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They’d left Horsetown behind them and ridden for a full day and
a half straight. Josie hadn’t wanted to stop or talk much, and
Deacon had allowed her that space.

“So,” he said, as they made
an early camp near a stray copse of trees they’d found. “Would you
care to discuss our most recent fracas?”

Josie shrugged as she began to feed the
animals. “I suppose.”

“You’re thinking you should
go back?” Deacon managed to keep his tone of voice
casual.

Josie looked at him. “No. Unless that’s where
you want to go.”

“No. You know where I want
to go.”

“The City. And, we’ll find
it, Deke. I know we will.” She turned back to the animals. “I
guess…I just miss Chan.”

“He was a good friend and
companion. I miss him, too. I doubt we’ll ever stop missing him.
But, well, everyone has their own dream, Josie. Chan’s found his,
and you can’t keep someone you care about from their dream…not if
you truly love them. So, by helping you to accomplish your dream of
freeing your sisters from the hell that was the old Horsetown, Chan
found his dream as well. It’s fitting.”

“Yes, it is…” Her voice
trailed off.

“But?” he asked her
quietly.

She sighed. “But it just wasn’t…well, like
how I always thought saving everyone from Horsetown would be.”

He went to her and stroked her back.
“Vengeance usually isn’t, Josie-girl.”
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The Darkening

 


In
2199 civilization was completely dependent upon computers for all
aspects of living. The computers ran the vehicles, the homes, the
entertainment, the commerce. They housed the literature and the
knowledge, they educated the populace, they controlled the
currencies and the credit, the government and the law
enforcement.

Computers ran the safe, sleek, enclosed
cities, where the majority of the world’s population lived. They
controlled the temperatures and ensured that the weather was always
moderate inside their safe haven, no matter what raged outside.
They controlled the population growth – and the populace.

The people were happy, safe, well-fed,
well-clothed, well-housed. They wanted for nothing inside the
cities. Work and toil consisted of ensuring that the master
computers ran well and were maintained and cared for.

However, not all of humanity lived in the
cities. Some few chose not to, but the others were not allowed in,
the computers having decided they weren’t worthy to dwell inside.
And some were removed from the cities by the master computers,
having proven themselves to be a danger to others and undeserving
of their safe haven.

Most of these went to the prison compounds,
where the master computers incarcerated them and prevented their
escape. The computers were ever-vigilant and no criminal ever saw
freedom again. These compounds littered the areas outside the
cities, some close to the superhighways that connected the cities
to each other, others out in the more desolate areas, where few
would ever venture again.

Those not seen as a threat to the cities were
allowed to choose where they lived, but they were forced into the
rural areas, to live like their ancestors had – surviving without
technology’s complete assistance. They had the basic things:
electricity, communications, transportation, entertainment,
medicine, science. But they had to work for their survival, to farm
and hunt and fish, to deal with the elements, no matter what they
were. They were denied the protection of the master computers that
the city-dwellers had.

Then without warning, in one
freak moment, those all-powerful computers were turned to slag as
the world watched in horror, helpless to save their master
computers or themselves.

A flare from the Sun came and reduced their
perfect world to ruin in an instant. Electricity, the life’s blood
of the computers and the world, was no more, wiped out by a natural
force more powerful than any man could create or the computers
could deal with.

 


The world went dark.

 


Forgotten bombs, left underground in days
long past, detonated as one, creating destruction, havoc and,
ultimately, hideous mutations.

There was no food and no way
to grow any in the paved world of the urban centers. The
city-dwellers panicked. There was widespread rioting with all order
gone. The portions of the cities that hadn’t burned and exploded
were destroyed as their denizens tried to survive by annihilating
those around them. Plagues caused by rotting flesh and sewage wiped
out any hope for rebirth. Those that could, fled. Those that
couldn’t flee, died or became cannibalistic savages – or
worse.

The prisons opened their locked doors,
releasing those who lived there into this new world. But they, like
the cities, used their energies in fighting and panic, with few
surviving.

However, some of the rural
areas endured – the ones farthest away from the cities and
underground bomb networks. And in time, these survivors began the
resurgence of the world.

But the world, once so connected and small,
was once again separated by huge oceans, deserts and mountain
ranges. Communications had been halted, forever in most cases.

The world was again peopled by nothing more
than small, tribal groups, each one determined to survive in
whatever way they could. New townships came to life in unusual
places. The old ways were returned to, inasmuch as the old ways
could truly be remembered.

However, the new societies
chose to stay away from technology and in time forgot what it had
done for them – though they never forgot what it had done
to them. Each region
elected instead the safer path of their forebears, choosing to
return to their individual histories, their long-remembered ages
when people survived on their own, without the frail crutch of
technology.

Time was now counted from
ATD – After The Darkening. And the survivors, after a violent
adjustment period, went on as always, adapting to the world in
which they found themselves…


Year 212, ATD
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Chapter 1

 


They’d left Horsetown behind them and ridden for a full day and
a half straight. Josie hadn’t wanted to stop or talk much, and
Deacon had allowed her that space.

“So,” he said, as they made
an early camp near a stray copse of trees they’d found. “Would you
care to discuss our most recent fracas?”

Josie shrugged as she began to feed the
animals. “I suppose.”

“You’re thinking you should
go back?” Deacon managed to keep his tone of voice
casual.

Josie looked at him. “No. Unless that’s where
you want to go.”

“No. You know where I want
to go.”

“The City. And, we’ll find
it, Deke. I know we will.” She turned back to the animals. “I
guess…I just miss Chan.”

“He was a good friend and
companion. I miss him, too. I doubt we’ll ever stop missing him.
But, well, everyone has their own dream, Josie. Chan’s found his,
and you can’t keep someone you care about from their dream…not if
you truly love them. So, by helping you to accomplish your dream of
freeing your sisters from the hell that was the old Horsetown, Chan
found his dream as well. It’s fitting.”

“Yes, it is…” Her voice
trailed off.

“But?” he asked her
quietly.

She sighed. “But it just wasn’t…well, like
how I always thought saving everyone from Horsetown would be.”

He went to her and stroked her back.
“Vengeance usually isn’t, Josie-girl.”

She nodded, then turned and buried her face
in his chest. “Chan was supposed to be with us ’til the end and
find the City with us. My sisters were supposed to be happy to see
me and we were going to take them away with us to someplace better.
And…and Tusk was supposed to realize what a low down dirty snake he
was before he died.”

“Yes. But instead every
woman there was now somehow your sister, and they rejoiced to see
their messiah return. But once the miracles are done no one wants
the messiah to stay on – it might mean they’d have to behave
themselves.”

She managed a half-laugh, and he hugged her
gently. “Tusk died without remorse three years prior to your
return. And, once the dust settled, no one wanted to leave what
they were accustomed to, either. But you were still needed,
Josie.”

“I know,”
she whispered. “Because Hawk was just as bad. But…but I didn’t
hate him!”

“Yes, darlin’,” Deacon said
as he kissed her head. “I know. And I’m glad.”

Josie looked up at him. “Why?”

“Because this way it was
just another town, wasn’t it? Just like all the others we’ve been
through. And now, leaving is just like leaving any other town we’ve
left.”

She gazed into his eyes for a few moments.
“What would I be without you?”

He gave her a fast smile as he hid his
relief. “The Queen of Texas. I’d assume, anyway.”

