he squeezed the trigger, firing directly into Mikey’s skull and killing him instantly.
“You’re fucking right it won’t happen again,” he said, dropping his gun arm. “Jugs, Blackie,” he said, “clean up that mess.”
A couple of men who had been loafing in the background came up and started to drag Mikey’s bullet-ridden body away. Crack strolled over to where Richard was being held. Richard was still in shock.
“I went around to your place,” Crack said matter-of-factly, stuffing the gun in his belt and gazing into the distance as if nothing had happened. Richard was taken aback, remembering that someone had broken into his house and taken nothing.
“Nobody was home. I heard you went off on holiday,” Crack continued, approaching closer and staring at Richard. “To Surrey or something.”
“It wasn’t a holiday”, Richard snarled. “I went looking for Danny. What have you done with him?”
“I don’t want to talk about that right now,” said Crack. “You went off to Surrey,” he continued, “but you didn’t take the dog, did you?”
“What?”
“I said,” answered Crack, bringing his face to within a few inches of Richard’s. “You went off, but you left the dog. What’s his name? Zonk? What the fuck kind of name is that?”
“Are you insane!” said Richard. “What are you talking about?”
“It’s simple,” answered Crack. His right hand shot out and wrapped around Richard’s throat, forcing his head back against the expansive chest of Chuckles. He grabbed Richard’s hair with his free hand and twisted until Richard thought his neck would snap.
“WHAT THE FUCK DID YOU DO WITH THE FUCKING DOG!” Crack screamed. As if in answer to his question they were interrupted by a yelp echoing from the entrance of the warehouse. Crack loosened his grip and stared in the direction of the door. One of the men came in, dragging a struggling Zonk by the collar.
“Look what I found hanging around outside the gate,” said the man holding Zonk.
Richard stared over at Zonk. How did HE get here?
He thought. He must have followed me.
“Zoooonnnnkkkk,” said Crack in a syrupy voice. “Good doggy, nice doggy.” He strolled over and patted Zonk roughly on the head.
What could he possibly want with Zonk?
Richard thought. He’s completely lost it.
“Well,” said Crack. “This really is my lucky day – first you, then the dog. I can’t wait to see what happens next.” Zonk tried to run to Richard but the handler held him back. Finally he sat quietly, panting with his usual benign expression.
Crack sneered at Richard. “The kid never told you, did he.”
“Told me what?”
Crack turned to the thug who’d brought Zonk in. “Hammer, take the mutt outside. Don’t let him get away – you saw what happened to Mikey. You’ll envy Mikey if you lose that dog.”
Zonk yelped as Hammer dragged him roughly from the room.
“Keep within hearing distance,” called Crack as they left. “When I call for you, bring him back in here.”
Crack disappeared through a back door of the warehouse and returned shortly with a small, soiled rag. He swaggered over and held it up to a bewildered Richard’s nose.
“Smell that,” he said. Richard sniffed the rag. “Know what it is?”
“It’s gasoline,” Richard answered.
“Very good,” said Crack. “I can see you’ve been around. Congratulations.”
 
Crack paused, held the rag up to his own nose and took a deep breath. A vacant expression swept over his face and his eyes rolled partially back in his head as his fingers explored his burn scar. The scent brought back a memory. A young teen pounding frantically through trash-laden streets, pursued by his enemies, slipping on wet garbage and falling face-first into the stinking debris in the gutter.
Caught up by his pursuers and dragged to a back alley. Laughing and jeering as they punched and kicked him into semi-consciousness. At a snap of the fingers of their rat-faced leader, one of the goons fetching a jar half-full of something. Rat-boy twisting off the lid, smiling. The fumes wafting over… Rat-boy dousing his face and lighting a match. The unbearable pain, the stench of his own skin on fire. The echo of his screams amid the derisive laughter of his enemies.
Rat-boy had paid dearly for that laughter. Even Crack had been surprised at the depth of violence he was capable of. Rat-boy had not died quickly or easily. As Crack reminisced, the stroking of his scar transformed into scratching, and the scratching intensified until his nails were red with his own blood.
 
In a few seconds he snapped out of his trance as if it had never happened. “Now let’s think of a good place to hide this,” he said, and began wandering around the warehouse, as if searching for something. He finally stopped in front of a pile of junked equipment in a far corner. He took one last sniff of the rag and stuffed it into a space at the back of the pile. 
Satisfied with the placement, he returned and yelled out, “Okay, Hammer, bring the mutt back in here.”
Once again Richard heard Zonk whining as the thug dragged him back into the room. Richard found the entire exercise incomprehensible. Either Crack was totally unhinged or there was something important he was missing.
“Okay,” Crack said, approaching the henchman and Zonk. “Let him go.”
Hammer let go of Zonk. The dog immediately headed for Richard, but Crack blocked his way and grabbed his collar. He patted the dog’s head as before.
“Nice doggy,” he said. He looked at Richard. “Tell him to stay.”
“Zonk – stay,” said Richard. Zonk sat and looked up at Crack.
“That’s right, Zonky,” said Crack. “We’re just going to try a little experiment.” 
He stood, smiled down at Zonk, hesitated for a moment, and finally said, in a clear, distinct voice:
“Zonk – ‘Eldorado’.” 
Richard’s jaw dropped open on hearing that magical word. A change came over Zonk, as if he were in a trance. He alternately jumped up and down and spun around in circles, sniffing the ground. He finally set off, following a path along the warehouse floor, as if he were tracking a scent. Within seconds he had located the rag behind the pile of debris. He stood exactly in front of the space where Crack had stuffed the rag and rapidly poked his nose in its direction.”
“Well, I’ll be fucked,” whispered Crack. “I never get tired of seeing that.”
Richard was stunned. The words from Danny’s journal finally came together. A huge piece of the puzzle had fallen into place.
“Zonk is Eldorado!” he said aloud, and shook his head in disbelief. Crack sneered at him.
“What a laugh,” he said. “The kid told me, but he didn’t tell you.”
Richard hung his head, ashamed.
“He said the dog could sniff out gasoline ten blocks away,” said Crack, “even buried underground. Just say the magic word – ‘Eldorado’”. He shouted again, and he and the rest of the gang howled in laughter as Zonk repeated his routine.
“The kid was onto something”, Crack said. Once again he grabbed Richard by the hair, his face inches away. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”
Richard said nothing.
“He was holding out on me,” Crack continued, stepping back. “Nobody wants a vehicle unless they've got something going. Too bad he decided to do himself before we could find out what it was.”
“What have you done with him,” said Richard.
“I’ll tell you about your precious brother – there's not enough dredges in the city to find him now.”
Richard’s intestines twisted into a knot, and bile moved into his throat. “What do you mean?” he whispered.
“How plain can I make it?” Crack said. “You’re College man aren’t you? What’s the old saying – ‘he sleeps with the fishes’? No, wait, I’m mistaken – I don’t think there’s any fish left in that river.” He cast his gaze around and laughed, and the others joined in.
“He was seventeen years old, for God's sake!”
“Well, I guess you should've raised him with a little more street sense.”
“You're right,” hissed Richard. “I should have prepared him for scum like you!”
Crack shot a punch to Richard’s stomach that took his breath away. Richard collapsed to his knees.
“You’re really starting to piss me off,” Crack said. “You sit there in your little office at ‘The College’ with your comfortable little house and your little garden and your privileged little lifestyle, spouting your little platitudes about how the rest of us should live.
“Meanwhile there’s a million suckers out here scraping to stay alive. They don’t give a rat’s ass about your little life or the life of your brat little brother. They care about where their next meal is coming from, and where they can sleep tonight where they won’t get a shit-kicking or get their throat slit. 
I’m fucked if I’m going to be one of them. I’m going to be the one in control – the one calling the shots. If anybody’s going to be beating the shit out of anybody else, I’m going to be the one giving the beating, not the one taking it. And if anybody gets in my way, they’re dead. So fuck you and your dead brother.”
“You filthy bastard!” Richard yelled. He struggled to break free of Chuckles’ grip, but the giant held him easily.
Crack walked over to where Zonk continued to point at the gas-soaked rag. He retrieved the rag, grabbed Zonk roughly by the collar, and dragged the struggling dog back to where Richard stood.
“I’ve got the dog now,” he said, sneering at Richard. “He'll take me where I want to go. I don’t need you or the kid.”
He tossed the gasoline rag to Hammer, who caught it in one hand. The movement shook an ash from Hammer's lit cigarette. It landed on the rag, which immediately burst into flame. Hammer jumped back and dropped the flaming rag on the floor.
To Richard’s shock, Crack reacted with pure terror at the sight of the flames. His features contorted hideously and his eyes bulged out of their sockets. He staggered backward, letting go of Zonk’s collar and raising his hands in front of his face. Hammer and the others stared at the spectacle. A couple of the thugs snickered in the background. Zonk yelped and took off, racing toward the back door of the warehouse.
Crack finally awakened from his trance. "You stupid fuck!" He screamed at Hammer.
“It's out! It's out!” Hammer yelled back, stamping on the flaming rag.
 Crack spotted Zonk. He tore after Zonk, screaming, “Get him, you morons – and don’t shoot him or I’ll have your balls!”
Richard couldn’t help but smile. Zonk – go, boy, he thought.
Get the Hell out of here! All was chaos as the gang members scrambled in every direction, sometimes crashing into each other, desperately chasing after the dog. Even the giant, Chuckles, let go of Richard to join in the chase.
“He got outside,” someone yelled. “Shit!"
Richard had been all but forgotten. He glanced to his right. The windowed room where he’d first hidden was only thirty feet away. That meant the hallway he’d passed through was immediately to its left. He staggered to his feet, took a deep breath, and sprinted for the entrance. He was within a few yards when a voice yelled: “He’s getting away!”
He heard a gunshot as he dove into the opening and stumbled down the hallway, his heart pounding, running for his life. Retracing his path to the front door, suddenly he was outside, following his original route along the wall of the building. He heard another gunshot, and a pain ripped through his upper right arm. He checked with his left hand and found blood soaking through his shirt. Heavy footsteps thumped close behind him. Ahead, he could make out the chestnut tree he’d climbed down, and a clump of smaller trees a few yards beyond it.
He glanced over his shoulder. Chuckles was puffing after him, but having trouble keeping up. Another pair of men appeared around the corner, much farther back. He hunted desperately for any hint of an escape route, but could see nothing. He reached what looked like a garage, and flew past the wall toward a gap at the back. He raced around the corner, hoping he’d spot a way out, but the alley ahead of him was a dead end.
His only hope was the chain-link fence that ran alongside the alley and blocked its far end. The section at the end butted against the garage. Frantically, he scaled it and scrambled onto the garage roof. Chuckles stumbled around the corner, shouted something, and held up his gun. Richard heard a shot, but couldn’t tell whether he’d been hit. Chuckles ran for the fence, but the giant couldn’t haul his massive bulk up far enough to reach the roof.
“Mansur,” Chuckles yelled. “Get over here!”
Richard staggered along the rooftop. Something warm was running down his right arm. He began to feel faint. He jumped from the garage roof to the roof of the main building and saw the open street beyond. It was his only chance. He stumbled on, more and more lightheaded with every step. 
Finally, within a few yards of his goal, he started to black out. He lost his balance, stumbled, and plunged off the edge of the roof. A jolt of pain shot through his chest as he hit the ground. The pain woke him and he realized what had happened. He was lying in some tall grass between two buildings. His pursuers were yelling at each other:
“He climbed up on the roof!” he recognized Chuckles’ voice.
Richard heard someone climbing up the fence and onto the roof. He was weak from loss of blood, but knew his life depended on finding a hiding place. The building beside him had an open crawlspace below it. He dragged himself into the narrow gap, praying that they hadn’t seen him fall, and that he wouldn’t be visible from above.
He heard footsteps directly overhead.
“He’s not here,” said the man on the roof. “He must have jumped down to the street.”
“Shit!” said Chuckles.
“I’m going down to check,” yelled the man on the roof. “Go around and meet me out there.”
Richard took off his shirt and used his left hand and his teeth to tear off a strip. He wrapped it tightly around his right arm to stop the bleeding. 
He heard Crack scream, “The dog got under the fence! Jugs! Marley! Get your bikes. Don’t come back until you find him!”
As the shouting and whining of motorcycles faded into the distance Richard collapsed in the dirt, weak, exhausted, more and more lightheaded. His consciousness finally gave way. He collapsed and knew nothing more.
 
He woke in a cold sweat, uncertain how much time had passed. Still in a daze, he peered into the darkness. In the distance a heavenly light shone so brilliantly it hurt his eyes, illuminating the earth below with a beautiful golden glow. Am I dead? He thought for a fleeting moment, and shook his head to clear away the fog.
As his vision cleared he saw that there was a distinct vertical slit of light about fifty feet away. He felt his right shoulder. It was caked with dried blood and still burned with pain. He remembered what had happened, and realized he was still lying under the building where he had fallen. One by one he flexed his limbs. Incredibly, there was no major damage. He tried to roll over onto his stomach. One of his ribs screamed in agony.
Bruised or maybe cracked, he thought,
but hopefully not broken.
Ignoring the pain, he crawled through the dirt toward the light. Something large scrambled over his back. He cringed, but didn’t dare cry out. In the dim glow of the slit he saw a huge rat scurry away into the gloom.
After what seemed like an eternity of agonizing effort, he reached the source of the light. There was a gap of about a half inch between two warped walls of the building. Though the gap was small, by placing his head at the proper angle he could clearly see into the space above.
He was peering out onto the same warehouse floor where he’d been held prisoner. Crack stood about forty feet away, leaning against his favourite overstuffed armchair and talking to one of his men. Richard couldn’t make out what they were saying. He cast around for another break in the wall, and found one about twenty feet closer to Crack’s position. He crawled slowly and painfully over to it. It was narrower than the first, but still provided a view, and was close enough that he could make out the conversation.
“What are you doing here?” Crack said to someone out of Richard’s sight.
Richard crawled around to get a look at the speaker. The dark-skinned gangster that had been standing behind Crack earlier had brought forward a thuggish man Richard didn’t recognize.
“I’ve got some information you might be interested in,” said the man.
“Yeah?” said Crack. “Well?”
“It’s yours – if the price is right.”
“Mansur,” Crack nodded to the guard, who punched the man brutally in the kidneys. He collapsed to his knees. Mansur grabbed a hand full of his hair and pulled his head tightly back.
“I’ll decide what your information’s worth,” said Crack. “If it’s good, you’ll get your money. Now, what have you got?”
“It’s our little friend, Swallow,” croaked the man.
Crack nodded again, and Mansur let go of the man’s hair. He staggered to his feet.
“So?” said Crack.
“I found him,” said the man, smoothing back his hair.
Crack smiled. “You’ve got my attention.”
“I tell you, man, you must have horseshoes the size of boxcars.”
“What?”
“It’s the kid.”
“What, the Hampton kid?” said Crack, stepping forward. Richard’s ears pricked up.
“He’s alive.”
“But I thought he…”
“Hey, I didn’t think he could live through that either, but I guess we both underestimated the guy.”
Richard’s throat tightened. For the first time in many days, a flicker of hope.
“So how the fuck did Swallow hook up with him?” said Crack.
“Hell if I know. Maybe he guessed the kid survived – maybe he just lucked out. Anyway, he found the kid somehow. He’s got him tied up and he’s forcin’ him to go somewhere – probably wherever it was he found the gasoline. I tailed them for a while – they’re in Surrey, following the old Sky-train line. They should be easy to find.”
“Did they see you?”
“Nah, I stayed out of sight. Like you said, I don’t think Swallow’s the sharpest knife in the drawer.”
“Well,” laughed Crack, “I was beginning to think my luck had run out, but this more than makes up for it. Mansur, tell everybody to get ready. We’ll head out first thing in the morning. We’re on our way to Surrey.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
A Desperate Flight
 
For two days Danny stumbled through unknown territory, jumping at every unfamiliar sound, constantly checking over his shoulder for the pursuing Swallow. He’d seen no sign of his kidnapper, but had no doubt that if Swallow was alive he would be out there. 
Food was becoming a factor. There was always water available in local streams, but the small amount of meat Lacy had put in his pack had almost run out. He was careful to take advantage of any nuts or berries he found as he ran, but they alone weren’t enough to sustain him.
In his panic, he hadn’t considered where he was going, he’d just run blindly away from danger. Now he had no idea where he was. The country he was traveling through was flat and forested, with few hills, and no opportunity to scout the surrounding landscape. The trees were a hypnotizing wall of sameness, like a hall of mirrors, every view a reflection of every other.
At one point he came upon a rock outcropping that looked disturbingly familiar. The horrifying thought arose that he’d been to this spot before – that he was running in circles. A sense of hopelessness threatened to overwhelm him. Now he not only faced the prospect of being overtaken by Swallow, but of meeting his pursuer coming the other way. In the back of his mind he understood that without a plan he’d just keep running until Swallow finally caught up, but he continued his desperate flight to nowhere, terrified that if he stopped even for a second his pursuer would be upon him.
 