Josie threw back her head and laughed. “No,
never in a million years. He wasn’t the kind of man who could ever
keep me.”

“Oh?” Deacon grinned. “And
what kind of man can keep you, then, if a king can’t?”

She leaned up and kissed him. “Only one
kind…the Deacon of Desert Springs.”


[image: ]


Chapter 2

 


Camp
was made and they relaxed as the sun was setting. Suddenly Goliath
gave a low growl. Josie and Deacon both went on the alert, guns
drawn and ready.

Deacon let Samson and Delilah off their
tethers. The two hounds sniffed the air, then raced off in the
direction Goliath was staring. The big mastiff was still growling,
but he wasn’t ready to attack – yet.

They waited for a few
moments, then the yapping barks of the hounds echoed in the
distance. A shrill horse’s cry followed, as a lone rider came
towards them.

Deacon grabbed the binoculars and took a look
at the approaching intruder, while Josie went to pull the tarp off
the big gun strapped to the top of the wagon.

Deacon stopped her. “We’ve got quite a
horsewoman approaching us, darlin’,” he said with a chuckle. “But
based on her coal-black hair and slender build, she bears an
uncanny resemblance to your youngest sister, so you might want to
refrain from filling her full of lead.”

Josie looked sharply at the rider. She gave a
short and piercing whistle to call off the hounds. Samson and
Delilah immediately broke off from herding the horse and rider and
raced back to the wagon. Josie absently passed them a treat as she
climbed back down.

She waited with her arms crossed as the rider
came up to them. It was indeed Sadie, looking slightly wild.

“What the
hell kind of greeting was that?” the girl snapped as she reined
her horse in. “I thought I was gonna get thrown for
sure!”

Josie shrugged. “The kind of greeting that
keeps us alive. What are you doing here?”

Sadie seemed uncomfortable. “Well, I…I
just…well…” Her voice trailed off and she looked down. “I want to
go with you.”

“Why?”
Josie asked curtly. “No one else wanted to. Why do
you want to come with
me?”

“Because you’re my big
sister.” Sadie raised her head, her eyes wide. “And I’ve missed
you.”

Deacon cleared his throat. “We’re wanderers,
young Sadie. We aren’t settling down until we find the City. We’re
both wanted, your sister and I, and there are people who want to
bring us in, dead or alive. Are you sure you want to join us under
those kinds of circumstances?”

Josie glanced at Deacon. He gave her a small
shrug and a quick nod. She turned back to Sadie. “Well? Answer the
man.”

Sadie’s eyes narrowed as she put her hands on
her hips. “I waited for you for ten years, Josie…ten whole years!
Over half my life! And I’m not gonna just let you go off and never
see you again, just because everyone else wanted to stay in
Horsetown or ’cause you say so!”

“Then why didn’t you come
with us when we left?” Josie asked.

Sadie glared at her. “I wanted to say goodbye
to everyone and get my stuff all packed up. Not like the two of you
were exactly taking your time about it. You were gone in the
morning before I even got up. How was I supposed to tell you I
wanted to come along?”

“How did you find us, young
Sadie?” Deacon asked before Josie could say something cutting he
knew she’d regret.

“Chan told me where he
figured you were headed. And you’re kind of easy to follow. One
rider can go a lot faster than you and your wagon and all your
livestock.”

“Your coming alone was
dangerous and foolhardy,” Josie said angrily.

“Well, I’m here now,” Sadie
countered. “You gonna let me stay or should I go back all that
dangerous way by myself?”

“Suit yourself,” Josie said,
turning away. “Tie your horse up with the others, we’re about to
fix some supper.”

Sadie dismounted and did as her sister had
told her to. Her expression said she was wondering, probably for
the first time since she’d decided to follow after them, if she was
making a mistake.

Deacon went to Sadie and watched her for a
few moments. “You’re very like her.”

“How do you mean?” Sadie
asked him truculently.

“Oh,
stubborn, determined, courageous, unwilling to show vulnerability,
things like that.” He chuckled. “So, to save myself some agony,
trust me when I say that she’s happy you’re here. She just doesn’t
want to let you know she’s happy, in case you change your mind and
leave.”

“How do you know that?”
Sadie asked, with slightly less resentment.

“I’ve been married to her
for a long time.”
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Chapter 3

 


They
finished supper but weren’t ready to turn in. Josie had mellowed
somewhat about having Sadie with them, and Sadie was doing her best
to keep her older sister happy about her presence.

Deacon had his arm around Josie and was
absently petting Goliath with his other hand. Josie had Snooter on
her lap, and the dachshund was happily turning in circles in
preparation for settling down. Sadie sat between Samson and
Delilah, and both hounds had their heads in her lap. The other dogs
were on watch around the livestock.

No one spoke and homesickness washed over
Sadie. This wasn’t like Horsetown. There was always someone to talk
to back home. Right now, she’d be sitting next to Keldie, talking
about…when Josie would come home and save them.

Sadie ground her teeth. Thinking about
Horsetown as home wasn’t allowed. She’d left to have a new life, a
real life, with Josie. And she’d adapt, even if it meant no one
talked much.

“So, you got a lot of dogs,”
Sadie said a minute later.

Josie laughed. “Yes we do. The Deacon here
prefers to be over-cautious.”

He grinned. “Then how do you explain
Snooter?”

Josie shrugged. “Someone’s got to handle the
little jobs.”

“Little jobs?” Sadie asked,
both from curiosity and to keep them talking. “What do you
mean?”

Josie glanced sideways at Deacon. “Well,
while you’ve met him as a gambler, others have met him performing
one of his other, less noble professions.”

Sadie gave them both a lost look. “What do
you mean?”

“She means I’m willing to do
what’s necessary to ensure the safety of those in my care, young
Sadie.” He looked hurt, but it was clear he was pretending. “I’m
only a thief when I have to be, darlin’, you know that.”

Josie grinned. “Yes, but we’re both so darned
good at it.”

“True. And Snooter does
indeed assist greatly in helping to relieve the better-off of what
makes them better-off.”

“Is that why you two are
wanted?”

“That and other reasons,”
Josie said. “But now isn’t the time to talk about them. All you
need to know is that we’re wanted, and that you’ll be too, if
you’re with us.”

Sadie gave Josie a long look. “It didn’t seem
to bother Chan. And it don’t seem to bother you two, either.”

Deacon chuckled. “Good point, young
Sadie.”

“True enough.” Josie yawned.
“Now, we need to get some sleep. We have a long journey ahead of
us.”

“We going to the City?”
Sadie asked with excitement.

Josie gave Deacon an arch look. “I see that
you mentioned it to her, perhaps once or twice before Chan and I
arrived?”

Deacon looked guilty. “Yes, darlin’, I
mentioned it. But it wasn’t to entreat anyone to join us. Well,
other than when you asked me to entreat them.”

Sadie made an exasperated sound. “Well, the
Promised Land or whatever it is sure sounds a hell of a lot better
than Horsetown, okay? At least to me.”

“We don’t know where it is,”
Josie admitted. “We’re looking for it, have been looking for it for
years, but we haven’t found it yet. And, we might not find it for
years to come. You sure you want to come with us still?”

“Yeah, I do. I told
you…you’re my sister. I’m like you, not like them. I don’t want to
stay in Horsetown, not without you. And I waited too long for you
to come home to not go with you now, whether we find that great
City or not.”

“We’ll find it,” Deacon said
softly, but with great conviction. “I promise you both that we’ll
find it.”

A look of chagrin crossed Josie’s face, and
she leaned up and kissed Deacon’s cheek. “I know we will, Deke.
I’ve always believed in you, and I’m not stopping now. You’ve done
everything you ever promised me you would, and I know you’ll do
this, too.”

Deacon gave Josie a very loving look. “Thank
you, darlin’. Your faith in me has always been all that I’ve ever
needed.”

Josie and Deacon were quiet again, just
looking at each other. Sadie realized they weren’t really aware of
anyone or anything else around them. A longing she’d never had
before washed over her – a longing for someone to look at her like
Deacon was looking at Josie, a longing to find someone to put her
total faith in as Josie had with Deacon.

Of course, she’d put her total faith in Josie
for her whole life, and Josie had done everything she’d ever
promised. All in all, keeping her faith in Josie might be a good
idea, and putting some faith in Deacon probably wouldn’t hurt,
either.

She was exhausted suddenly. Sadie yawned and
settled herself more snugly between Samson and Delilah. The two
hounds moved closer to her and the warmth of their bodies wrapped
itself around her and lulled her to sleep.

The last thing Sadie saw before slumber
claimed her was Deacon and Josie, his arm around her, her head on
his shoulder, both looking relaxed and contented. It was the nicest
image she’d ever seen in her life.
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Chapter 4

 


They
traveled for a few days, heading towards a place Deacon said was
called Port Smith. So far nothing very interesting had happened.
Could a traveling life always be this dull? It was all she could do
not to wish for a White Rider gang to show up. Plus, every time
Sadie mentioned her boredom, Josie or Deacon never gave it any due
notice.

They ordered her around a lot, though. Josie
and Deacon seemed to think Sadie needed to learn about all of their
gear and animals and how they did things as fast as possible, so
almost every time they spoke to her it was to tell her what
something was or to give her instructions to do some task or
another.

Since she’d never held a gun before in her
life, they’d made her practice shooting every day, which was useful
and kind of fun. So far, this was the only fun chore.

Their wagon setup was unusual but logical.
Four oxen pulled their big wagon. They were attached to a lead
horse via a wooden and leather harness. The lead horse could be
ridden or follow another horse and rider on a tether.

Six pack mules were tied to the back of the
wagon, as were their extra horses. All these animals carried
supplies.

Sadie was used to people only having one or
two changes of clothing. Certainly most of the travelers who’d come
through Horsetown and stayed more than a day or two hadn’t appeared
to have a lot of different clothing options.

Horsetown’s male residents had two or three
outfits each, depending on if they were working for Tusk or Hooch
or not, and the women had only had two – bed work and regular work
clothes.

Deacon and Josie, however, had more than a
couple of outfits each, though they tended to wear the same things
regularly.

Despite the room it took up, they had a trunk
filled with various items of clothing, both men’s and women’s.
Which was handy, because they wanted Sadie dressing more like Josie
did normally.

Sadie now wore denim pants, knee-high boots,
a loose-fitting light-colored shirt, a gun belt, and a tan
Desertlands hat, the kind with the wide brim that was longer in
front and back, so that all exposed skin would be shaded from the
sun at any angle.

She’d been given gloves and a vest to wear as
well, but it was warm enough that she didn’t need the extra
protection right now. Besides, Josie wasn’t wearing her gloves or
vest right now, and Sadie figured if Josie wasn’t doing it then she
didn’t need to do it, either.

While Josie had arrived in Horsetown in
clothing that Sadie now knew she didn’t normally wear, Deacon
apparently dressed the way he had in Horsetown all the time – in
gentleman’s attire. He did his best to ensure he was always in a
crisp clean shirt, a fancy vest of some kind, and a long-tailed
jacket. This meant they washed their clothes a lot, which was fine
in a town, but harder to accomplish traveling.

The few concessions to heat Sadie ever saw
Deacon make were to take off his jacket and occasionally roll up
his sleeves. It was hot enough today that he finally took his
jacket off, laying it over the pommel of his saddle.

“It’s safe enough,” Josie
said to Deacon.

“Perhaps, darlin’.
Perhaps.”

“Safe enough for what?”
Sadie asked.

“For Deacon to take off his
gun track and get a little sun on his forearms.” Josie looked over
at Deacon with a half-smile. “Even though he doesn’t like to do
that.”

“Take off his gun track or
get sun on his arms?”

“Both, young Sadie,” Deacon
replied. “I prefer to leave my jacket on as well.”

“Because anyone can see your
gun track and shoulder holster or because you don’t want to get sun
on your shirt?”

He smiled. “You’re learning.”

Deacon was in his wine-colored brocade vest.
It looked hotter than the jacket. “Why don’t you take your vest
off, too? Josie says it’s safe.”

Josie snorted. “That’s not going to
happen.”

“Why not?”

Deacon grinned at Sadie. “I don’t like to
allow certain things to be away from my person at any time.”

“That’s silly. What the heck
could you have in your vest that you wouldn’t want to
lose?”

He didn’t reply, just laughed and trotted
away from her.

“Pardon the heck outta me,”
Sadie muttered under her breath. “He ever answer a question
straight out?” she asked Josie.

“Sometimes yes, sometimes
no.”

They lapsed into silence, while Sadie tried
to figure out what Deacon wanted to keep close in his vest and why
Josie didn’t seem to mind. She didn’t come up with much, but it was
something to try and find out, if not now, then later on.

They were following a Tar Road, but there had
been nothing to see on or from it since they’d started. Sadie
finally lost patience and turned to Josie. “Where’re we going? I
thought you said we were looking for The City. I haven’t seen
anything but desert!”

Josie shrugged and didn’t answer.

“We’re going to travel in
style for a bit, young Sadie,” Deacon replied. “Or, at least as
with as much style as can be expected for where we are.”

Josie barked a laugh. “Well, it’s more style
than she’s ever seen, Deke.”

With that, both Josie and Deacon continued
forward, urging their horses slightly ahead of Sadie, who was
riding Abraham, the wagon-lead horse. Sadie sighed, wondering once
again why both Josie and Deacon never wanted to tell her anything
interesting without her begging for it.

They rode on for several hours until they
finally reached their long-awaited destination – Port Smith. It was
a small river port, with a few businesses that catered to water
travelers. It wasn’t as large as Horsetown, but there were no
fences around it, either.

The port straddled both sides of the large
river to accommodate travelers from both banks. The river was
greenish in color and seemed calm, though Sadie couldn’t tell for
sure, since she’d never seen a river before.

“If the water on top’s flat,
does that mean the river’s calm?”

“Sometimes,” Josie replied.
“Sometimes not.”

“That’s a big
help.”

Josie shrugged. “Really, it depends on the
river. This river tends to be calm, but weather can make it less
so.”

Calm or not, the sunlight reflected
interestingly off the river. It was quite beautiful, and a
wonderful contrast to the desert they’d been traveling through.

They’d come in from the river’s western side
and were the only travelers on that bank. They were greeted warmly,
since there was a group on the eastern side that had been waiting
several days to travel down the river.

The old man who was making their travel
accommodations seemed to recognize Deacon. “Nice to see you again.
You got even more livestock, goods and companions than when you
first come on through.”

Deacon merely smiled, but said nothing.

There was something big floating on the water
nearby. It didn’t look like anything Sadie had ever seen before.
Finally, something interesting. “What’s that in the water? Are we
gonna ride on it? And why did everyone over on the other side have
to wait?”