On the morning of the third day after his escape, Danny woke to a devastating blow and an intense pain in his side. Still half-asleep, he opened his eyes and stared up at of his worst nightmare come true; Swallow stood over him, shaking with rage, holding the gun Danny had stolen.
One of Swallow’s eyes was blackened, the left side of his jaw was badly swollen, and there were bruises on his face. Swallow hauled back and delivered another excruciating kick to Danny’s side. His body contorted with pain, and he tried to get to his feet, but Swallow’s boot caught him again, this time in the stomach. Danny doubled over and collapsed to the ground, gasping for breath.
“It is your destiny to take me to my treasure,” hissed Swallow. “Otherwise I would kill you now. He jammed his boot down on Danny’s neck and forced his hands behind his back, tying them tightly with the rope.
“Get up,” said Swallow through clenched teeth. Danny lay where he was, trying to get his breath.
“Get up!” screamed Swallow. Danny staggered to his feet.
“This time I will not take my eyes off of you even for one second. And if you try to escape again – I will kill you – treasure or no treasure. Move!”
Danny stumbled forward out of the little clearing where he’d been sleeping. Swallow strode behind, shoving him at regular intervals to force him on. He was held as before, on a leash like an animal. He had to focus on staying alive. For now, that meant taking his captor where he wanted to go. When they got there, he’d have to think of something, because at that moment his life would be over.
Danny recognized enough of the surrounding countryside to know they were retracing the path he’d taken when he escaped. He was demoralized and completely exhausted. His right side convulsed in excruciating agony – he wondered whether Swallow might have broken one of his ribs. The rest of his body throbbed with pain. 
At first, Swallow set a blistering pace, and Danny wasn’t sure how long he could go on. Finally, recognizing Danny’s state, Swallow stopped occasionally and allowed him to rest. He grudgingly fed him something to keep his strength up, and gave him some water. It took another two and a half days, but they finally rejoined the trail – only slightly east of the point where Danny had escaped.
Once on the trail, Swallow set a brisk but slower pace, and Danny’s confidence grew. Even the pain in his side felt better. He conserved his strength, and slowed the pace as much as he dared without inviting Swallow’s renewed wrath. They scaled a hill and in the distance Danny recognized some familiar landmarks. His chest tightened as he realized they were probably little more than a day’s hike from their destination.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Reunification
 
“I should have known he’d pull an idiotic stunt like that,” snapped Jim Keller as he and Carrie rode hard toward Crack's hideout. “For somebody
with a College education that Richard is one stupid guy – or maybe he’s just got a death-wish.”
“Don’t be too hard on yourself, Jim,” said Carrie. “If anybody should have known what he was going to do it’s me. Let’s face it – he’s a little crazy right now. This thing with Danny has pushed him over the edge.”
The light was just rising when they silently rolled their bikes within sight of Crack’s hideout. Early that morning, when Carrie had wakened Keller to tell him that Richard was missing, neither of them had doubted where he’d gone. Luckily, Keller was familiar with the area and didn’t need the map. They peered around the corner of a building about a block away and scrutinized the compound.
“Too many guards walking around,” whispered Keller. “There’s no way we can make it in there right now. All we can do is watch and hope for a break.”
They rode around, out of sight, searching for a lookout. Finally they settled on what looked like an abandoned building high enough to give them a clear view. They wheeled their bikes inside.
“Well I’ll be damned,” said Keller, rummaging through some debris beside one wall and uncovering Richard’s bike.
“Maybe he’s still here,” Carrie said hopefully.
“If he’s got the brains God gave a goose he is. If he’s here, he’ll be on the roof.”
They climbed the same set of stairs Richard had climbed earlier and emerged onto the roof.
“Keep down,” whispered Keller. “He’s not here. He must have either moved to another spot or gotten in – somehow.”
They lay, as Richard had done, and stared down at the entrance to the compound, watching and waiting. Once or twice a visitor pulled up to the gate and was allowed to enter, but otherwise the place was quiet. After an hour or so there was finally some activity. Bike engines whined, and men moved between buildings carrying backpacks.
“They’re getting ready to move out,” said Keller.
One of the men walked the wide chain-link gate open, and a group of about a dozen men, largely two per bike, sped out, kicking up clouds of dust as they went.
“They’re in a big hurry,” said Keller. “Looks like they’re abandoning this place.”
They waited ten more minutes, and finally left their perch. Keller used his ‘universal persuader’ to break the lock on the gate, and they entered the compound. Both had their guns drawn. They moved down the lanes between the buildings, scanning for any sign of movement.
Finally they ventured into the main building. They explored the hallways then moved into the warehouse area. There were pieces of old furniture, and the remnants of some ancient machinery, but no sign of Richard or anyone else.
Moving back outside, they expanded their search to the perimeter. Carrie was checking a clump of trees in the back corner when she stepped out from behind a bush and saw man’s body lying on the ground no more than ten feet away. The body lay on its side, facing away from her. She gasped loudly, and Keller came running.
Carrie was paralyzed, frozen in place. Keller walked around her and up to the body.
“Maybe you shouldn’t look,” he said.
“If it’s him, it won’t make any difference whether I look or not,” she answered.
Keller knelt down, gingerly took hold of one shoulder and rolled the body onto its back. They both gasped a sigh of relief.
“It’s not him,” said Keller, stating the obvious. The bloodstained body was that of a dark haired young man with numerous tattoos.
“I don’t think I’m up to searching in here,” said Carrie. “Would you mind doing it? I’ll check around the garage.”
“No problem,” said Keller.
Carrie felt physically ill as she pushed her way slowly out of the trees. She’d lived with violence and death for years now. So why was she so upset? What if that had been Richard? What would she do? How could she face being alone again?
Richard was the first man since her husband for whom she’d felt any love or passion. Now there was a good chance he'd thrown his life away on an insane mission that was doomed to failure. She could only put the thought out of her head and tell herself that somehow he’d be found alive.
She was so preoccupied with her own thoughts that she was shocked when she glanced up to see a filthy man in rags about ten yards away, staggering drunkenly toward her. She trained her gun on the approaching figure.
“Jim!” she called, and Keller came running.
The man, bare-chested, bruised, and covered in dirt and blood, stumbled to within a few yards of her and reached out his hand. She was deciding whether or not to fire when the man croaked, “Carrie… Danny’s alive!”
“Richard?” she said. “Richard!”
At that moment his knees buckled, and she ran forward to support him.
Keller arrived and they helped the exhausted Richard down onto an old junked fridge lying on the ground. He was covered with filth from head to toe. His pants were torn, his hair was matted, and his right arm was caked in blood. Carrie squatted in front of him and examined his wound.
“He’s been shot,” she said. “He was lucky, it looks like the bullet just grazed the skin, but he’s probably lost a lot of blood.”
She held his head in her hands.
“I noticed they had something jury-rigged in the warehouse that looked like a water supply,” said Keller. “We can get that wound cleaned and bandaged.”
“Sure,” said Carrie. She turned to Richard.
“Can you walk?”
“I can try,” whispered Richard, and tried unsuccessfully to stand. Keller came over, and with him under one arm and Carrie under the other, he staggered into the warehouse. Within a half-hour, Carrie had cleaned his wound and bandaged his arm with the cleanest cloth she could find. They wrapped his injured ribs and cleaned his clothes as best they could, then left him to rest.
A couple of hours later he awoke, stood shakily, stretched, and walked around slowly. He was beginning to resemble the Richard they once knew.
“I’ve got disinfectant back at the RV,” said Keller. “We can clean the wound properly when we get there.”
“Great,” said Richard. “I still can’t believe you guys are here.”
“That goes double for us,” said Keller. “I wouldn’t have given you a snowball’s chance in Hell of getting mixed up with Crack and coming out of it alive. I tell you, man, somebody up there’s looking out for you big time.”
He glared at Richard. “That was an incredibly stupid and inconsiderate thing you did.”
“I know,” Richard said, staring at the ground.
“We knew right away where you must have gone,” Keller continued. “Pissed off as we were, we couldn’t stand by and do nothing. Carrie’s here because it’s obvious she’s crazy about you…” Richard looked up and she felt herself blushing.
“I’m damned if I know why I came,” Keller said. “We thought you were a goner for sure…”
“I’m sorry,” Richard said. “I owe both of you my life. I shouldn’t have taken off.” He closed his eyes and swayed sideways.
“You okay?” Keller said.
Richard nodded. “We’ve got to get going.”
“Are you sure you’re up to riding?” said Carrie.
“I’ll have to be. There’s no time to lose.”
 
***
 
They headed back to Keller’s place, as quickly as possible given Richard’s condition. Despite the pain and fatigue, Richard was in high spirits. For the first time since setting out on this journey he could finally say with considerable certainty that his brother was alive. Danny is alive! He repeated it to himself, allowing it to sink in. He had always fiercely maintained the outward conviction that his brother still lived, and would have violently opposed any suggestion he might be wrong. But sometimes at night, when the events of the day were no longer there to occupy his mind, he'd been forced to consider the unthinkable.
Now the black cloud that had hung over him since Danny’s disappearance was finally beginning to burn away. The news was uplifting, but frightening as well. What if, having finally learned that Danny still lived, he was unable to save him?
“You said something about Danny being alive…” said Carrie. “How can you be so sure? Have you seen him?”
“No, the news isn’t quite that good. But I overheard a conversation between Crack and some other guy. Apparently one of Crack’s cronies took off on his own and somehow caught up with Danny in Surrey. He’s taken him prisoner, and he’s forcing him to go somewhere.”
“Where?” asked Carrie.
“I’m not sure. But I’ve got a feeling it’s the place I found before – the Wild Rose place.”
“What’s their interest in the boy, anyway?” asked Keller.
“I think I know almost everything,” said Richard. “I’ll fill you in as we ride. Crack’s headed for Surrey to intercept them right now. I’ve got to reach Danny before he does, and before they get where they’re going.”
“I hope you're not going try to talk us out of coming with you this time,” said Keller.
“I hate to see either of you risk your lives,” said Richard, “but I can’t think of two people I’d rather have alongside me.”
Carrie made a shushing sound, and put her finger to her lips. “I hear something,” she whispered.
Sure enough, when he listened closely Richard heard a faint tapping sound approaching them. It didn’t sound human – it might be some wild animal crossing the road. There was no time to get out of the way. They moved to the shoulder, ready to take cover if necessary. Within seconds, a running animal appeared on the road, headed directly for them. Seconds later, Richard recognized what it was.
“Zonk,” he cried. “I don’t believe it!”
Zonk came bounding toward them. He ran straight to Richard, jumped up on him, and began licking his face. Richard ruffed the fur of Zonk’s neck and scratched his head affectionately.
“Good boy!” he said excitedly, as Zonk jumped around him in an uncharacteristic display of excitement. “Good boy!”
“Wow, he found us all the way out here,” said Carrie. “Maybe that dog has some use after all.”
“You don’t know the half of it,” laughed Richard, scratching Zonk’s head again.
They continued on to Keller’s place, with Zonk happily loping alongside Richard’s bike. Keller shook his head slowly in disbelief as Richard explained how he had broken into the complex, been taken prisoner by Crack, and finally escaped. He left Crack’s revelation about Zonk out of his story.
Finally they were within sight of Keller’s RV. Keller had been riding a few bike lengths ahead, acting as a lookout. Richard motioned to Carrie and they both caught up with him.
“Like I said, somehow I’ve got to try to get to Danny before Crack does,” Richard said to Keller. “You might be able to help me.”
“I’d be happy to help,” said Keller, “but I don’t see how I can get you there any faster.”
“There might be a way. I know how attached you are to the Black Cherry. Would you be willing to let us take it to Surrey? It would probably mean the end for the car. Chances are you’d never see it again.”
“Come on,” Keller snorted, “What do you think I am? If it came down to a choice between that car and Danny’s life, there’s no contest. You don’t even have to ask me that question. But I’m not sure the Black Cherry will even run properly. I’ve never driven it more than a few feet at a time, and that was inside the garage. Anyway, there’s only enough gas to go a few blocks. There’s no way it would make it to Surrey.”
“There might be something I can do about that,” said Richard smiling, as they pulled into Keller’s property.