The old man gave her what she thought was a
condescending look. “You never been out of your little town, girl?
You’re gonna ride on a barge, right? A big barge, can hold a lot of
people and livestock and all. It’s run on steam, so’s we need lots
of fuel to burn to get anywhere. And it don’t pay money for us to
send it up or downriver without a full load.”

“I assume we’re going to
fill up the barge then?” Deacon asked.

“Yeah you are, mister, even
more so than last time.” The man shoved his gray broad-brimmed hat
slightly back off his forehead. “We’ll be able to leave tomorrow
morning now.”

“No,” Deacon said calmly.
“We’ll be leaving as soon as everyone’s loaded onto the
barge.”

“Now, don’t you start
tellin’ me my business –”

“Oh, please,” Deacon
interrupted with a smile Sadie didn’t believe was real. “This is an
extremely calm river. There isn’t a cloud in the sky. It’s early
afternoon, so we have several hours of daylight left. And, since my
party is the reason the barge can leave, I refuse to pay to house
that same party overnight, since I know the prices up and down this
river, and they are exorbitant.”

The man started to sputter, but Josie took
her hat off and shook out her hair. The sun glinted off it as it
fell around and over her shoulders, making her hair seem even
redder than it was naturally. “Hey, Jake, remember me?”

Jake took a closer look and went pale. Then
he looked closely at Deacon, who smiled broadly. He shook his head.
“Light help me, I must be getting daft,” he muttered to himself.
Then he looked back to Josie. “Where’s your friend?” he asked, very
politely.

Josie smiled and Sadie was positive she
didn’t mean it. “He liked it where we visited. Decided to
stay.”

Jake nodded then glanced towards Deacon.
“Found your man, I see.”

“Yes. I did. However, as you
well know, we’re still not people that like to be kept waiting.
Myself especially.”

Jake grumbled quietly about redheaded females
and their uppity tempers and gave Deacon a hard look as he stroked
his short, gray beard angrily. But he hurried away to prepare the
barge.

Deacon looked at Josie. “So, would you like
to tell me about it?”

Josie shrugged. “It was one of the reasons
why Chan and I were late getting to Horsetown. They don’t like to
move the barges upriver any faster than downriver.”

“Should I assume you dealt
with that delay with your usual grace and charm?”

Josie looked at him reproachfully. “We were
in a hurry. And I was late to meet you. Under the circumstances, I
didn’t have a lot of patience.”

“You mean less than
normal.”

Josie laughed. “Point taken. Anyway, I
imagine we’ll have no more discussion about leaving in the
morning.”

Deacon snorted. “Yes, I’m sure. However, I’d
still like to know what you did and said to make – Jake, was it –
leap to attention so quickly?”

Josie leaned over and kissed Deacon’s cheek.
“That would fall under the ‘I am late to meet my husband and I am
not waiting any longer’ category, Deacon.”

“Oh, so you put a large gun
to his head and said, ‘get going or I will drive the barge myself
after I shoot you dead’?”

“You know
me so well.”

“Yes,” he said softly. “I
do. I always have.”

Josie didn’t reply to this, but she was
holding Deacon’s hand now, and didn’t let it go.
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Chapter 5

 


They
were finally loaded onto the barge and Sadie was in awe, but trying
hard not to let it show.

The barge was a huge, four-level boat with a
paddlewheel at one end and two tall smokestacks at the other. In
addition to the steam engine, it was equipped with ancient-looking
solar panels on the sides and roof. It had pens for livestock as
well as areas for supplies. Each party was assigned to a section of
a deck.

“It’s more like an ark than
anything else,” Deacon said to Josie as they settled into their
assigned area.

Josie seemed to find this hysterically funny,
since she laughed her head off, but Sadie didn’t get the joke.
However, after the reaction from the last time she’d asked a simple
question, she chose to keep her confusion to herself.

The men working on the barge were all in gray
pants, white shirts, mid-calf gray boots, double-crossed gun belts,
and the same kinds of hat that Jake wore.

Deacon noticed her looking at these men.
“Curious, young Sadie?”

“Sorta.”

“What about?”

“Why do they dress so
different from you, or the other men?”

“Ah. An excellent question.
Their clothing uniformity marks them as bargemen.”

“Why’s that
matter?”

“Sometimes it matters not at
all. And sometimes it matters a great deal.”

Jake came by to check on
them before Sadie could ask how to identify which times were which.
“Enjoy your time on the Green
Goddess, folks.”

“Why’s it called that?”
Sadie asked before she could stop herself.

“Because it’s the right name
for her.”

“I mean, why give a boat a
name in the first place? And why do you call it a her?”

Jake looked like he was going to be
condescending again, but Josie cleared her throat. “This is my
little sister, and this is her first trip on a river.” Josie said
this with a smile on her face – but the smile wasn’t in her
voice.

“Well then,” Jake said with
a slightly unnatural heartiness, “let’s explain it all for you.
First off, all boats are always female, always have been, since
well before the light went out. And it’s bad luck not to name your
boat – every lady likes to be addressed properly, after
all.”

“Okay, I guess that makes
sense.” It didn’t, but Sadie chose not to argue.

“Right.
So, we’re on the Green River, right? And this is the biggest and
best barge running on the Green River, so we’ve named her
the Green Goddess accordingly.” Jake looked at her
expectantly.

“Oh. She’s very
pretty.”

Jake beamed. “You light that right. Best
barge on this river. Best barge on any river, I’ll wager. You’ll
enjoy your first time – should be a nice, easy trip.”

Jake bustled off so Sadie took in the rest of
their surroundings.

There were several other passengers, some in
groups and some lone travelers, but only one really stood out to
her. He was a young man, a boy, really, probably no more than a
year older than she was. He was at least a head taller than Deacon,
lanky but obviously well-muscled, with light brown hair and
eyes.

Like most of the male travelers other than
Deacon, he was dressed in brown pants and shirt, a brown
shorter-brimmed hat, knee-high brown soft-leather boots, and a
single gun belt. His clothing was simple but clean. He was
clean-shaven though his hair reached almost to his shoulders. He
was rather attractive, she admitted, if you liked that type.

He was situated in the spot next to them,
which was fine, but he was also very agitated, which wasn’t.

“What’s wrong, son?” Deacon
asked as the boy came over to them.

“I just wanted to thank you,
sir. I’m Tad, and I’ve been waiting almost two weeks to go
downriver.”

Deacon gave Tad an appraising look. “First
time off for supplies alone?”

“Yes, sir. And I’m real
late. My family needs the supplies I’ve got. I just can’t thank you
enough for coming and getting us underway.”

“No great service in merely
showing up, son,” Deacon said with a laugh.

“Oh no, there is. They told
us we weren’t leaving until tomorrow. Then I heard you made them
leave today. Thank you so much.”

“Not a problem. I’m Deacon,
this is my wife, Josie, and her younger sister, Sadie.”

“Nice to meet you,” Tad
said. Well, he said it. He barely paid her or Josie any mind. Which
would have been annoying if she liked his type. Which she didn’t.
“Deacon, sir, could I ask you to check my set up? I don’t want
anything to happen to our supplies.”

“Of course, son.” Deacon
smiled at Josie. “Be right back.”

“You’re
going so far
away,” Josie said with a laugh, as Deacon and Tad walked the few
steps away to Tad’s area.

Deacon apparently found something amiss,
because the two of them left shortly, looking for Jake.

“He sure isn’t interested in
our opinions, is he?” Sadie muttered to Josie once the men were out
of hearing.

“Tad’s a young boy, Sadie,”
Josie said absently, as she got the dogs settled down. “He doesn’t
know what he wants yet, and he’s probably not been raised with a
lot of manners like Deacon was. He’s just upset and looking to
Deacon as an older man who’s in charge of things.”

“Why do you let Deacon run
things?”

Josie got a funny smile on her face. “Oh,
well, because he’s earned it. There’s not many others I’d listen
to, other than him.”

“Why? I mean, when I met
him, before you showed up, I would never have thought that he’d be
the man you were with. He didn’t seem like a hero. He still
don’t.”

“Doesn’t,” Josie corrected.
Then she laughed. “Yes, well that’s because he’s clever and smart
and sly.” She reached down and stroked Samson and Delilah’s heads.
“And very loving,” she added softly.

Sadie examined her older sister for a few
moments. The look on Josie’s face was both tender and sad, as if
she were remembering a bittersweet memory. “You love him a lot,
don’t you?”

Josie looked up from the dogs. “No, I don’t
love him a lot. I love him with all my heart and soul. That’s much
more than a lot.”

“Why? I know it’s not just
’cause he’s handsome.”

“True. I love him because of
who and what he is.”

“And what’s
that?”

“He’s the Deacon of Desert
Springs. But more details than that will have to wait until another
time.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because the barge is about
to shove off and I want to ensure that all of our gear’s tied down
and secure.”

“I’ll bet.”

Josie grinned. “And yes, I want to be with
Deacon.” She gave Sadie a fast kiss on the cheek. “Why don’t you do
me a favor and distract Tad away from him, so Deke and I can be
alone?”

“Why should I do that? I
don’t want to spend time with him.”

Josie shrugged. “Well, he seems nice and
attractive…if you like that type.”

“Well, who says that I
do?”

“I wouldn’t know. I just
know he’s never been to Horsetown, so he’s not someone you or I’d
want to shoot on sight.”

Sadie cocked her head. “How do you know
that?”

“You didn’t recognize him
and he’s obviously still a virgin.”

“How can you
tell?”

“I’m older than
you.”

“Well, virgin or not, I’m
not going to fall all over him just so’s you and Deacon can be
alone.”

“I can’t think of a better
reason,” Josie said with a sly grin. “Unless, of course, you like
his type.”

Sadie seriously considered throwing something
at Josie, but her older sister just laughed and wandered off.

“Sure, right,” she muttered
to herself, as she smoothed her hair and straightened her shirt.
“Well, who says that I like his type, huh?”
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Chapter 6

 


“Finally, we get to rest a little,”
Josie said as she and Deacon watched the Green Goddess pull away from the
dock.

“Hopefully we’ll be able to
use the time to begin teaching our young Sadie.”

“She’ll resist
it.”

“I’m sure. You did, after
all. And she’s very like you.”

Josie snorted. “So you claim. I don’t have
the talent you insist she does.”

“Oh, believe me, darlin’,
she’s the best orator I’ve ever heard.”

“If you say so. I still
don’t believe it.”

“You haven’t heard it
yet.”

She sighed and leaned against him. “Is it
wrong that I hope I never have to?”

Deacon kissed the side of her head. “No.
There’s nothing wrong with optimism. Hope is what gives people the
strength to go on, even under the worst of circumstances.”

“True enough. You like
always being right, don’t you?”

He chuckled. “I’m always right about you,
Josie-girl.”

“True.” She closed her eyes
and shifted so she could nuzzle her face into his neck. “I’m glad I
was wrong about you.”

Deacon chuckled as he wrapped his arms around
her and rocked her gently. “Me too, darlin’. Me too.”
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Chapter 7

 


The
barge was well on its way, heading downstream at a goodly pace.
Jake told them they’d reach Port Turner by nightfall. While no one
on the barge was headed there, it boasted a good hotel and diner,
so the passengers were looking forward to a pleasant
night.

“If we’re not going to Port
Turner, then where are we going?” Sadie asked after Jake wandered
off to share their arrival time with the next passengers on their
deck.

“We’re headed much farther
along down the river, young Sadie. Our destination is Port
Nash.”

“Where’s that from
here?”

“Five stops south,” Tad
offered.

“Oh. Why’d we take this
barge, then?”

“Each port is approximately
fifty-five miles from the next,” Josie told her. “So that makes
Port Nash about two hundred and seventy-five miles away from where
we started.”

Sadie had never in her clear memory ever been
out of Horsetown, and all of these places and distances sounded
fantastic and almost unreal. She’d run and ridden horses many
miles, but all those miles were done on the track in Horsetown.
There was a big difference between running in an oval four times
and the real distance a mile made up going in a straight line or
along a Tar Road.

“We traveled about a hundred
miles from Horsetown to get to Port Smith,” Deacon added before she
had to let everyone know she had no understanding of what they were
telling her. “Which took us almost two full weeks. But we’ll make
Port Nash within a few days, going downstream.”

“Oh. That makes sense.” It
did, and that was a relief. Everyone else was nonchalant about
traveling this way, so she wanted to be as comfortable with it as
the others were. If she could manage it.

“It takes a little while to
get used to how to tell how far you’ve gone,” Josie said. “That’s
one of the reasons it took me so long to find Horsetown again – I
had no idea how far I’d gone. And I didn’t have anyone to ask, or
learn from. I wish I had.”

If miles and traveling and whatnot had even
confused Josie at first, then her being confused now wasn’t a
failure. Good. Because she had more questions. “Why didn’t you just
head home?” Sadie asked Tad. “You were waiting long enough.”

“Can’t do it that way. Port
Turner and the other three ports between Port Smith and Port Nash
are on the west side of the river, only. And Port Turner’s at a
wider point than Port Smith.”

“And therefore there are no
ferries,” Deacon said.

“What are
ferries?”

“You don’t know?” Tad asked,
sounding shocked.

“This is her first time on a
river,” Josie said sharply before Sadie could think of something
nasty to say to Tad. “I’ll wager you don’t know anything about how
to distill whiskey. Everyone has different experiences and
knowledge.”

“Oh.” Tad smiled at her.
“Sorry. I didn’t mean any disrespect. And no, I don’t know anything
about running a still.”

“No offense taken,” Sadie
said. Well, she wasn’t offended any more, at least, so this wasn’t
a lie.

“Ferries are usually large
rafts connected by ropes and pulleys on each side of a river,”
Josie said. “Lots easier to build and set up than a
bridge.”

Deacon nodded. “So no ferry means no safe way
to get across the river.”

“There’s no safe way to get
down the river, either,” Tad added. “Going by land’s tough. The
trails go through lots of small mountain ranges and there are White
Rider gangs running the Roads all up and down this area, especially
on the east side. My Pa said it was worth it to wait, no matter how
long, because if you go on the barge, you know you make it home
alive and with all your things.”

“So we’re
safe on the Green
Goddess?” Sadie asked.

“Yes,” Tad said
confidently.

“We should be,” Josie said
warily.

“As safe as we ever are,”
Deacon remarked with a grin. “So, you can relax. You’re with Josie,
young Sadie, so all’s well.”