 
 
 
 
 
 
The Black Cherry
 
“You’ll have to explain to me exactly what you have in mind,” said Keller as they approached his RV. “Are you planning to drill for oil on my property?”
“Funny you should put it that way,” laughed Richard. 
Both Keller and Carrie stared at him as if they thought he was losing it.
“Is it possible the fall off the roof did more damage than I first thought?” said Keller. “You’re not making much sense.”
They parked their bikes and dismounted. Zonk trotted up to Richard, who affectionately scratched his head.
“Remember you were saying that the previous owner had a stash of gasoline buried somewhere on this property?” Richard said.
“Yeah,” said Keller. “That was the rumour. But that’s no use to us. Like I told you, the old guy croaked before he could tell me where it was.”
“Well,” said Richard, “I might have found us a secret weapon.”
“Really,” said Keller. Both he and Carrie were giving him that look again. All through the conversation, Richard had been scratching Zonk’s head. He finally turned to the dog,
“Zonk,” he said. “Come with me.”
Carrie and Keller shrugged at each other. Carrie turned to Keller and made a walking motion with the fingers of her right hand, as if to say 'Should I go and get him?' Keller shrugged again, but finally shook his head.
Richard led Zonk out into the center of Keller’s property, stopping at a point midway between the RV and the shed. He gave a goofy smile at his two companions, then leaned down at Zonk and said, “Zonk – Eldorado!”
Keller and Carrie watched stunned as Zonk jumped up and began moving, as before, in a tight circle, alternately jumping and sniffing at the ground. He turned several times, letting out the occasional yelp or bark as he moved.
“What the hell is he doing?” said Keller. “Is there something wrong with him?”
Richard pushed his hand down in a motion for them both to be quiet. Within seconds Zonk had completed his dance and found a scent. He moved off, his nose intently sweeping the earth. He reached a nondescript spot in the middle of the property, ten or twelve yards west of the RV, and began pointing his snout repeatedly at the ground.
“Is he having some kind of fit or something?” whispered Keller.
Richard laughed and clapped his hands together. He ran over to the spot Zonk was indicating and crouched down beside him.
“Good dog, Zonk. Good boy!” he laughed, scratching Zonk’s head and hugging him.
“Okay,” said Keller. “I think it’s time you told us what the hell’s going on.”
Richard explained Zonk’s almost magical ability to his astonished companions.
“So, what you’re saying is,” said Keller, “that in a few seconds your dog here has found the stash of gasoline I’ve been searching for all these years.”
“That’s right.”
“Well, I’ll believe that when I see it.”
“Got a shovel?”
The three of them took turns digging at the spot Zonk had indicated. Richard was taking his turn when, at a depth of about three feet, his shovel struck something solid.
“Careful,” said Keller. “If it is the gas, we don’t want to break the container.”
“So you believe me now?”
“Let’s just say I’m open to the possibility.”
Within minutes, Richard had uncovered a large, red, plastic container about two feet high. He carefully removed the dirt around it until it was free and clear. He and Carrie jumped into the hole and Richard inspected the container before trying to lift it.
“It’s hardly deteriorated at all,” he said, running his hand over the plastic shell.
“That kind of material tends to deteriorate in sunlight,” suggested Keller, “It would probably last a long time buried underground. Try lifting it. Is there anything in it?”
Richard grabbed the handle at the top, and rocked it back and forth.
“It’s not empty,” he said. “In fact, I’d say it’s pretty much full.” He unscrewed the black plastic cap and bent down to smell the contents. 
“Gasoline – must be five or ten gallons of the stuff.”
“Great God Almighty,” whispered Keller. He gaped open-mouthed over at Zonk, who sat at the edge of the hole panting, his tongue lolling out of his mouth, the usual otherworldly expression on his face.
“Well, what are we waiting for?” Keller yelled. “Let’s gas up the old girl and get this show on the road!”
“Are you sure you want to do this?” said Richard.
“I’ve only got one condition,” said Keller.
“What’s that?”
“I get to drive,” he said, beaming.
Between the three of them they managed to haul the container of gasoline over to the shed where the ancient vehicle stood. On the way, Richard explained what he knew about Danny’s discovery, and Crack’s interest in it.
“Incredible,” said Keller, shaking his head. “So Zonk has been the center of all this all along.”
“Of course you realize,” said Keller when they reached the car, “this car hasn’t been driven more than a few yards in something like sixty years. Just because we’ve got gasoline doesn’t necessarily mean we can actually go anywhere. It might go for a few blocks then fall apart.”
“With you as the mechanic?” said Carrie. “No way.”
“I thank you for your vote of confidence,” laughed Keller. “I just hope you won’t be disappointed.”
It took both Richard and Carrie to lift the container up high enough to pour the precious liquid into the tank. Richard was almost overpowered by the heady odour of gasoline fumes as they poured. It brought back the image of Crack inhaling the fumes from the rag at the compound. The image made him shudder. In a few minutes they had emptied the entire container into the gas-tank. Richard ceremoniously handed the gas cap to Keller, who, equally ceremoniously, screwed it back on.
“We should think about what supplies we need,” said Richard. “Jim,” he said, turning to Keller, “How about tools, in case we have a breakdown?”
“I’ll throw in some wrenches and screwdrivers,” said Keller. “We better pray we don’t need any parts – or even tires for that matter. With this car, what you see is pretty much what you get.”
“Have you got any food we can take along?”
“There’s some bread and some biscuits in the RV. In the cupboard above where the stove used to be.”
“I’ll get them,” offered Carrie, and she headed toward the door of the shed. 
Keller called after her, “And there’s some dried meat in the cupboard just to the right of that one – might as well grab that as well.”
“Sure,” called Carrie as she left.
“We’d better take the bikes, too,” said Richard. “In case the beast breaks down and we can’t fix it. Do you think they’d all fit in the trunk?”
“Are you kidding?” laughed Keller, “You could fit one of our modern cars into this trunk!”
Richard headed over to where they had parked the bikes, grabbed two and began to wheel them, one in each hand, toward the shed. About halfway he saw Carrie emerge from Keller’s RV with a bag of food. He stopped and watched as she stepped confidently from the bottom stair. 
He stood holding the bikes and waited for her to catch up. She smiled as she approached, and they walked together.
“Is it true - what Keller said back there?” he asked her.
“Is what true?” she answered, though she knew exactly what he meant.
He felt warmth rising to his cheeks. “How you feel about me…”
She stopped and turned to him. “Do you want it to be true?”
“More than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life.”
Richard let go of both bikes and took her in his arms, so that she almost dropped her package.
He looked into her eyes. “There’s only one thing that scares me about what we’re about to do. It’s not the wild dogs or the bandits or tackling Crack and his gang – it’s the thought that now that I finally found you I could lose you again.”
“You’ll never lose me,” she whispered. “No matter what happens.”
“Where the hell have you two been?” Keller said as they returned. “This is no time for ‘lovey-dovey’,” he joked, guessing what had delayed them. “This is a momentous occasion. You realize we’ll probably be the first people to hit the road in a Galaxie in something like fifty years?”
Richard manhandled the bikes into the massive trunk. As Keller had predicted, they fit with plenty of room to spare. He headed out the door for the third bike, as Carrie loaded the food into the back seat, and Keller opened the heavy sliding door to allow the car to pass through.
Richard had grabbed the bike and was wheeling it back when he heard a faint whine in the distance. He jumped on the bike and rode it quickly to the car. Keller sat behind the wheel. Carrie stood by the open passenger door with Zonk beside her.
“Can you hear that?” Richard said.
“What?” said Keller. “I don’t hear anything.”
“Sounds like a motorbike,” said Richard. “It could be the cops, or…”
Keller yelled, “Get that bike in the trunk and jump in. I’m going to try to start her up.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
The Road to Surrey
 
Richard quickly tossed the bike in the trunk with the others. Keller turned the key, and the Black Cherry roared to life. Zonk jumped back in shock.
“She purrs like a kitten, don’t you think?” shouted Keller above the din.
“If you say so,” Carrie shouted back.
“Zonk,” Richard patted the back seat. Zonk hesitated, frightened by all the noise.
“Come on, Zonk!” shouted Richard. “This is no time to screw around.” He hopped in himself and patted the cushion beside him. After a few seconds of whining and hesitation, Zonk finally jumped up next to him. Carrie climbed into the front beside Keller and slammed the door shut.
“Let’s go!” Richard said.
Keller gunned the engine. The giant car jumped forward, but suddenly stopped and the engine went dead.
“What was that?” said Richard.
“Sorry,” answered Keller, “I haven't driven a car with a standard transmission for more than thirty years.”
“Great,” said Richard under his breath.
Keller twisted the key and the car started again immediately. The engine roared as he pressed the gas pedal to the floor. He let go of the clutch and the car gave a massive leap forward, tossing them all half out of their seats. They lurched ahead, stopping and starting, as Keller fought desperately to master the clutch mechanism. Up the road to their left in the distance two motorcycles appeared, headed straight for them. It was clear from the way they were dressed that it wasn’t the police.
“What are they doing here?” yelled Keller over his shoulder.
“Damned if I know,” answered Richard. “Crack was desperate to get Zonk back. He sent some guys out looking for him. I guess they finally caught up with him – I hope you’re going to get the hang of this transmission pretty soon.” 
Keller was sweating, wrestling with the lurching vehicle. The engine alternately roared and approached stalling as he tried to get a feel for the clutch. The bikes were almost on top of them. One of them pulled a gun out of his belt.
“Keep your heads down!” Richard yelled. They all ducked, as several bullets whizzed overhead.
The bikes were within fifty yards when the car finally took one last jump forward and continued on at a decent pace. The Black Cherry tore up the dirt road leading to the right and out of Keller’s property, sending out a spray of loose gravel. Keller was clearly gaining control and shifted to a higher gear with little of the usual lurching. They sped up but still couldn’t outrun the bikes.
“Use the gun,” Keller yelled back to Richard, passing him a large revolver.
Richard fumbled with the gun and flipped the safety. He peeked carefully above the back seat and folded convertible-top and swallowed hard. The bikers were within ten yards of the car. A bullet spun past his head tearing a hole in the fabric of the convertible-top. 
He sighted down the barrel of the gun at the closest biker and pulled the trigger. The gun fired, throwing his arm back and half-deafening him. He missed, but the rider, spooked by the shot, swerved and almost crashed into his partner. The two stayed on their bikes but lost ground to the car, which Keller was finally driving with some kind of confidence.
Richard got ready to fire again. The riders both assumed a weaving motion, but were still gaining on the car. The curves in the road got tighter; Keller couldn’t maintain his speed. Richard glanced ahead. They were approaching a tight turn.
We’re done for, he thought, as Keller was forced to slow to less than half their former speed. The riders would be on top of them in seconds. Bullets continued to spin over their heads. Richard didn’t even have a chance to fire back. 
Suddenly Zonk jumped up and climbed over the folded convertible top and up onto the trunk of the car. The wind blew back the fur around his face as he stood shakily, his clawed feet squeaking on the smooth metal surface.
“Zonk,” Richard screamed. “Get back down here. What the hell do you think you’re doing!”
Ignoring Richard’s pleading Zonk stepped gingerly toward the back. The shooting stopped, as the bikers were apparently petrified of hitting the precious animal. Almost immediately Zonk began to slide off the trunk and finally leapt to the ground. The car was moving slowly. He landed in some soft grass on the shoulder. Richard sat with his mouth open.
The closest biker swerved to intercept the dog and cut off his escape. Zonk yelped and changed direction, trying to run around his flank. The rider gunned his bike and twisted in a tight circle, cutting him off again. His partner moved up and they tried to trap Zonk between them. Richard took aim at the first biker and fired.
This time it was a hit – his target winced and grabbed at his arm. His bike accelerated, slid into a patch of loose gravel, then drifted sideways into a ditch at the side of the road.
Zonk bounded into a stand of young poplars that lined the roadway, and the remaining biker turned to chase after him. Apparently Crack had impressed on them how important it was to bring back the dog.
“What happened?” yelled Keller.
“That dog’s insane!” said Richard. “He just jumped up and dove out of the car. I can’t believe it!”
“He must have been scared by all the gunfire,” said Keller. “Is he okay? Do you want me to try to go back for him?”
“He was okay after the jump,” said Richard. “He ran off into the woods. No, we can’t afford to go after him. He’ll have to fend for himself. I hope he’ll be okay.”
“Something tells me that dog can take care of himself,” said Keller. “What about the bikers?”
“One’s either hurt or dead. The other one’s gone. I guess Zonk is more important to them than we are. Stop for a minute – I want to go and check.”
“Are you sure?” said Keller.
“He’s the enemy, but he’s still a human being. His partner took off – nobody else is going to help him.”
“You’re still a sentimental greenhorn after all,” said Keller, “but it’s your call.”
“Be careful,” Carrie called after him. “Wait – I’ll come with you.”
Richard kept the gun drawn as they approached the motionless form of the biker. As they drew closer, it was obvious they had nothing to fear. Their attacker had been thrown from his bike and his head had struck a large rock. What was left was a mess; there was no question of him ever being a threat to them again. Richard turned away.
“Are you alright?” said Carrie.
“Yeah, I’m fine. I’ve just never killed anybody before.”
Carrie squeezed his hand.
“Let’s check the bike,” she said suddenly.
“Why?”
“Well, you never know,” she smiled, “it might come in handy.”
They walked over to where the motorcycle lay on the ground. The back wheel still turned slowly, and wisps of smoke still trailed up from the engine. Carrie squatted down and examined it.
“It’s not all that badly damaged,” she said. She walked around and hauled the bike upright by the handlebars.
“It’s a cop bike – a Mosquito,” she said matter-of-factly. “Wow – they’re even stealing from the cops.”
To Richard’s surprise, she climbed astride the bike, turned one of the handles, and started kicking at the starter pedal.
“I don’t see what use it can be to us,” he said. “I’ve ridden a scooter a few times, but I’m not much good on a motorbike.”
“Ah…” said Carrie, turning her face up to him with a sly smile. “But I am…” At that exact moment the bike’s engine surged to life. Richard stared slack-jawed as Carrie gunned the accelerator and took off up the road at full speed, throwing out a huge cloud of dust. He gaped at Keller, who was laughing.
“You don’t know that woman at all, do you!” he yelled.
“I guess not,” said Richard, half to himself.
Carrie came screaming back and made a sideways drift to stop within a few feet of where Richard stood, spraying his shoes with gravel.
“It’s pretty gutless,” she said, brushing back her hair, “but it runs well enough. No wonder the Cops don’t like to go to Surrey – I wouldn’t want to ride very far on this thing.”
“Let’s take it with us,” said Richard.
They hunted the area around the fallen biker and found his gun, and with some careful re-arrangement managed to pack both the bicycles and the Mosquito into the vast trunk of the Black Cherry. As they headed out Carrie turned back and took Richard’s hand, shouting above the roar of the engine,
“Remember before back at Jim’s place when I said I didn’t think Zonk was good for anything?”
Richard nodded.
“Well – I take it back,” she said, smiling.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Lacy has a Visitor
 
Lacy awoke with a start – and with the distinct feeling that something had disturbed her. She froze in terror for a moment imagining Frank and Jun (who, of course, couldn’t be there, because they were both dead) showing up at the place again. She listened closely and definitely heard a sound this time. She got up and searched the room for any kind of weapon. She finally found a baseball bat in the bedroom closet, and gripped it tightly in both hands as she investigated.
She tiptoed into the living room and finally identified the source of the noise. Something, or someone, was scratching at the front door. She held the bat up ready to swing and crept to the entrance. On the other side of the door there was a faint whimpering behind the scratching.
Without untying the cord securing the door she turned the handle, opened it a crack, and peered through the open slit. Standing on the stoop was a strange looking brick-shaped dog – white, with black spots. It stood with its head cocked to one side, curiously eying her.
“My God!” she gasped. “You scared the daylights out of me!”
Carefully, she cast around the yard to make sure no-one else was there. Satisfied that the dog was alone, she untied the cord, opened the door, and let him in. She knelt down and presented her hand for him to sniff, then petted the animal. He panted softly and nuzzled her face.
“You must be Zonk,” she said, stroking the dog’s head affectionately. “But what are you doing here? And where’s Mr. Hampton?”
She double-checked through the now fully opened front door, but there was no sign of Danny’s brother or anybody else. She re-attached her makeshift lock and wandered back in with Zonk in tow. Returning to the bedroom she noticed the clock. Seven o’clock – but it was light outside. It’s seven AM!
She thought.
I slept for seventeen hours – how is that possible? I’ve got to leave right away!
Zonk was standing beside her. “What am I going to do with you,” she said, reaching down and petting his head. “I can’t stay here.”
Zonk peered up at her.
“Maybe you can come with me. Do you want to come with me?” 
He nuzzled her hand.
She found some cereal and dried fruit in the kitchen, located a large plastic water bottle, and filled it, then threw everything into a canvas bag she also found.
She unbound the front door, went outside and called. The dog came immediately. She did her best to re-attach the lock. It at least looked as if it were functioning properly, even if a simple twist would render it useless. In the back yard, Serena had calmed down completely. She was contentedly munching on the grass from the tiny lawn. She whinnied softly as Lacy approached and attached the canvas bag to the back of the harness. Zonk had followed her, and stood watching.
Lacy led Serena to the front of the house, mounted her, and rode down the walk and out the front gate. She rode up the street and looked back to see if Zonk would follow. He stood by the gate. At first she thought she would have to leave him behind, but after she’d ridden about a block Zonk finally made up his mind and caught up with her. Soon he was trotting along behind the horse as Lacy rode back home.
She retraced the route she had taken to the city what seemed so long ago now, and reaching the fringes of Surrey she was back into familiar territory. Zonk loped along beside the horse all the way. Despite his ungainly appearance and reputed preference for sleep over any other kind of activity, he seemed to have no problem keeping up. Following the secret trails that she knew intimately, Lacy negotiated the Corridor with no difficulty; in a few hours she was within sight of her shack.
Against all logic she dared to hope that somehow Danny might have made it back there and would be waiting for her. Her heart raced with the prospect of seeing him again. Her attraction to him at the start had grown and transformed with their separation.
An almost physical need rushed over her, to see him, to have him hold her in his arms. With each step the horse took closer to the shack her heart seemed to beat more violently, until she was certain that he would hear.
A cloud descended around her as she rode within a few yards of her destination. Danny didn’t come out to meet her, and even before she checked she had accepted that he would not be there. She dismounted, tied Serena to a nearby tree with some feed grass nearby, and wandered dejectedly into the little shack.
Her worst fears were confirmed. Danny was not there, and there was no sign he’d returned since their departure. She fell to her knees and burst into tears. All her trials had been in vain. Danny was gone, and now once again she was alone. Her world seemed to close in around her.
She staggered to her feet and out of the shack, heading for the river. She stumbled up a crude trail that led to a secluded spot on the river bank – a tall grassy bluff that overlooked the swirling gray waters. High upon the bluff stood an old, gnarled oak tree, and beneath it, a simple wooden cross. A chill wind swept through her hair as she knelt down by the cross with her face in her hands.
“Auntie Becky,” she cried, “what can I do? I think I love him, and now he’s gone! I know you’d be against it, but I can’t live alone again. Please tell me what to do!” She wept violently until her strength was gone, and finally fell asleep beside the makeshift cross.
When she awoke, she felt something brushing against her leg, and looked up to find Zonk nudging her with his nose. She sat up and stared at the strange dog. His serene expression seemed to have a calming effect on her. She smiled in spite of herself and reached out to scratch behind his ears.
“Well, I guess I’m not completely alone,” she said, and headed back to the shack with Zonk following. By this time it was late afternoon, and she fell back into her habit of setting up the fire. She made some stew out of vegetables from her makeshift root cellar and fed Zonk some dried meat.
“We’ll have to decide what to do next,” she said, lying down on her bed. Zonk sat and eyed her curiously. “For now, I’m exhausted. Maybe I’ll think of something in the morning.”
She patted the side of the bed and Zonk ambled over, climbed up, and lay beside her.
“You can keep me company,” she said. “I’m beginning to see why Danny was so fond of you.”
 
In the morning she awoke to find that Zonk was gone. She panicked and ran out of the shack. To her relief he was lying in the morning sun near the front door.
“You nearly gave me a heart attack!” she said, as she crouched down and hugged him. 
She found some more dried meat for Zonk, and sat down on her bed to eat breakfast. As she was putting away her bowl, she noticed the torn shirt Danny had been wearing when she first rescued him. She reached out, picked it up, and held it against her breast. It still smells of Danny, she thought, smiling. That was somehow comforting.
“It smells of Danny,” she said out loud. She thought back to when she had first talked to Danny about Zonk:
Zonk’s my dog, he had said. He’s kind of funny looking, but he’s got a great personality – and a sense of smell you wouldn’t believe.



 
 
 
 
 
 
The Search for Danny
 
Keller drove as if he knew the route in his sleep, which, Richard guessed, he probably did. After about twenty minutes they found themselves on Boundary Road, a main artery leading to the even larger artery called Kingsway, the road they’d taken earlier on their way to the College.
This time they would be heading east – toward danger – deep into the heart of Surrey. Once they reached Kingsway, they stayed on that route for a long time, passing endless run-down apartment complexes, dilapidated homes, and boarded-up strip-malls. At one point they passed a massive complex of buildings that must once have been a mega-shopping mall. Its expansive parking lot was now crowded with shanty-like homes and tents, and wash lines spanned what once had been a spacious rooftop esplanade.
They made good progress at first. Within the city limits, the roads were still maintained regularly and were in reasonably good condition. There was almost no traffic on the road once they left the densely populated center of town. Within twenty minutes they had traversed a distance that would have taken them hours by bike.
Richard leaned forward with his hands on the back of the front seat. “How fast are we going?” he said to Keller.
“Just over sixty miles an hour,” Keller called back. “Not bad for a hundred-year old car, eh?”
“Wow – try doing that on a bicycle!”
Richard tried to imagine what it must have been like back in the days when there were millions of these vehicles on the road – when all but the poorest commuter could travel at these speeds without the slightest thought.
“Jim,” he said, “Remember when Danny first went missing, you told me that cities like Vancouver couldn’t function anymore?”
“Sure,” said Keller.
“Well, what do you think is going to happen – you know – down the road?”
Keller shrugged. “People have an incredible capacity for denial. I think they’ll keep trying to live like they’ve still got all the things their parents and grandparents had, until there’s a really catastrophic failure. That’s what it’ll take to get their attention, and that failure’s right around the corner.”
“And then?”
“Ways of life that can’t be supported will disappear. The thousand acre farms will be gone, the cities with millions of people will be gone, the hundred-storey skyscrapers will be gone – it’s actually happening right now, but it’s not obvious to you and me – we’re too close to see it.”
“You’re talking about a devastating change.”
“Yeah, but there’s no way around it. Someday people will move back to Surrey and the other outer suburbs. They’ll tear down the monster homes, plow up the lawns, strip malls and parking lots and replace them with little farms, and that’ll be the new way of life.”
Richard said nothing. He understood how his generation was still paying for the mistakes of their forebears. But for now he just sat back, let the wind blow through his hair, and watched the countryside go by.
He studied Keller behind the wheel – he was grinning from ear to ear. No wonder! He was living out a fantasy he probably never thought would ever be fulfilled – driving the machine he probably never dreamed he’d ever be able to take on the road.
He shifted his gaze to Carrie, who lounged dreamily, curled up in the front seat and gazing out at the scenery. He marveled at how his life had changed in such a short time, and he marveled at how he’d come to feel about her. Self-indulgently, he dared to dream that their current troubles would somehow be resolved, and that they would all be together and live happily ever after.
He leaned back, bent back his head and gazed up at the clouds rolling in the sky above them. It occurred to him that for the first time in years he felt alive. In spite of a mountain of troubles and an insane degree of danger – maybe even because of them – he was finally doing something real. His life in the city was flat and cartoon-like by comparison, as if it could have been lifted off of the page and carried away in the slightest breeze.
They nervously crossed the now only marginally maintained Patullo Bridge. As they ventured farther from town, the quality of the road surface steadily deteriorated. Huge potholes became commonplace, debris was strewn generously around the street, and clumps of grass, even small trees, had pushed up through the pavement.
The going became much slower as Keller was forced to dodge a gauntlet of obstructions. Richard was getting discouraged, thinking of how much easier it must be for Crack and his gang to navigate the obstacles on their slower but more maneuverable bikes. The deeper they got into suburbia, the worse the quality of the road. The conditions forced them to slow to a speed not much faster than they could have traveled on their bicycles.
Finally, Richard said, “Jim, we’ve got this Mosquito, and an expert rider…” he smiled over at Carrie. “I was thinking that the two of us could ride ahead and scout for Danny while it’s still light.”
“No problem,” said Keller. “The going’s getting pretty slow, and I’ve got to be careful not to do anything that will cripple the car.”
“I’ve got a feeling we’ll need the Black Cherry before this is all over,” said Richard. “Just keep following the Sky-train track and we’ll come back and find you. We’ll head for the place I found before. We won’t be long.”
Keller stopped and Richard and Carrie hauled the Mosquito from the trunk. They took off on the bike, Carrie riding and Richard seated behind her. They headed southeast, and were there in less than half an hour. Richard expected to have difficulty recognizing the spot, but he knew it right away.
They explored the area quickly, keeping an eye out both for more wild dogs and Rippers. There was no sign that anyone had been there since his first visit. The fear surfaced in Richard’s mind that this might not be where Danny and his captor were headed after all. 
Disappointed, they retraced their route back toward Keller. Rejoining him, they replaced the bike in the trunk and continued on, driving in the shadow of the Sky-train track. It would be dark soon; they had to find a place to spend the night. 
Twenty minutes later they spotted a hill studded with several crumbling concrete structures. Dodging stones and potholes they made their way to the top and soon found a building that was perfect. One wall had partially collapsed, leaving enough room for the car to pass, and the structure was large enough that it would be completely concealed. They cleared away some of the debris left over from the collapsed wall, and drove the car inside.
That night they put the top up and slept in the Black Cherry, Keller on the front seat and Richard and Carrie crowded into the back. In the middle of the night, they heard the sound of animals padding around the car. Richard was certain he heard a low growl and he shuddered, remembering the incident with the wild dogs. Eventually the sounds moved away. He desperately fought for sleep, but sleep refused to come. He kept thinking of Danny – out there – beaten, tortured – maybe even dead – after they’d come so close.



 
 
 
 
 
 
A Close Encounter
 
Shortly after one of their breaks, Swallow suddenly pulled back on Danny’s ‘leash’ and yelled, “Stop!”
Danny glanced back at his captor, who was listening for something. He listened himself, and soon heard the sound that had caught Swallow’s attention. It was unmistakable – a Mosquito – and it was getting closer. 
“Crack,” said Danny, half to himself.
“Shut up!” screamed Swallow, his Adam’s apple bouncing up and down double time.
Danny studied Swallow's face. The poor little man was completely petrified. The life and colour seemed to drain out of his body on hearing that sound; he became extremely nervous and agitated.
“Get moving!” he yelled, and kicked at Danny’s back, losing his balance and almost falling over in the process. The sound of the motorbike got closer. Each time Danny stole a glance back Swallow’s face looked more and more terrified. Danny could only hear one bike. Its whine was coming from the north, though he couldn’t see it through the trees. The sound grew constantly louder, as if it was heading straight for them. Swallow pulled on the rope and ordered him to stop.
“This way!” he yelled, hauling Danny with the rope into a dense clump of brush on one side of the trail. The scream of the bike grew ever louder. Finally, the machine burst into view on the trail not twenty yards away. Danny couldn’t believe his eyes. The rider was an unknown woman, but it was the passenger that caught his attention. Sitting on the back, scanning the surrounding woods intently, was his older brother.
“Richard!” he yelled. But his brother couldn’t hear him over the noise of the bike.
“Shut up!” screamed Swallow, and slapped Danny hard across the face. Swallow kicked him in the back and knocked him to the ground, then held him there with his boot. He bent down, his face inches from Danny’s and said, “Make another sound and you will be dead.”
The whine of the bike grew fainter and fainter, finally climbing the ridge behind them.
They’re looking for me, Danny thought, and glimmer of hope welled up in him.
They’d better find me soon, he thought.
We’re almost there. He won’t need me for much longer.