Sadie grinned back. “True enough.”
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Chapter 8

 


They
were relaxing and mingling with the other passengers now. Deacon
seemed completely at ease with whomever he was talking to. The
others appeared relaxed with him as well – Deacon truly had a way
with people.

Josie, on the other hand,
didn’t seem overly comfortable with anyone outside of Sadie and
Deacon, other than Tad. She watched everyone closely. It was clear
that Josie viewed the others as potential threats, even though no
one acted threatening at all. Josie and Deacon had such differing
reactions to the other passengers, but damned if Sadie could figure
out why.

The trip was uneventful but seeing the land
go by as they moved downriver was enjoyable. Sadie had wandered the
entire barge, tagging after Deacon mostly, since he seemed more at
ease on the boat than Josie did. And, she reminded herself, the
fact that Tad was also with Deacon had nothing to do with it.

Josie came and went. Sadie finally asked what
was going on when Josie had wandered up and off for the fourth
time. Deacon just grinned. “She’s taking care of business, young
Sadie.”

“What business?”

“You’ll find out if and when
it’s necessary.” He then pointed out some interesting rock
formations they were passing and effectively changed the
subject.

Sadie gave up trying to figure out what Josie
or Deacon were up to and just concentrated on soaking up everything
that was happening. She meandered off eventually, to sit up near
what she’d been told was called the prow of the barge, to just
watch the water and the land go by.

She’d been there for a couple of hours and
the sun was starting to set when Tad came to her. “We’re almost to
Port Turner,” he said by way of a greeting. “Deacon wants us all
together so we can get supper taken care of quick-like.”

Sadie tossed her head. “Well, that’s nice,
but I don’t have to jump whenever he says, you know.”

“Well, you can do what you
want. I’m just passing along the message. Not like it matters to me
or not what you do.”

“Oh?” Sadie retorted, angry
and hurt, for no good reason she reminded herself. “And since when
do you think that what matters to you would matter to
me?”

Tad pulled himself up to his full height.
“Well, you’re just a little girl, so what would you know
anyway?”

“Little girl! Just what
makes you think you’re so grown up yourself? You’re not any older
than me, if at all!”

Tad was obviously about to give an angry
reply when they both heard the soft sound of a throat being cleared
nearby. They looked over to see Josie watching them both, her arms
crossed over her chest, a knowing smirk on her face.

“Children, can we please
dispense with the bickering and actually act like adults and get
ready for the landing? Under the circumstances, it’d be more
pleasant all the way around.”

Sadie and Tad both glowered at her, though
Tad had the grace to look embarrassed. Sadie was about to say
something cutting when she noticed the expression on Josie’s face
change, as her older sister’s body language went from relaxed and
amused to tense in a moment.

“What is it?” Sadie asked,
concern overriding anger.

“Tad, get Deacon over
here…fast,” Josie said in a tight voice. “Sadie? Get to Jake, right
now, and tell him not to pull into the port. Then get Goliath and
bring him up here, but keep him on his tether. Hurry.” Her voice
wasn’t raised, but Sadie and Tad both felt the urgency, and they
both ran off as requested.
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Chapter 9

 


Josie’s stomach tightened as the barge drew nearer to Port
Turner. She recognized the signs and tried to control her fear. The
sound of running feet came from behind her.

“It’s a plague,” she said,
as Jake and Deacon both reached her. “Someone survived long enough
to mark the trees.” She pointed to the burns and slashes on the
trunks of the trees nearest to the west bank.

Deacon took a long look. “It’s a bad one if
those marks are to be believed…” His voice trailed off as he put
his arm around her, which helped still the trembling she hoped she
was hiding from anyone else.

“You mean someone stayed
human long enough to leave the marks. It’s a plague from the
Badlands,” Jake said, his voice filled with dread. “They could be
anything right now.”

“Anything but human,” Deacon
said quietly.

“Great light, what’re we
gonna do?” Jake shuddered. “We’ve got good eatin’ on board. They’ll
smell us, and soon.”

“We’re not putting into
port, I’ll tell you that.” Josie looked over at Jake. “When I came
through last nothing was wrong. What’s come through between now and
then?”

“Just the regular barges
that work this part of the river…no, wait. There was one boat, not
one of ours, didn’t pull into Port Smith at all. It went through
downriver about four days ago.”

Josie looked at Deacon. “Four days. That’s
fast. It’s one from the Badlands all right.”

“Yes, and from the Northern
Wastes, too. Lord knows what it’s mutating into in this warmer
climate.”

“What’re we gonna do?” Jake
asked again in a raspy whisper.

“We’re going to burn Port
Turner to the ground,” Josie replied. “It’s the only way to be sure
the plague’s destroyed.”
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Chapter 10

 


“Burn it!” Sadie exclaimed in horror as
she came running up with Goliath in tow. “But there’s people
there!”

“No,” Deacon said quietly,
and Sadie saw the truth in his, Jake and Josie’s eyes. “There
aren’t any people there anymore. If anyone’s survived this plague,
they’ve become a mutation, at best.”

“A cannibalistic mutation,”
Josie added, in an angry monotone. “And therefore more dangerous
than any wild animal could ever be.”

Deacon took Goliath’s lead from Sadie. “Now,
boy,” he said, leading the quivering dog to the very edge of the
deck. “Search for danger.”

Goliath sniffed the air, threw back his head
and howled, long and hard.

Josie and Deacon exchanged a look, their
expressions grim. “So,” Josie said harshly, “there are some
survivors.” She turned to Jake. “You have catapults?”

He nodded.

“Then let’s get to work.
Tad, you come with me.”

Tad nodded, looking pale, and raced off
behind Josie and Jake.

Sadie looked up at Deacon. “What do we
do?”

“We tell the other
passengers what’s going on and that we’re all going to be safe. And
you, young Sadie, are going to do it, and in such a way as they’ll
believe it wholeheartedly.”

Sadie looked at him in shock. “I can’t do
that!”

“Yes, you can,” Deacon said
with a smile. “Remember…Josie’s the one who’s going to save us. I
just want you to explain that to everyone else.”

“I’ll try,” Sadie said
uncertainly.

Deacon clapped her gently on her shoulder.
“You’ll succeed. Trust me.”
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Chapter 11

 


The
barge anchored as near to the east bank as was safe. Josie and Tad
were working quickly with Jake and most of his crew to get the
fireballs ready for the catapults.

While Tad had never had to clean out an
infestation before, he’d heard about them, and so was doing
whatever Josie told him to as fast as possible.

Josie kept a sharp eye on the docks, trying
to determine if the survivors were going to figure out there was,
essentially, fresh meat on the barge. She was listening for sounds
of mutant attack, so she heard when Sadie started to talk to the
other passengers. Or rather, when Sadie started her sermon.

She hadn’t really believed before, despite
Deacon’s descriptions, but not only was he right about Sadie’s
ability to move a crowd, but her talent could be put to very
effective use, as Deacon was doing right now.

Tad was listening, too, and Josie realized
with some embarrassment that he was beginning to look at her like
she was a savior. Josie caught his eye. “Remember, you can’t
believe everything you hear.”

The boy nodded at her, but she could tell he
wasn’t sure who to believe, and he was leaning towards Sadie’s
viewpoint. She shrugged to herself and put her full attention back
to the catapults.

Josie, Deacon and Chan had all cleared out
plague-infested areas more than once. But they’d been lucky most
times to have no survivors, where all they had to do was burn the
area down to ash. However, there had been more than one time like
this one, where they’d had to clear out survivors that weren’t
human any more.