 
 
 
 
 
 
A Meeting
 
The next morning Keller resumed his slow drive toward the Wild Rose area. The Black Cherry was now within a few miles of their goal. Richard and Carrie took off once again to scout ahead. Again they found nothing, and Richard’s fear that he’d guessed wrong intensified. Since there was nothing there Richard suggested that they double back and search for Danny.
“Where are we going?” Carrie yelled over her shoulder.
“I don’t know,” he yelled back.
“Great.”
“My plan – such as it is – is to find some high ground, try to ride more or less parallel with the Sky-train tracks, and hope we can spot something.”
“How about up there?” Carrie pointed to a ridge about half a mile away. It was largely clear of trees and brush, and high enough to afford a good view.
“Looks perfect,” said Richard.
“I hope this crate can get us both up there,” said Carrie, revving the engine and accelerating toward the ridge.
With a lot of lugging and some help from both Richard and Carrie’s feet, the bike made it up the hillside and onto the top of the ridge. They had a commanding view of the surrounding countryside, but there wasn’t much to see below.
The area was heavily wooded – unless Danny and his captor happened to pass through one of the few clearings at the exact moment they were watching, they would be unlikely to spot them. They searched for about twenty minutes and saw nothing. Richard was about to suggest that they catch up with Keller when Carrie suddenly turned back to him,
“Look,” she shouted over the whine of the engine, and pointed toward a clump of trees on the south side. Richard followed her arm and saw the branches of several trees below shaking, as if something large were passing through them. The bush was too dense to see the source, but whatever it was seemed to be deliberately moving in an eastward direction.
“Shall we investigate?” she said.
“We haven’t found anything else so far,” said Richard. “Be careful. It’s probably a wild animal of some sort.”
“Apparently you’ve forgotten that I’ve lived around here for more than five years,” Carrie said.
“Oh, yeah – sorry.”
“Hold on,” said Carrie.
She hauled the bike sharply left and cut the engine, and they coasted down the side of the ridge toward the trees. When they reached the bottom, they were forced to dismount to plow through the dense brush. They skirted eastward of the area where they’d seen the movement, placing themselves in the path of whomever or whatever it was they’d seen.
Once into the trees, they found a regularly used path, and followed it eastward until they reached a small clearing. They took cover in some brush on the eastern edge, leaned the bike against a tree, and waited.
“Whoever it is, they must have heard our motorcycle,” whispered Richard. “It might scare them off.”
“What else can we do?” answered Carrie. “Anyway, it’s going to be tough going unless they stick to the path. They’ve got no choice but to come this way.”
About ten minutes later, they heard a rustle in the trees to the west of them, and prepared themselves. Richard pulled out his gun and released the safety. He could see Carrie’s body tense as the rustling got louder. Something was crashing through the bush. It sounded too big to be human.
Maybe it really was an animal – a bear or a large deer – there were enough of them around. Whatever it was, it had almost reached the edge of the clearing. The branches of the surrounding trees shook as it moved.
Richard grasped the gun in his hand and got ready to confront their quarry. Suddenly, it burst into view. Carrie gasped, and Richard’s jaw dropped open.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Joining Forces
 
For a second Richard thought he was dreaming. Plodding into the clearing was a big brown horse ridden by a young girl. The girl was preoccupied, as if she was searching for something. Richard was even more stunned when Zonk appeared from behind them, sniffing intently at the ground.
Am I hallucinating? He thought.
What the hell’s going on here? 
He and Carrie stepped out into the open, their guns drawn. At first the girl didn’t notice, but as she reached the center of the clearing she glanced up and spotted them. She gasped, and was about to turn the horse and make a run for it, but then stopped and stuttered, in a tiny voice, “M-M-Mr. Hampton?”
Zonk finally noticed them and ran up to Richard. The girl dismounted and led the horse to where they were standing.
“Do I know you?” said Richard.
“No,” answered the girl. “But I know you. I mean…I know your brother, Danny. I was at your house,” Suddenly she seemed embarrassed at having admitted to breaking in, and turned slightly pink. “I-I saw your picture.”
“When was this?”
“Yesterday.”
“What!”
“I’m sorry. I was desperate. I needed a place to stay.”
“It’s not that. I’m just trying to understand what’s going on. Maybe you’d better start from the beginning. To start with, what’s your name?”
“I’m Lacy,” said the girl.
“Well,” said Richard, “You already seem to know who I am.” He motioned to Carrie. “This is Carrie.”
“Hi,” said Lacy.
“Hi,” said Carrie, smiling.
They moved to another clearing hidden from the trail, and Lacy recounted rescuing Danny from the river and all the events leading up to their current meeting.
“So you’re looking for Danny too?” asked Carrie.
“Yes,” answered Lacy. “I think Zonk has his scent. I let him smell one of Danny’s shirts and he’s been leading me this way ever since.”
Richard told Lacy what he knew about Danny and there was a pause while they all digested the information they had collectively pieced together.
“So,” Richard finally broke the silence. “Since we’re all looking for Danny, I suggest we defer to a higher intelligence.” He smiled and nodded at Zonk, who sat panting on the ground beside them.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Danny and Swallow Arrive
 
After the encounter with the motorbike, Swallow’s behaviour got increasingly bizarre. He was extremely agitated, and jumped, even letting out an audible yelp once or twice, at the slightest sound. He now avoided the trail completely, and they were forced to slog through the dense brush far from any clearing.
Danny estimated they were no more than an hour’s hike, even at their present stumbling pace, from their destination. Sometime between now and their arrival, he would have to think of something. He would have to think of something or he would die.
 A short time later, Swallow began to harass him.
“How much farther?” he said, kicking at Danny as if to punctuate his question.
“I’m not sure. I think we’re getting close.”
“You better not be trying to trick me. I will know if you’re trying to trick me.”
As dull as Swallow seemed in many ways, he was surprisingly perceptive and extremely cunning – Danny was inclined to believe him.
“I’m not trying to trick you,” he said. “We’re going in the right direction. I’ll tell you when we get there.”
“I am not stupid. If you try to trick me, I will know, and you will be sorry.”
Danny’s throat tightened and his stomach churned as a sense of desperation welled up inside him. The problem was, he was so tired – so tired. He could barely walk let alone fight this animal for his life.
You don’t have the luxury of self-pity, he told himself.
If you want to live, think of something – and make it quick…
Their path had been angling closer and closer to the Sky-train line, and finally, with a sense of dread, Danny looked up and saw King George station. Their destination was only a mile or so away. He pretended to stumble, trying to slow their pace, but Swallow quickly caught on to this tactic and prodded him to move faster.
After another twenty minutes of plowing through the brush, they emerged onto a hill overlooking a huge bowl-like area surrounded by a series of crumbling buildings.
“This is it!” cried Swallow, staring at Danny, his Adam’s apple bobbing excitedly.
“No…” answered Danny nervously.
“Yes it is! Do you think I’m stupid!” said Swallow, tugging on the rope so hard that it nearly pulled Danny off of his feet.
“No, it’s farther on.”
“I don’t believe you! How much farther?”
“It’s about twenty minutes from here.”
“You’d better not be lying to me,” said Swallow, giving another rough tug on the rope.
“I’m not,” said Danny. “It’s that way.” He pointed toward the northwest.
“Then go!” spat Swallow.
They trudged on in the direction Danny had indicated. About twenty minutes later they were peering down at an open expanse of concrete with a small square building toward the back. The space was covered with debris, and in one corner stood a rusting metal pole about twenty feet tall. Danny stopped and hesitated.
“Is this it?” said Swallow, his eyes boring into Danny, his Adam’s apple bobbing faster than before.
“I’m not sure…” answered Danny. He tried to stall for time, but he knew his time was up.
“This isn’t it!” cried Swallow. “It was back there, wasn’t it! It was back there! You’re trying to trick me!” He waved the gun at Danny.
“No, I’m sure,” answered Danny. “It’s here. This is it.”
“You’re sure? It’s here? My treasure is here? Show me where it is. Show me!”
Swallow became more frantic with every word. He grabbed Danny by the shoulders and started shaking him.
“Show me!” he screamed. “Show me where it is or you die!”
“You’re going to kill me anyway!”
“Show me!” repeated Swallow, not even hearing him. “Show me or I’ll kill you right now!”
Suddenly, Swallow released his grip and stood listening, with renewed terror. Danny listened closely, and once again heard the sound that seemed to fill his captor with such dread. It was the faint whine of a motorcycle engine. No – he realized – it was several engines. He guessed that this time their company wouldn’t be his brother.
Swallow began to tremble, and seemed to forget all about him. Danny was starting to think seriously about making a run for it, when Swallow suddenly snapped out of his trance, and propelled him toward a low hillside to the west.
“Move!” Swallow yelled, punctuating his command with a violent shove.
They climbed the hill and headed for the remains of a small building in the far corner of an abandoned lot. The roof, windows, and door were missing – it was nothing more than four concrete walls. Swallow brutally drove Danny toward it and then inside. He dragged Danny to a window overlooking the open area, grabbed his hair and pulled his head back.
“Is this it?” he whispered.
“I’m not sure,” answered Danny. He knew Swallow wanted to kill him, but didn’t dare until he was convinced he’d found what he was looking for.
“You’re sure,” Swallow hissed, bouncing Danny’s head violently against the concrete wall. Danny came close to blacking out, and his legs began to give way. Swallow eased his hold, apparently afraid he might have inadvertently killed him.
Danny shook his head alert. The drone of the bikes got louder. The sound faded in and out with the wind, or with their position in the surrounding hills. With each increase, Swallow became more anxious, and the movement of his Adam’s apple intensified.
Suddenly in the distance they heard gunfire – the pop, pop, pop of multiple shots being fired. Swallow began to shake. The exchange went on for several minutes, then stopped as suddenly as it had begun.
Finally the whine of the bikes was close. It was clear that the riders were heading straight for them, and would be upon them in minutes. Swallow pressed Danny against the wall with his right arm and peered out the window in terror, beads of sweat forming on his face.
Danny could tell from the sound that the bikes had entered the area below them, and seemed to be circling, as if searching for something – them? Swallow apparently saw who it was, because he actually gave an audible yelp of fear, and his body began bobbing up and down in time with his Adam’s apple.
“Oh no! Oh no!” Swallow said under his breath.
The bikes circled for several minutes, then, as if they had decided there was nothing to find, moved away in the same direction they’d been traveling. Swallow maintained unceasing pressure on Danny’s neck as they listened to the engines die away. Even after they were gone, Swallow stood shaking for several minutes. Danny wasn’t sure what his captor had seen or knew of Crack that could produce such terror, but there was no doubt that Swallow trembled at the very thought of meeting up with the gangster.
Eventually, long after the last hint of whining from the bikes had faded away, Swallow relaxed slightly, and seemed consider going back outside. First he peered through the window, then gingerly poked his head through and scanned around, listening intently.
Finally, satisfied that the gang might truly be gone, he dared to venture to the doorway, always keeping one eye on Danny. He repeated the ritual he had performed with the window, first poking his head out, then leaning outside and scanning the area intently.
After about ten minutes of waiting, he finally came and grabbed Danny, holding onto the rope and shoving Danny roughly ahead of him, as before. They hiked down the hill to the open area Danny had indicated earlier.
“We go to fulfill my destiny,” Swallow said matter-of-factly, as if announcing a trivial news item. They reached the bottom of the hill.
“Now, show me!” Swallow yelled. “Show me or you die!”
Danny was about to speak when there was a barely audible click behind them.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Swallow and Crack
 
Swallow froze, then began to shake. Finally, a look of dread crawling over his face, he slowly turned to locate the source of the sound. Danny turned as well. It was Mansur, standing no more than a few yards behind them, pointing a gun directly at Swallow’s chest.
“I tell you,” said Mansur, like he was making some personal observation in a bar, “that Crack is one smart dude. ‘I think they’re around here somewhere’, he says. ‘Look how the dust has been disturbed. Somebody was walking here recently’, he says. ‘Mansur, why don’t you hide your bike a few blocks away then climb the hill and watch for a while? Maybe they’ll show up.’ I think he’s batty, but I do what he says.” Mansur took a couple of steps closer.
“And look what happened,” he continued, laughing. “It’s just like he said. Man, he is one smart guy.”
Mansur’s laugh ended abruptly. “Now, drop your gun on the ground and kick it over here.”
Swallow did as he was ordered.
Mansur raised his own gun until it was pointing directly at Swallow’s head. The pathetic little kidnapper went weak in the knees, and Danny thought Swallow would collapse on the spot, but somehow he stayed upright. Mansur hesitated with the gun trained on Swallow’s skull, then, smiling, continued to raise it until it was vertical, and fired a shot into the air. Swallow twitched violently at the sound of the shot.
Within minutes, they heard the whine of the motorcycles again, clearly getting closer.
This is it, thought Danny. I’m done for.
A few minutes later the first of the bikes appeared, ridden by Crack himself. At the sight of the gang leader, Swallow’s knees buckled once again, but again he somehow remained standing. Crack pulled up and skidded to a stop in a cloud of dust. Soon after, the other gang members arrived. Danny recognized a few of them. Crack and the others headed straight toward them. 
“I found the boy for you!” Swallow announced in a trembling, fawning voice as Crack approached. Crack stopped in front of him.
“I was on my way to bring him to you,” Swallow said.
Crack stared at him for a few seconds, saying nothing. Suddenly, he threw back his head and laughed. Swallow tried to laugh nervously along.
“You kill me, Swallow,” said Crack. “You really do.”
Crack took a step closer to both Swallow and Danny. He scanned Danny up and down, as if not quite convinced he was still alive.
“You were bringing him to me, were you?” Crack said quietly, shifting his gaze to the dirt beneath his feet. “Is this the right direction?” He said, absently drawing lines in the dirt with the toe of his boot. “This seems like an odd route to be taking to get to me.”
“I…I wanted to make him show me what he found first.” Swallow shifted nervously from one foot to the other. “I didn’t want to waste your valuable time.”
“Well, that’s really considerate of you,” Crack said, looking up. “Really considerate – in fact – maybe I’ve been underestimating what a valuable part of our little group you are, Swallow.”
Swallow smiled weakly and said, “I was about to force him to reveal what he knows when you arrived.”
“You were, were you…” answered Crack. “So did he?”
“Did he what?”
“Did he tell you what you wanted to know?”
“No, it was not I who wanted to know,” said Swallow. “It was for you. I was going to drive the information out of him for you. I am a mere tool for you to command.”
“You’re a tool, are you?” said Crack. Some of the other bikers snickered. “So you were just about to come and tell me about it, were you?” continued Crack.
“Most certainly, yes,” said Swallow.
Crack’s face contorted with a sneering smile, and he took a step closer to Swallow – to within arm’s reach. Danny saw the characteristic writhing of Crack’s octopus tattoo as the gangster clenched and un-clenched his fists.
Suddenly the octopus sprang to life as Crack’s right arm shot up and grabbed Swallow by the throat, almost lifting him off his feet. Swallow’s eyes bulged out of his head and his face was a mask of absolute terror. Whining and gurgling sounds issued from his throat, and his arms waived pathetically in the air at his sides.
“You piece of shit!” screamed Crack. “You think I’m a complete moron! I’m really going to enjoy doing you.”
Swallow sobbed amid gasps for breath.
“But that can wait,” said Crack. He let go of Swallow’s throat, and the kidnapper dropped in a heap to the ground. “I’ve got more important things to do right now. I want to save you for later, when I can relax – and take my time.”
Swallow lay on the ground whimpering. Crack turned his attention to Danny.
“So,” he said.
Danny was shaking, despite all his efforts to look calm and confident. “What?” he said, in a voice that he meant to be tough, but that came out sounding thin and weak.
Crack slapped him across the face. “You little shit! Don’t fuck with me!”
Swallow was still lying on the ground, muttering to himself. He seemed to be having a conversation with some invisible companion. Danny overheard him say,
“Yes…yes…It will be done. I am yours to command…”
“Shut up!” Crack yelled at Swallow, and kicked him hard in the stomach. The muttering abruptly stopped.
“Now, where was I?” said Crack, to nobody in particular. He turned once again to Danny.
“Oh, I remember – WHERE THE FUCK IS THE GASOLINE!” he screamed.
Danny couldn’t think a way to stall any longer, but suddenly he was paralyzed. He opened his mouth to speak. No words would come, but his eyes tracked to their left. Crack followed his gaze. A pile of debris lay at the base of the rusting metal cylinder projecting from the ground. Lying on top of the debris was a slab-like object covered with dust.
Crack noticed it, strolled over, and scraped at the dust with his foot. A smile formed on his face. He bent down, grabbed one side of the slab and stood it on its side. He gave it a heavy kick from behind, and most of the dust fell away. Clearly embossed on the slab was the bright yellow shape of a scallop shell. The words ‘Cherry Blossom Service’, beside the image of a flower, a thin green stem curling beneath it, were still legible on dark band at the bottom.
“A gas station,” said Crack. “Not bad, kid. Not King Solomon’s Mines, but not bad. Did your mutt find this?”
Danny didn’t answer.
“I SAID – DID YOUR MUTT FIND THIS!” Crack screamed.
“Y-Yeah,” said Danny.
“That’s better. Where’s the cap?”
Danny nodded toward an area in front of the building.
“Show me,” said Crack. He motioned to someone behind Danny, and started walking toward the spot Danny had indicated. The huge man they called Chuckles took Danny by the arm and dragged him to meet with Crack. A small pile of rusted machinery littered the ground a few feet from where they stood.
“This?” said Crack, pointing at the pile.
“Yeah,” said Danny.
Crack walked over and kicked away some debris. Beneath it was a metal pipe extending about six inches above the ground, topped by a round metal cap.
“Have you opened it?” Crack said to Danny. 
Danny shook his head.
“Well, how do you know there’s still gas down there?”
“Zonk knows.”
“Zonk knows, does he?” Crack said sarcastically. “Well, we’ll see what Zonk knows. Mansur, keep an eye on the kid. Chuckles, see if you can get this cap off.”
The huge biker waddled over to the pipe protruding from the ground. With a great deal of effort he assumed a kneeling position directly over it, and gripped it with both of his massive hands. His face contorted grotesquely as he strained to turn the ancient cap, which had probably been frozen in position for dozens of years.
At first, the obstinate cap wouldn’t budge, but finally it turned, a little at first, gaining momentum as the giant continued to strain.
When Chuckles reached the final few threads, a blast of high-pressure vapour blew the cap into the sky with such a force that it knocked him to the ground. The biker lay stunned for a few seconds before finally struggling to his feet.
“Good job, Chuckles,” laughed Crack. “I knew there was a reason I kept you around.”
There was a stench of gasoline, and vapour continued to blast from the opening for about thirty seconds before the pressure finally equalized.
“Now,” said Crack. “Let’s see what’s down there.” He picked up a small pebble from the dirt beneath his feet, and walked up to the opening. He knelt down and positioned his ear close to the tank outlet, then dropped the pebble into the hole. Almost immediately Danny heard a faint ‘plop’ as the stone hit the captive gasoline.
“Shit,” said Crack. “It’s half full – looks like that mutt of yours knows his gas. Chuckles…” he called. “Put the cap back on and cover everything back up.”
Crack walked back over to Danny, and they returned to the spot where they’d stood earlier. Swallow still lay cringing on the ground.
“Any idea where that cute little doggy is right now?” Crack said. Unexpectedly, he placed a hand gently on Danny’s shoulder.
“Do you think you could find him, son?” he said, warming to his fatherly tone.
“Maybe…” answered Danny.
“Well, you know…” said Crack, I might be convinced to spare you if you could help me find that sweet puppy.”
Danny felt sick to his stomach. He dared not look Crack in the eye, for fear of revealing his loathing and terror. Instead he stared at the ground. Death was incredibly close now.