“Are there White Roads near
this port?” she asked Jake as he moved past her.

“Yep, and some pretty mean
White Rider gangs run in this area, too. Why?”

“Because that means any
survivors that leave the port should get wiped out by the Riders.
One thing you have to give the Riders credit for is their ability
to spot a threat and eliminate it.”

Jake gave a strangled laugh. “You light that
right, there, Miss Josie.”

“I’ve had a little
experience with them.” She looked over what she could see of Port
Turner again, and ran through what Jake and the crew had told her
about how it was laid out. Then she aimed the catapults.

Finally, the fireballs were ready. But before
she’d allow them to be set off, Josie, with Tad in tow again, went
down to the wagon.

Sadie was still talking to the other
passengers. They all seemed worried but calm, which was a relief,
since panic would make it extremely difficult to protect
themselves.

Deacon was waiting for her at the wagon and
he already had it shifted into firing position and the tarp off the
big gun. He grinned. “All ready, darlin’?”

She shook her head. “You sure are
confident.”

He gave her a quick kiss as he handed her two
of their rapid-fire guns. “My savior’s right here with me. How can
I help but be confident?”

Josie gave him a dirty look. “You know,
that’s sacrilege. At least, so you told me.”

He laughed. “No, Josie-girl, it’s strategy.
Now, let’s get ready to clean up this town.” Deacon looked over at
Tad. “You know how to use a rapid-fire gun, son?”

“Yes sir, Deacon, I
do.”

“Good.” Deacon handed one to
the boy. “Because we’re going to need you.”

“Why?” Tad asked as he took
the gun and quite a bit of ammunition. “I thought we were burning
them.”

“They won’t all just sit
there and wait for the flames to burn them up,” Josie answered, as
she checked to make sure she had plenty of ammo. “And if
something’s burning, you go to get water to put it out. The
survivors will be mutated but that doesn’t mean they’ll have no
self-preservation left.”

“Quite the contrary,” Deacon
added. “So, let’s get ready to ensure that there are no more
survivors.”

They got into position, with Deacon manning
the big gun. Tad and Josie, along with their best rapid-fire guns,
went up with the catapults. Sadie, following Deacon’s instructions,
had any passengers who owned long-range or rapid-fire guns line the
decks, weapons at the ready. They waited for Josie’s signal to
start firing.

Josie took one last check, and then, once
everyone was in place and ready, she gave Jake the signal. They lit
the tar on the outside of the fireballs and let them fly.

They’d aimed well, and the fires started
almost immediately. She had them reload and shift the targets
slightly, ensuring that more of the port would catch fire as fast
as possible. The fireballs were aimed at the perimeter of the town,
to hopefully trap all the mutants within the flames. It looked as
though they were succeeding, but they weren’t sure yet.

It took a few minutes, but then they all
heard the sound – a high-pitched chittering – and the noise touched
a place deep inside everyone, bringing up ancestral memories of why
it was wise to be afraid of the dark.

“Get ready!” Josie shouted.
“Remember, we don’t want them in the river if we can help it and we
sure don’t want them on the barge!” Everyone took aim, and waited.
Josie indicated that another set of fireballs should be shot
out.

“We’ve only got a few sets
left,” Jake protested. “And we don’t know yet ’bout the rest of the
Ports on the river!”

“We don’t stamp this out
here, the rest of the ports won’t matter! The longer the plague has
to take hold, the stronger and more dangerous the mutants are. The
other ports won’t be as far along. We need to stop this here first,
then worry about the rest. Besides,” Josie added with a grin,
“we’ve got a lot of animals on board. They’ll provide the ways and
means if needed.”

Jake gave a short laugh and stopped
protesting. Which was good, because the survivors appeared, racing
towards the river.

Josie and Deacon had seen them before, Deacon
especially. Jake had as well. But there were no other Prospectors
on the barge, and so the rest of the passengers had only heard
about the plague victims that turned into less than savages in
stories. So the shock of what they were seeing was that much more
intense.

The survivors were obviously not human any
more. Their skin was a sickly purple color, and pulled tight over
their bones. Their hands looked more like bird’s claws than
anything else. Most were frothing at the mouth. If they were
wearing clothing, it was in shreds. And they had no hair left
anywhere on their bodies.

“It’s a food-plague,” Josie
said with relief, as she took aim and started to carefully fire
into the oncoming bodies.

“What’s that?” Tad asked as
he fired at the monstrosities on the far bank.

“A plague that can only be
passed on through ingestion of the contaminant,” she answered
calmly, firing all the while. “Usually it’s started from a source
of food or drink that’s been infected or contaminated.” She brought
down a mutant that was near to the river. “And it means the plague
won’t spread through air, smoke, water or blood.”

“Blood?”

“Bite plagues travel through
bloodstreams. They’re very easy to spread – a mosquito can bite a
mutant, bite you, and you’re infected. Food-plagues can’t spread
that way. You have to swallow down whatever it is that’s causing
the plague.”

“I didn’t know there were
different kinds.”

“Different kinds, all bad.
Jake! We need more fireballs! Fire them as soon as they’re loaded,
and make sure that one burns the dock. We’re about to lose our
light, so we’d better make some more.”

Jake shouted orders to the men manning the
catapults, and soon more fireballs sailed from the barge into the
dock and the town, as they all worked to eliminate the horror on
the other side.
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Chapter 12

 


To
Tad, the battle seemed to go on forever.

The sun set and the world went to night. The
moon was nearly full, so they could see well. The fire lit up the
western bank, casting weird and horrific shadows and images, made
worse by the sounds and vague shapes that they could still make out
from the other side. Horror and terror had given way to numbness.
However, Tad didn’t let himself stop shooting.

Finally, Josie called for a cease-fire. She
told them all to be very quiet, then she and Deacon got Goliath,
and they all just listened.

Sadie came up from wherever she’d been and
stood near to him. “What’re they doing?” she asked him in a low
voice.

“I think
they’re trying to see if anyone…I mean, any thing, is still alive over there,”
Tad answered just as quietly.

“And we can’t,” Josie
snapped. “If you two and the others don’t shut up.”

Tad and Sadie gave each other a guilty look
and stopped talking. Everyone else also stopped making the little
noises people make when they think they’re being still but aren’t
really. Everyone was finally truly silent.

Suddenly Goliath growled menacingly and Josie
threw her gun up to her shoulder and fired. There was a
high-pitched shriek, then nothing.

“Nice catch, darlin’,”
Deacon drawled, as he patted the huge dog on his head.

“Thanks, now, hush,” Josie
replied, but Tad could see her smile, and she scratched Goliath
behind one of his ears.

They waited in silence for a few more
minutes, Goliath sniffing the air, dog and people listening
intently, but nothing happened.

Tad just started to relax when Goliath whined
urgently. Deacon looked around and fired, but into the water. Josie
followed his lead.

Tad looked at where they were shooting and
saw a tremendous amount of water splashing. Then he looked closer –
there were things in the water, thrashing around as they were
filled with bullets from Josie and Deacon’s guns.

Goliath was whining and growling still, and
Tad looked beyond where Josie and Deacon were firing. He didn’t see
anything and was about to stop worrying when he looked closer to
the barge.

Something was close – too close. He threw his
gun up and started firing without even thinking about it. He heard
Sadie’s scream as the mutant’s hand started to grab at the lower
level of the barge. But he just kept on shooting until the thing
was dead and floating face down in the water, just like the ones
that Josie and Deacon had killed.