 
 
 
 
 
 
The Search is Over
 
With encouragement from both Lacy and Richard now, Zonk set off with his nose to the ground. They continued east. Richard estimated that they'd been gone for about an hour; Keller must be wondering what had happened to them. At the same time, he judged that they must be getting close to what he guessed would be their final destination – the Wild Rose area.
“Listen,” said Lacy.
They could barely make out the buzz of motorcycles in the distance.
“We’d better go,” Richard said. “From the direction, I’d say whatever those bikes are doing has something to do with Danny. We’ll catch up with Jim on the way.”
They climbed the ridge and headed to intercept Keller’s path. Occasionally they heard the whine of motorcycle engines waft toward them on the breeze. Every time Richard caught that sound his stomach churned, as he imagined what might be happening at this moment to the person he cared for most in the world, the brother he’d vowed to protect. After a ten minute ride, they caught up with Keller. Richard guessed they were no more than a half-mile from the Wild Rose area.
Keller was picking his way along the main road, which was heavily strewn with everything from boulders to small trees. They rode up beside him and he stopped. Lacy dismounted and walked up to meet them.
“This is Lacy,” Richard said to Keller as she arrived. Lacy moved up and shook his hand. “She’s a friend of Danny’s.”
“A friend, eh?” said Keller with a smile. “What’s with you Hamptons anyway? Trapped out in the wilds of Surrey and you both come back with beautiful women on your arms. Must be some kind of genetic thing…”
Lacy blushed deeply.
“Well Lacy,” Keller continued, “it’s good to meet you. How in God’s name did you two hook up?”
“No time to explain,” said Richard. “We’ve got to go right now. It’s probably best if we take the car, the horse and the bike. We might need them all if we run into Crack. Zonk can ride in the car with you, Jim.”
“Horse? Zonk?” said Keller. “What the hell have I been missing?”
 “It’s a long story,” answered Richard. “I’ll fill you in later. We’ve been hearing the sound of bikes all the way over here. We’re going to follow it and I’m hoping it will lead us to Danny. We’ll ride ahead. You follow as best you can.”
 “You got it,” said Keller. “Go on, get going. It’ll take me a few minutes to get the beast moving. Just try to stay in sight.”
Richard and Carrie took off, moving as quickly as they dared while trying to limit the whine of their own bike. After a few minutes Richard glanced back and spotted Lacy not more than twenty or thirty yards behind them. The horse seemed to be well suited to this terrain. Much farther back, barely visible now, was Keller in the Black Cherry.
Suddenly they heard a flurry of gunshots.
“Oh my God,” said Richard.
Carrie twisted the accelerator, and both Lacy and Keller moved into the distance behind them. With a backward glance Richard saw that Lacy was somehow keeping up, having pushed Serena into full gallop. The shooting continued for several minutes then abruptly stopped. The scream of the bikes faded into the distance. As Richard and Carrie approached the Wild Rose area, they heard another single gunshot. The whine of motorcycles rose again, very close now, but then there was silence.
They cut their engine and walked the bike to a hill overlooking the space Richard had found earlier. At its base, they found the bodies of two men lying on the ground. They were riddled with bullet wounds and wore the colours of the Ripper gang.
“Looks like they had a problem convincing Crack he was trespassing on their territory,” said Richard. Nearby, he spotted another body – one he recognized as Blackie – one of Crack’s men. They hiked to the crest of the hill, hid behind some rocks, and looked down.
Below them stood a crowd of men and several motorbikes. Richard recognized a few of the men from Crack’s compound. He scanned to his right and his heart nearly stopped. Danny! For a moment he studied his brother’s face, savouring the moment. He was so close – yet all he had fought for over the past weeks could still be destroyed in a fraction of a second and he'd be powerless to stop it.
It was clear that Danny, and another man he didn’t recognize, were being held captive by the bikers. He studied the group more closely. Aside from Danny and the other prisoner, he counted nine men and six bikes. At least half the men were clearly armed. Crack was talking to Danny’s fellow prisoner, a small thin, dark man dressed in filthy rags. After a few minutes of talk, Crack reached out and half-choked the man, then threw him to the ground.
Richard was startled by a sudden movement right beside them, and was shocked to find Lacy had moved in next to him without him hearing the slightest sound. He returned his attention to the group below. The little man with Danny was probably this ‘Swallow’ character – the one who had kidnapped him. When Crack tilted up the gas station sign, Richard read the title and saw the drawing of the flower.
Cherry Blossom? Not Wild Rose? He thought. What the hell?
He watched as the giant, Chuckles, removed the cap from the outlet, and saw that Crack had found what he was looking for. He leaned over to Carrie and Lacy.
“We’ve got to make our move,” he whispered. “Crack’s got what he wanted. He’s got no reason not to kill Danny now. Lacy, this isn’t your fight. You’re too young to be risking your life. Take the horse and hide out in the woods. If we come through this we’ll find you.”
“No,” said Lacy.
“That’s not…” said Richard.
“I’m coming with you,” Lacy cut him off. The expression on her face told him it was pointless to argue.
He studied the group below one last time. Chuckles still knelt over the gas outlet, replacing the cap. Mansur stood near him, idly kicking at the surrounding debris. Danny, Crack and Swallow were farthest away, a few yards from the main group of bikers.
Richard nodded at his companions and the three of them crawled quietly back behind the crest of the hill to the spot where they had left Serena and the Mosquito.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chaos
 
“I wonder…” Crack said to Danny, idly fingering the gun in his belt. “Do I really need you to find the mutt?” His other arm left Danny’s shoulder, and scratched thoughtfully at the stubble on his chin.
“I think you’re going to be more trouble than you’re worth. We’ve got the gas. I don’t think you’ve really got much of a bargaining position, do you.”
Crack stepped back and began to draw the gun from his belt. Slowly and deliberately, he hefted it in his hand and stroked the barrel. Danny’s knees began to buckle and he felt like he was going to faint. Crack raised the lethal weapon to point at his head.
Danny opened his mouth to speak. From somewhere above came the accelerating whine of a Mosquito. Crack and the others turned to face the hill.
“What the fuck!” Crack screamed.
It was a bizarre spectacle – Richard and another woman riding full throttle down the hill on a Mosquito, followed just behind by Lacy…Lacy? Riding a horse? Danny couldn’t believe his eyes.
“Is this a joke?” Crack yelled. But the attackers moved so quickly they were on the group before any of them even had time to reach for their guns.
 
***
 
Richard held on tight as Carrie gunned the Mosquito at full speed toward a tight knot of men standing just to Crack’s left. At the last second, she yelled, “Now!” and they both jumped off the bike. The speeding machine smashed into two of the men, sending them both flying. As she hit the ground, Carrie drove an elbow into the head of a third, who lay on the pavement momentarily stunned and confused.
Richard landed on his feet running. He stopped himself and turned to find that Crack, already holding a gun, had overcome his shock and had him in his sights. Richard had no time to grab his own gun or even jump out of the way. Crack’s finger was tensing on the trigger when Carrie, using the momentum of her leap from the bike, slammed into him, and the shot fired harmlessly into the air.
Crack recovered quickly and clipped her across the face with the back of his hand, knocking her to the ground. He was about to use his next bullet on her when Richard leapt at him, smashing his head against the pavement and stunning him momentarily. Richard jumped up and cast desperately around, looking for Carrie.
She had staggered to her feet and was wrestling with Pig, who tried to draw his gun. She slammed Pig’s hand against her knee, knocking the gun to the ground, and struggled to draw her own weapon. Pig turned and punched her in the face with the full force of his right arm. She collapsed and didn’t get up.
No!” yelled Richard as he flew at Pig. The two wrestled on the ground, hands at each other’s throats.
 
***
 
Lacy pushed Serena at full gallop into another group. One of them managed to fire his gun, but the shot whistled over her head as Serena knocked him to the ground. The gunshot drove Serena berserk, and she charged forward, bucking violently. A deadly front hoof caught the nearest biker under the chin, lifted him right off his feet, and threw him several yards away. Lacy fought to stay on Serena’s back; the poor beast was beyond all calming, striking out blindly at anything that moved.
Lacy finally threw herself free and leapt out of the frantic horse’s path. Serena continued her rampage, standing rampant and launching herself at the biker who had fired the gun. Still lying on the ground, he fired again.
The bullet took her squarely in the chest, and she bellowed in pain and terror. Lacy screamed. Serena was slowed, but not stopped. She continued on, blood gushing from her wound, finally collapsing on top of the screaming shooter.
Now on her feet, Lacy was confronted by another gang member. As he reached for his gun, she dove at him and they wrestled for the weapon. Her opponent was soon joined by one of the two that Richard and Carrie had originally knocked down. The new man grabbed her by the wrist and threw her to the ground. The one she had been wrestling raised his weapon and trained it at her head.
“What a waste,” he said, about to pull the trigger.
An explosive roar echoed from above, and all stared up the hill. A monstrous purple machine flew over the crest headed directly for them. It careened down the gravel slope, horn blaring and engine screaming full-throttle.
“Holy Shit!” yelled Lacy’s attacker, as the car veered toward him. He took aim at it and fired. His shot blasted a hole in the left side of the windshield, but the purple behemoth kept coming. Finally he turned to run. The machine veered to catch him in mid-flight, and threw his body twenty feet across the pavement. The driver then pulled an impossible U-turn and headed for the closest knot of still-standing bikers, who by now were running in all directions.
 
***
 
Richard kneed Pig in the head, broke free from his grip and jumped to his feet. He glanced inside the Black Cherry and saw Keller, a huge smile on his face, hauling on the steering wheel of the massive machine, throwing up dust and turning to mow down the remaining bikers. 
By now Crack had recovered. He picked up his gun and began firing at Keller. Richard jumped him again and knocked the gun some distance away, but not before one of the shots hit their mark. The Black Cherry skidded to one side, slid into a pile of debris, stalled, and rolled to a halt.
Suddenly all was strangely quiet. A small yelp from inside the Black Cherry broke the silence. Both Crack and Richard stared at the dust settling over the vehicle. A pair of white paws emerged through the torn rear window.
“Get that fucking dog!” screamed Crack, forgetting the fight and even his own gun. He jumped up and sprinted toward the smoking car. Zonk climbed groggily out of the back seat onto the trunk, stepped toward the rear, and hopped to the ground. He ignored Richard and the others and ran off to the south. Crack and the remaining bikers took off after him.
Richard cast around for his companions. Lacy was on the ground about ten yards away. She wasn’t moving. She straightened a leg and rolled over. He searched in a panic for Carrie. He couldn’t see her anywhere. Finally she staggered from the far side of the Black Cherry. She passed around the front of the car, threw open the door, and began to drag Keller from the driver’s seat. Richard ran over to where Lacy lay.
“Are you alright?” he asked her.
“Yeah, I think so,” she answered. She was covered with cuts and dust, but rose shakily to her feet.
He rushed over to where Carrie and Keller lay beside the car. Carrie was cradling Keller’s head on her lap.
“Are you okay, Jim?” Richard said as he reached the pair. The look on Carrie’s face told him the answer.
A ruby-red stain spread across Jim Keller’s chest as he lay in Carrie’s arms. Richard sat down next to his friend.
“Guess I shouldn’t have made that last turn,” said Keller.
“It was my fight,” said Richard, fighting to choke back his tears. “I should never have gotten you involved.”
“But it was a good fight,” said Keller, a wheezing quality entering his voice.
Richard couldn’t speak.
“It was a good fight,” Carrie answered him.
“Look,” said Keller in a near whisper, “don’t worry about an old man like me. I’ve lived my life. I got no complaints. Hell, I got to drive the Black Cherry all over Surrey – just like the old days.”
Richard stared at the ground.
“Worry about Danny,” said Keller, through laboured breath. “That’s why we came out here, isn’t it?”
With that his body went limp in Carrie’s arms. It was the first time since he’d met her that Richard had ever seen Carrie openly weeping. He felt drops of moisture on his hands, and realized that he was weeping too.
 
Keller’s last words snapped him out of his grief. He scanned the area, then looked at Carrie, saying, “What happened to Danny?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “I didn’t see him after the fight started.”
Richard looked up at Lacy, who was standing close by.
“I was too busy with the fighting,” she said. 
“Oh my God,” said Richard. “We can’t have come this far and lost this much to fail now!”



 
 
 
 
 
 
Swallow
 
When Richard and the others first began their attack, Danny was frozen to the spot, trying to absorb what was happening. Suddenly he was hauled backwards by his leash, and a hand was roughly clapped over his mouth. 
He heard a familiar voice in his ear, “You will come with me.” 
It was Swallow. The little man dragged him backwards away from the fighting. They moved quickly behind the remains of a nearby building. Once they were out of sight, Swallow spun him around so that he was leading and walking forward.
The kidnapper whispered into his ear, “You will do what I say, or I will kill you.”
Danny nodded. Swallow shoved him ahead roughly, continuing to cover his mouth. The sounds of the fighting faded as they headed south. Danny did his best to slow their progress, but Swallow drove him relentlessly forward. Danny flinched as he heard several shots fired.
Swallow continued to babble to himself. Danny couldn’t make out everything he was saying, but he caught a few fragments. At one point he heard:
“The kingdom – yes – the kingdom – I understand – I will not fail!”
In fifteen or twenty minutes they were within sight of the large open space they had encountered first after leaving the trail. They continued to the edge of the site and Swallow stopped and hauled back on Danny’s leash.
“You lied!” he said, twisting Danny’s head violently back by the hair.
“You may fool the others, but not me. God himself told me of the treasure. It is here. I know it. I knew the first moment I saw it, though you lied and tried to trick me and lead me away. The other is but a tiny bauble. Admit it – admit that it is here!” He pulled back on Danny’s hair until Danny thought it would come out by the roots.
Danny’s knees buckled and he collapsed to the ground.
“Tell me no more lies!” Swallow screamed. He wrapped the leash around Danny’s neck and pulled it tight. “Show me now!”
They were interrupted by a shuffling sound behind them. Swallow froze. He let go of the rope and slowly turned his head. Standing not more than five yards away stood Zonk, panting softly.
“That dog,” said Swallow. “He has appeared from nowhere to mock me!”
Spotting Danny, Zonk rushed toward them.
“Get back, devil dog!” screamed Swallow hauling back to kick at Zonk. He looked past the dog and quickly changed tactics, trying to reach for Zonk’s collar.
“I’ve captured the doggy for, you!” He yelled at the approaching Crack. His fingers brushed Zonk’s collar, but the dog leapt backward before he could get a grip. Quickly, Zonk ran around his flank to Danny.
“Zonk,” Danny said, almost forgetting the situation. “It’s so great to see you!” He was still kneeling, and Zonk licked his face excitedly and nudged against him.
Crack stormed toward them, followed by the remains of his gang. Swallow stood in his way, pleading. “See, I’ve captured the precious doggy…”
Reaching Swallow, Crack straight-armed him in the chest, knocking him roughly to the ground, and headed straight for Zonk and Danny. He instantly grabbed Zonk by the collar and held him tightly. The dog yelped in pain and tried to get loose, but Crack’s grip was too tight.



 
 
 
 
 
 
Wild Rose
 
Richard’s mind turned in ever-widening circles trying desperately to negate what it knew to be true. His uncle, surrogate father, and best friend, Jim Keller, who had given so much and asked nothing in return, was dead – dead pursuing a quest that was not his. But there was no time for the luxury of guilt, remorse or self-pity. He still had Danny to think about. Keller would have wanted them to finish what they started. The worst outcome he could imagine would be for Keller to have died for nothing.
He forced his mind into a state of calm.
“So neither of you saw where Danny went?” he asked Carrie and Lacy.
“Sorry,” said Carrie.
Lacy just shook her head. Richard studied the battle scene. His gaze finally rested on the Black Cherry.
“Zonk,” he said.
“What?” said Carrie.
“Zonk crawled out of the back of the car. He didn’t even pay any attention to us. He just ran off…”
“Maybe he was scared,” said Carrie.
Richard stared at the ground for a few seconds.
“Danny,” he finally said. “He went looking for Danny!”
They located their discarded guns and half-staggered, half-ran in the direction Zonk had headed. Richard was well aware that wherever Zonk had gone, Crack would be there too. He tried not to think about it. They had been traveling for about twenty minutes when they heard a yelp in the distance.
They made their way along the back wall of a very long building, and soon reached a point where it had broken away, leaving a gap open to the inside. Richard motioned for Carrie and Lacy to stay where they were, and snuck through the gap to investigate. His gun drawn, he crossed the darkness of the interior and poked his head around another break in the front wall.
The break opened onto a huge absolutely flat expanse. No more than fifty yards away stood Crack, holding tightly onto Zonk’s collar. Next to him stood Chuckles, Pig, and Hammer. Kneeling on the other side of Zonk was Danny.
Richard was so preoccupied studying the group that he didn’t hear the footsteps approaching until it was too late. A hand grabbed his arm and a gun pressed into his back. He glanced over his shoulder. It was Mansur.
“Drop it,” he said.
Richard dropped the gun. Mansur picked it up and shoved it in his belt. Not far behind, and approaching him, was Peachy, herding Carrie and Lacy. They soon caught up, and Mansur said, “Move”, jamming the gun barrel into his ribs. They all headed for the group Richard had been watching.
As they walked, Richard scanned around him. They were in a bowl-shaped valley the size of a football field, the continuation of the area where they had fought with Crack. A ring of low dusty hills surrounded them. The ground under their feet had once been paved, but the pavement was crumbling; the place had been abandoned for many years.
The plane forming the bottom of the bowl was surrounded on three sides by low, two-storey buildings – a shorter one at each end, and a very long one to his left running its full length. The gap through which they had entered was a hole in this long stretch.
He examined the long expanse of wall more closely and the hair on the back of his neck stood on end. Spanning the wall, painted in huge black letters that had faded but were still legible, were the words: ‘W*ld Rose Energy Ltd’. The break in the wall through which they had walked had obliterated the ‘i’ in ‘Wild’.
He studied the flat ground surrounding them, and guessed where they were. “Great God almighty,” he whispered. Carrie was walking beside him. He nudged her with his elbow and inclined his head toward the wall. She looked over, and, after a moment of shocked surprise, nodded her comprehension.
On spotting them Crack was almost jovial.
“Well…” he yelled as they arrived. “You’re still not dead! We’ll soon fix that. You’ve been a pain in my ass for the last time.”
He went to pull the gun from his belt and remembered it wasn’t there. He snapped his fingers at Mansur, who handed him Richard’s gun.
“You can thank your lucky stars that I haven’t got the time to pay you back properly for the trouble you’ve caused me,” said Crack. “You’ll have the luxury of dying quickly.”
Crack pointed the gun at Richard’s head.
“Bye, bye, professor” he said, as he began to squeeze the trigger.
“Wait!” screamed Danny.
Crack hesitated, and glanced over at him.
“I can tell you something else,” said Danny.
“Really?” said Crack. “What could you possibly have that I’d be interested in?”
“Promise you won’t kill them and I’ll tell you.”
Crack lowered the gun and handled it thoughtfully for a few seconds.
“Okay,” he finally said, turning to face Danny.” You’ve got my attention. What?”
“First promise,” said Danny, staggering to his feet.
Crack sneered and shook his head. “Okay, – I promise I won’t kill them. This better be good.”
Danny hesitated. Crack lifted his gun and pointed it at Richard. “I’m waiting…” he said. 
“There’s more,” said Danny.
Crack lowered his gun. “More? More what?”
“More gas – a lot more.”
Crack motioned with the gun toward Richard’s group. “See – they’re still alive – continue.”
Swallow had risen to a kneeling position by Crack’s feet. He clasped his hands together on his forehead and began to rock back and forth and babble to himself. Richard heard him say, in a whisper, “Yes, I am ready – I am no longer afraid…”
“Shut the fuck up!” said Crack, pushing Swallow to the ground with his boot. “Peachy, keep an eye on this piece of shit.”
Peachy moved into position next to Swallow.
Crack stuffed the gun into his belt. “More gas where?”
“H…Here,” Danny said.
“What do you mean, here?”
“You’re standing on it.”
“Really?” said Crack sarcastically. He stared at Danny for a few seconds. Finally, with a sneer, he hauled roughly on Zonk’s collar and dragged the struggling, yelping animal into the center of the plane. He reached down and stroked Zonk’s head with his free hand. Richard shuddered as the tentacles of Crack’s octopus tattoo squirmed with each stroke. Zonk relaxed somewhat, and finally sat on the ground, panting quietly.
Crack squatted down in front of Zonk.
“Zonk,” he said, “Eldorado!”
Zonk began his familiar dance, alternately standing on his hind legs and all fours, and turning in tight circles. But the dance was more intense now, more violent than before. He leapt straight up and began shaking as if he were having a fit. His eyes rolled partially back into his head, and faint whimpers issued from his throat. For several seconds he continued in a trance-like state.
Finally he took off like a bullet, rocketing straight for the periphery of the plane on which they stood. Reaching the boundary, he loped around the perimeter of the expanse.
“It can’t be,” said Crack, standing up. “It’s impossible.”
“God be praised!” cried Swallow.
Zonk continued his run, galloping around the entire circumference of the massive plane.
“It’s McAllister’s Cache,” Richard whispered to Carrie. “He found it - I don’t believe it!”
“I’m rich!” screamed Crack, punching his right arm into the air. “I’m the richest man in the world! I’m rich beyond my wildest fucking dreams!”
Zonk completed his circuit and headed back toward the group. On returning to their position he slowed to a trot and cut out at an angle away from them. When he reached a small pile of debris about thirty feet from where they stood, he stopped, stood in one place, and pointed repeatedly with his snout. Jutting out above the pile was a length of pipe about four feet tall and about four inches in diameter, capped with a complex jumble of hardware. 
Crack strode over to where Zonk was standing. He kicked the dog out of his way and frantically began hauling away debris, clearing a path to the pipe Zonk had indicated. Zonk sat at the edge of the pile, watching him. On close inspection, Richard guessed that the hardware topping the pipe was some sort of pressure fitting. It was surrounded by a solid cage of heavy gauge steel held in place by a massive padlock, which appeared to be intact.
“Mansur,” Crack called behind him. “You got your wheel-wrench?”
“As always,” Mansur called back, and tapped lightly on the thick steel bar hanging from his belt.
“Well get over here,” yelled Crack. “And bring Chuckles with you.”
Mansur enlisted Pig to take his place guarding Richard while he and Chuckles went to join Crack. Mansur tossed the wheel-wrench to Chuckles, who jammed it into the hasp of the lock and began to bear down. The steel bar bowed as the giant biker applied his full weight.
At first it looked as if the lock would hold, as Chuckles tried several times from several angles. Finally, they heard a loud crack, and the hasp burst open. With the lock gone, the cage could be lifted over the assembly to hang from its massive hinges. Chuckles tossed the wrench back to Mansur.
“You’ve got a University education,” Crack yelled at Richard. “Make yourself useful – do you know what this is?”
“Why should I tell you anything?” Richard yelled back, though in truth he knew little more than Crack about the device.
“Because maybe I’ll wait a bit longer before I waste your precious little brother!” answered Crack. “I never promised anything about him!”
Pig shoved Richard roughly forward toward the three already surrounding the fitting.
Richard knew a little about mechanics, but next to nothing about this particular hardware. He recognized that at least appearing to be of some use might keep him and the others alive a bit longer.
“It’s a pressure release valve,” he guessed. “A volume of gasoline this size would produce a substantial amount of vapour. The valve is like insurance in case the pressure builds up too much.”
“Is that so…” said Crack, as if trying to decide whether or not to believe him. “So what if we break it off?”
“If it’s still working – nothing,” answered Richard. “If it quit working at some point, all the vapour will be released.”
“So?” said Crack.
“So there will probably be a vapour jet something like what happened at the gas station, only a thousand times bigger.”
“But the gas will still be there…” said Crack.
“Yes,” answered Richard. “Whatever liquid gasoline is still down there will be intact.”
Crack eyed him strangely, not completely convinced. Suddenly he seemed to forget about Richard, and began clearing away more debris around the pipe structure. Chuckles and Mansur joined in, and within a few minutes they had opened an area about twenty feet in diameter around the assembly. Crack strode slowly around the pipe inspecting it, while Mansur tried to wedge the sharp edge of his wheel wrench into various leverage points. 
“There’s a good prying spot right here…” Mansur tapped on a small gap in the weld between the fitting and the end of the pipe. “Chuckles – do your thing,” he said, tossing the wheel wrench to the huge biker.
Chuckles took the wrench in his giant hands and jammed the sharp end hard into the gap Mansur had indicated. Judging that he had a good grip, he pulled down on the metal bar, applying the entire immensity of his body weight. Nothing happened, and the bar flexed so severely that Richard was sure it would break.
Suddenly, the end slipped out of its contact point. The bar went flying into the air and Chuckles fell to the ground. They all scrambled to get out from under the trajectory of the heavy bar, and it finally clanged to the pavement, bouncing several times.
Chuckles determinedly picked up the wheel wrench and drove it even harder into the same gap. Richard heard a faint hiss as the tip of the bar hit home. The massive biker began again, hauling down at an angle on the flexing shaft. At last the fitting seemed to give way the tiniest amount. There was a louder hiss as Chuckles applied more pressure. The bar bent more and more with his prodigious weight.
Finally it snapped loudly and broke in two. Once again Chuckles plunged to the ground.
“Shit!” he said as he dragged his huge bulk up and dusted himself off.
“Now what do we do?” said Mansur.
“Wait…” said Crack, his hand raised.
Richard continued to eye the fitting. A tiny crack began to form in the spot where the wrench had been jammed. The intensity of the hissing gradually increased until it was almost deafening. The hiss turned to a high-pitched squeal as the gap Chuckles had opened formed a natural whistle.
The odour of gasoline fumes soon permeated the air. The pitch of the whistling sound dropped as the gap was forced progressively larger by the enormous pressure below. Soon it was large enough that the integrity of the hardware began to fail, and the entire fitting began to rock up and down in a harmonic motion, transforming the constant ever-lowering whistle to a chilling warbling sound.
“Get down – it’s going to blow!” Richard yelled behind him.
Pig punched him brutally in the kidneys and held him upright. Carrie and Lacy did as Richard suggested, and none of the bikers chose to stop them. In fact, Hammer, the one guarding them, followed their lead and did the same. 
The rocking of the fitting became a flapping motion, and the warbling transformed into an ear-splitting variable-pitch wail like a police siren. The variation of the pitch indicated the speed at which the fitting was tearing itself apart. The note dropped to an eerie bass as the widening gap opened almost completely.
Finally, Richard saw the entire assembly give way.
“Look out!” he yelled.
Pig had relaxed his grip, mesmerized by the collapsing fitting. Richard elbowed him in the stomach with all the strength he could muster and dropped to the ground. He lifted his head and saw the entire assembly explode, sending fragments of metal in all directions.
The pipe itself blew apart, and was shortened to no more than a foot off the ground. A two-foot long shard took off from the conflagration like a rocket, heading straight at Richard, traveling a few feet off the ground. He heard a whistling sound as it flew over his head. The shard caught Pig directly in the chest, and tore through his body effortlessly. He was thrown several yards back and lay on the ground flopping for a few seconds like a dying fish, with one end of the shard protruding from either side of his body.
The fitting itself had blown thirty or forty feet into the air. Richard had almost forgotten about it, but looked up in time to see it plummeting earthward. From his position it was impossible to judge where it would land, and in any case he didn’t have time to get out of the way.
In a panic he followed its trajectory. It not only missed his companions, but missed any of the people standing around, finally striking the ground with a sickening thud and embedding itself like a fallen meteorite into the pavement.
An enormous discharge of gasoline vapour now erupted from the shredded stub of the pipe, producing a deep roaring sound. The air above the pipe mouth swam within the swirling fumes. The stench of gasoline was overpowering.
Richard rose to his knees and glanced behind him to check on the others. Danny stood next to Swallow who, guarded by Peachy, knelt on the ground and stared into nothingness. Danny was unguarded. Carrie and Lacy were some distance behind, also rising to their knees, still guarded by Hammer. They were stunned, but unhurt.
Crack struggled to his feet. Richard’s heart thumped against his ribcage as he saw that Crack’s gun had fallen from his belt and lay on the ground a couple of yards away. The gun was on the side away from Richard. Crack hadn’t noticed it was missing.
For several seconds, Crack stood staring at the flaring vapour, as if he couldn’t quite believe what he was seeing. Finally a sneering smile formed on his face, and he took several steps toward the escaping gas. Richard quickly hauled himself up, his mind racing, trying to calculate how to reach the fallen gun.
Chuckles, lying only a few yards from the blasting column, also slowly struggled to stand. The giant was stunned, barely able to make it to his knees. Mansur lay on the ground. There was a spot of blood on his forehead and he wasn’t moving.
Crack strolled to within arm’s length of the flare, his features bizarrely distorted by the churning gas. He held out a hand into the vapour jet and watched as it swirled around his fingers. His image was surreal, as if he was fading in and out of existence. He turned back to face the others.
Nobody else had noticed the gun.
“Well,” Crack yelled above the roar of the escaping gas, “it looks like circumstances are about to change for me – change very much for the better.” He scanned over them then sniffed at the air laden with the stench of gasoline.
“You, on the other hand…” he continued, gesturing expansively at Richard and the other prisoners, “Be thankful you were here to witness it first-hand – the beginning of a new era!”
“What about your promise?” yelled Danny.
Crack laughed. “You really are a hoot, you know that? Too bad you won’t live long enough to learn from your mistakes."
Crack reached for the gun in his belt. It wasn’t there. He scanned the ground around his feet and finally spotted it. It was his last chance. Free of Pig’s grip, he charged.
Crack dove for the gun. Richard was a couple of yards away when Crack wrapped his fingers around it. Richard leapt forward and landed with his right foot on Crack’s hand. The gangster screamed but jumped up still holding the gun. Richard’s injured right arm exploded with pain as they wrestled for the weapon. It was only a matter of time until he lost this battle.
Crack fought to maneuver the gun in Richard’s direction. He fired several times, but the shots missed as Richard held his arm in check. One of the shots struck the pavement and ricocheted into the still-flaring gas pipe, producing a spark. With a breathtaking rush of wind, the gas-flare exploded into a column of fire, like an enormous flame-thrower, blasting straight into the sky with a deafening roar.
At the sight of the flames, Crack screamed and shrank away in terror. In an instant the ruthless killer was cowering like a child. He collapsed to his knees and dropped the gun to the ground as he covered his face with his trembling hands.
Richard saw his chance. He dove for the gun, grabbed it, and staggered to his feet. He backed away with the gun in his hand. Crack now stood between him and the flaming column. He pointed the gun at Crack but hesitated, reluctant to execute the terrified, cowering gangster in cold blood. In seconds the opportunity had passed; Crack snapped out of his trance, jumped up and leapt toward him. Richard squeezed the trigger. The bullet tore a gash in Crack’s left arm. Crack paused and grasped the wound, blood gushing around his fingers.
His face contorted in fury, he screamed, “I’ll teach you to fuck with me!”
He flew at Richard. Richard fired again. The bullet ripped into Crack’s right shoulder, and the bulbous head of the octopus tattoo began to spout blood. The impact knocked the gangster off balance, and he stumbled backwards toward the flare. A horrifying scream issued from Crack’s lips as his head and shoulders descended into the firestorm. There was a sickening reek of burning flesh as he re-emerged with his hair and clothes on fire.
A dreadful grin on the horror that was now his face, Crack lurched back toward Richard. Richard fired once more, hitting him squarely in the chest, and once more Crack was driven off balance and back toward the flames. For several seconds he fought to remain upright, teetering back on his heels and waving his arms desperately at his sides. He finally lost the battle, shrieking in terror as he collapsed and descended forever into the raging inferno.
A low rumble began to emanate from somewhere far below the base of the pipe. Richard could hear it rolling from deep underground toward the surface. Something between an intense vibration and an audible sound, it traveled slowly up the pipe from below and the mutilated stub began to tremble as the pressure approached the open air.
 “Hit the dirt!” Richard yelled to the others. He dove to the pavement. The ground shook as if they were in the midst of an earthquake, and the pipe stub vibrated like a gigantic tuning fork. A circular patch of earth around it flexed upward like the skin of a giant bubble as the pressure neared the surface, and the stub was thrust farther and farther upwards.
Finally the earth around the pipe tore apart. A massive explosion blasted what was left of the pipe to pieces with an ear-splitting boom, and a fireball mushroomed into the sky around the opening. It shot straight up, dragging the flames with it. The raging flare was instantly extinguished, and the gas jetting ceased.
There was an eerie silence. A tiny bird twittered somewhere in the distance. Crack’s horrifying remains lay smoldering on the ground. Only a tiny wisp of smoke rose from the gaping hole where the pipe had once stood. Nobody moved for several seconds. Chuckles finally began to stir and dragged himself to his feet. His hair was singed, and he’d suffered burns, but he was alive. Mansur had regained consciousness, and now staggered to his feet and pointed his gun at Richard.
“Give it up,” said Carrie, who was standing behind him with a gun in her hand.
Richard glanced back and saw the body of Hammer lying where Carrie and Lacy had once stood. Mansur flinched as Carrie thrust the gun into his ribs. Lacy, who was standing beside Carrie, took Mansur’s gun and held it on Chuckles.
 “It’s over, Mansur,” said Richard. “Take what’s left of your crew and clear out.”
Mansur nodded resignedly to Chuckles and they started walking. Richard turned to find Peachy, but Peachy lay on the ground where he’d been guarding Swallow. 
His throat had been slit.
“Behind you!” Carrie yelled.
Richard turned and stared. Standing behind Danny with Peachy’s gun in his hand, was the little kidnapper, Swallow.
“The treasure does not belong to you!” He screamed. “You are trespassers! Interlopers! God himself promised me these riches. Nothing can stop me from claiming them for my own!”
Swallow had the fixed stare of one for whom reality has lost all meaning.
“Drop your weapons!” he screamed, pointing the gun at Danny.
Reluctantly, Richard, Carrie, and Lacy did as he ordered.
“We’ve got no quarrel with you,” said Richard. “We don’t care about the gas. You take it – just let us go…”
“It is God’s judgment that you all must die.” said Swallow, matter-of-factly. He jammed his gun under Danny’s chin. Richard began to move, but Swallow thrust the gun upward and he stopped in his tracks.
Swallow glanced to his left. Suddenly his eyes widened and terror spread over his face. From out of nowhere, Zonk appeared and trotted toward him and Danny.
“Get away!” Screamed the kidnapper. “Be gone, hound of Satan! Torment me no more! I will send you back to Hell!”
He moved his gun from under Danny’s chin to fire on the dog, but by now Zonk was so close he couldn’t line up a shot. Danny, still with his hands tied, ran at Swallow trying to knock his gun away.
“No!” yelled Richard.
Swallow quickly overpowered Danny and hurled him roughly to the ground. He stood and hesitated, as if deciding whether to shoot the boy or the dog first.
Richard scrambled to retrieve his gun. He picked it up from the ground, but before he could stand, a shot exploded nearby and he looked up. An expanding blotch of red had blossomed on Swallow’s chest.
The little kidnapper paused for a moment with his mouth open, as if unable to believe that he could actually be harmed. Finally, Swallow’s fingers uncurled from around his weapon and it dropped from his hand. Without a word, he toppled to the ground like a falling tree and lay still.
Richard scanned to his right. Carrie stood holding a smoking gun in both hands in front of her.
Richard cast around him. Lacy stood next to Carrie, and now held a gun on both Mansur and Chuckles. Both she and Carrie were covered with scrapes and bruises, but otherwise unharmed. Danny staggered to his feet, bruised, beaten, shaken up, but alive. Tears ran unabashedly down Richard’s face. It was truly over. He stumbled over to Danny and embraced him.
“Thank God!” he said, his voice breaking as he hugged his brother.



 
 
 
 
 
 
A New Beginning
 
The massive rectangle of the Wal-Mart compound was barely visible below from the hilltop where Richard and Carrie sat by the fire. Behind them stood the battered, scraped, but still operational Black Cherry. Richard felt relaxed and content. In fact, it occurred to him, he was more relaxed and content than he’d ever felt before in his life. He pulled Carrie closer and they lazily watched the flames lick over the burning logs.
“I was thinking…” he said casually.
“You were thinking…” echoed Carrie.
“What do they have at the compound in the way of schools?”
“Schools? Not much – once in a while a few of the better educated will put on an informal teaching session. The kids have lots of chores to do. They don’t have much time for education.”
“Still - we can’t just let the knowledge and achievements of our civilization fade away and disappear…”
“No offense, but look where that knowledge and those achievements have gotten us.”
“It wasn’t knowledge that got us there, it was human greed and stupidity. Maybe I’m a hopeless optimist, but I still believe that with knowledge and experience come wisdom.”
“What are you suggesting?”
“We could start a school – for the compound.”
“We? As in you and me? So you’re not going back to the College? You’d be throwing away a pretty desirable job. We’re not rich, after all. Don’t you remember? The army confiscated McAllister’s cache.”
“They got the big one – but…”
Carrie sat up straight and turned to him. “The gas station!” she said. “I’d totally forgotten about that!”
“I didn’t tell the army about it, and I don’t think anybody else did either. Crack’s dead. Mansur and Chuckles are in the slammer for the foreseeable future. I don’t see why we can’t just claim whatever’s there. It could keep our little community solvent for a long time – if we manage it properly. Anyway, Vancouver’s dying – it just doesn’t know it yet. The gasoline from the cache will help, but not for long. Out here is the future. I’d rather throw my cards in with that future, but we’ll still need schools – and schools are something I know.”
“It sounds like you’ve been doing a lot of thinking about this.”
“Yeah – I even came up with a name. What do you think of ‘James Keller Memorial School’?”
Carrie’s eyes clouded over at the suggestion. “I like that name,” she said. “But where would we live? You’re not proposing that we stay on at the compound?”
“With Doyle still gunning for us?”
“I can handle Doyle, but I don’t know if you could handle the plunge in lifestyle after living in that palace of yours in Vancouver.”
“Does everybody out here live in the compound?”
“A few brave souls have occupied some of the abandoned houses nearby. They do their own policing and still have close ties to the compound.”
“Maybe we could join them. I could still get a good price for the house in Vancouver. We could use the money to set ourselves up out here. Fix up a house, invest in a good fence – there’s safety in numbers, so our presence would probably help with security. Cultivate enough land to be more or less self-sufficient. We could even donate some money to start the school. The community should be willing to contribute something toward keeping it running. After all, we’d be teaching their kids…”
“I think that’s a wonderful idea.” said Carrie, snuggling against him. “It would be like a dream come true.”
Richard gazed across to the other side of the fire. Danny and Lacy were playing with Zonk. Lacy threw a ball for Zonk, who promptly did nothing – just sat staring up at her. She raised her palms as if to say: “Well?”, but Zonk didn’t move. Finally Lacy went and retrieved the ball herself.
“I see Zonk is teaching Lacy to fetch,” said Carrie.
“Obviously she doesn’t know Zonk very well.”
“I hate to tell you,” said Carrie, “but I think Danny and Lacy are in luuuuv.”
Richard laughed. “I can’t believe the change that’s come over Danny since he met her. It’s like he’s a new person – or really more of an old person – he’s his old self again. It may just be puppy love, they’re very young…”
He poked at the fire with a nearby branch.
“I, on the other hand,” he continued. Carrie lifted her head and looked at him, raising one eyebrow.
“I,” said Richard, “am old.” 
“You’re hardly old,” said Carrie. “What are you – twenty three?”
He smiled over at her. “Maybe I’m not that old – but I’m old enough to know what I want.” He leaned back and pulled Carrie closer to him. 
Suddenly, far in the distance below them, a blinding line of light shot vertically into the sky. When it reached its apogee, it exploded in a huge shower of coloured plumes.
“What was that?” said Carrie, though not concerned enough to change position.
“That? It’s the fireworks marking ‘First Annual Innovation Day’. Remember? They were so upset that I wasn’t going to be around to be part of it?”
“Oh yeah – I thought you were joking at first.”
“Remember the theme for this inaugural year?” said Richard “‘Man’s Triumph Over Nature’?”
“Man’s Triumph Over Nature…” said Carrie.
“Yep,” said Richard.
At almost the same instant, they both burst out laughing.
“What a stupid concept!” wailed Carrie, barely able to speak she was laughing so hard. As if to punctuate her statement, at that moment, another flash lit up the sky, and the boom of the firework echoed faintly in the distance.
“Fireworks look nice, though…” said Richard. And they both fell into renewed spasms of laughter.



 
 
 
 
 
 
About the Author
 
 Jay Allan Storey is a writer, musician, international traveler and all-round student of the world. He is the author of a novel, ELDORADO, a novella, CHOPPER MUSIC, and a number of short stories.
 
 He is currently working on a second novel, a second novella, and various smaller projects.
 
 Jay is married and lives in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada.
 
 If you want to get an automatic email when Jay's next book is released, sign up here. Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time.
 
 Visit Jay’s website at www.jayallanstorey.com, or contact Jay at: jayallanstorey@gmail.com



 
 
 
 
 
 
A Request
 
Thank you for reading Eldorado! 
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