“Fire your guns around the
barge!” Josie shouted, and the rest of the passengers broke out of
their frozen terror and did as she said. The water churned, but
there was no more horror in it.

They waited again now, much longer, but all
they could hear was the sound of flames, and all they could smell
was the burning stench of what had once been Port Turner.
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Chapter 13

 


The Green Goddess had three large rowboats attached to one side. After an
argument between Josie and Jake which Josie won, one of the
rowboats was lowered into the water. Using boathooks, Jake’s men
pulled the dead mutants into the rowboat.

This took some time and some of the
passengers complained about the delay. “Sure, we can leave the
bodies in the water,” Josie said nonchalantly. “And then, the fish
in the river can eat their decaying bodies and become infected.
Then you can catch a mutant fish, eat it, and become like this. Or
you’ll just drink this water and ingest the mutants’ decayed
remains. Either way, if that’s your choice, have at it.”

There was a lot of muttering, most of it
along the lines of no one wanting to become a mutant.

“Or,” Josie said strongly, “you can
all accept that, for right now, we need to do everything in our
power to stop this plague. And that means getting these bodies out
of the water.”

“We need to decontaminate
it, too,” Deacon added.

“We got salted thermite
bombs on board,” Jake said. “Just in case. But only a few. We have
to use ’em carefully.”

“And we need to be far away
when the bombs go off,” Josie said dryly.

A second rowboat was lowered and some of
Jake’s crew rowed across to the closer bank, towing the rowboat
with the dead bodies. They wrestled the boat with the dead mutants
onto the shore, dumped the bodies out, and lit them on fire. Josie
watched through her rifle’s telesight, to ensure this was handled
properly.

“You could use my
binoculars,” Sadie suggested. She’d gotten them while everyone was
arguing about what to do, just in case she needed to get a better
look at anything – or anyone.

“No. I want to be ready to
shoot. Just in case.”

Tad and Sadie looked at each other. “You
don’t trust Jake’s men to do this right?” he asked.

“I don’t trust anyone to
handle things other than me and Deacon. Distrust can, many times,
keep you alive.” Josie chuckled. “But more than that, just in case
those mutants aren’t fully dead, I assume the men who’re doing the
dirty work would appreciate my having their backs.”

“Yeah, I can see that.”
Sadie certainly wanted Josie having her back, so it was easy to
figure the bargemen did, too. “What’s a salted thermite bomb? And
why didn’t we use it instead of fireballs?”

“Thermite bombs are hard to
come by. Most riverboats try to have at least one on hand, because
of plagues. It’ll create a big enough explosion that’ll burn out
any contaminants left in the water.”

“But how can that work? If
the…stuff is already in the water…”

“Oh. Thermite can burn
underwater. The fire will burn up any mutant body parts. The bomb
also spreads concentrated salt. Salt kills the plague
virus.”

“You sure?” Sadie wasn’t
sure at all.

“Yes. Everyone who lives or
works by a river or a lake has these supplies and knows how to use
them.”

Tad nodded. “They’re worth a lot, but my Pa
says that the cost more than pays for itself in protection.”

“So, why didn’t we use salt
on the mutants? Could we have saved them?”

Josie shrugged. “I’ve heard of it being done,
but I’m not so sure that wasn’t just a story. You have to salt a
mutant almost immediately upon infection. Maybe you could salt them
after the plague’s taken hold, but the chances are better that
they’d infect or eat you, so it’s not worth trying.”

Sadie shuddered. The desire to say that
Horsetown was better than this was strong. Only, even with all the
horror going on, that wasn’t true. “Better to die free,” she said
quietly.

“Better to live free and not
die,” Deacon countered.

“Wisdom from the Deacon of
Desert Springs which I wholeheartedly agree with,” Josie said with
a chuckle.

During all of this, while others either
huddled together or performed some needful tasks, Deacon kept watch
on the western bank.

Only once the crew and rowboats were back,
did Deacon stop his vigil. He turned to Jake. “As they say in the
Wastes, let’s blow this popsicle stand and get out of here.”

“You light that one right,”
Jake said grimly, as he motioned the crew to their next
task.

The crew hooked the spare
rowboat back onto the Green
Goddess. Two bargemen remained in the other
rowboat, while the rest, under Jake’s direction, loaded one of the
salted thermite bombs carefully onto the rowboat. The two men in
the boat rowed upriver, well past where they’d had the fight, and
dropped the bomb in, then headed back.

The bomb looked like a big bag, but Sadie
didn’t examine it too carefully, in part because it sank so fast.
The fuse was more interesting anyway. It was a treated piece of
hemp, and it was very long, with little floats attached to it at
intervals.

“It’s that length so we can
be far enough away when the bomb goes off that we’ll be safe,”
Deacon said, before she could ask. “The floats keep the fuse above
water so the flame has a better chance of lasting all the way to
ignition.”

“What happens if it don’t
work?”

“Let’s not worry about
that.”

Sadie knew when Deacon was avoiding answering
a question, but under the circumstances, it was probably better to
hope the bombs went off and, as Deacon suggested, not worry. At
least, not worry about the bombs. There were plenty of other things
to worry about.

The rowboat returned and a
towrope was tossed down to them. Then the Green Goddess moved some ways down
the river, the bomb’s hempen fuse trailing out of the
rowboat.

They went well downriver
from Port Turner. The second bomb was loaded into the rowboat, then
the Green Goddess continued downriver a bit. The men in the rowboat dropped the
second bomb, then rowed back to the barge, both bombs’ fuses now
trailing them.

As soon as the rowboat was
back, the men lit the fuse for the first bomb. Then they hooked the
rowboat back to the barge, and the Green
Goddess headed downriver at a faster pace
than before, the fuse to the second bomb trailing along the side of
the barge.

Sadie watched the first fuse through her
binoculars. It was easy to follow the flame. The floats seemed to
give the fire more power as it moved along, so by the time the
second fuse was lit, the first fuse had burned down to where it
went underwater.

“The fuse to the second bomb
is shorter. Why?” she asked Deacon.

“So the bombs will go off
close to each other.” He put his hand onto her shoulder. “You can
continue to watch, I’m just ensuring you don’t get rocked. Hold
tight to your binoculars, young Sadie.”

She did as instructed, just in time. As the
flame from the second fuse went underwater, she looked towards
where the first bomb had been dropped. There was a flash of light,
dimmed by the water, but still impressive. Then water erupted.
Sadie quickly looked back to where the second bomb was in time to
see its explosion. The second blast was brighter, because this bomb
was closer, but the water eruption was the same.

“Waves coming,” Josie called
and Deacon’s hand tightened on Sadie’s shoulder.

The waves hit the barge and
Sadie was glad Deacon had a hold of her. The Green Goddess was rocked, and the
accompanying shouts, shrieks and animal noises told her everyone
was frightened and off balance.

The binoculars were jolted away from her
face, but she was clutching them tightly so didn’t lose her hold.
She was able to see that Josie and Deacon didn’t look either
frightened or off balance. They looked both satisfied and grim.

The barge moved on, fast enough that the
waves now reaching them were small and insignificant, at least by
comparison. Sadie relaxed, and Deacon let go of her.

Jake joined them. “Looked good from up
top.”

“Your men did an excellent
job,” Deacon said. “Port Turner’s plague should be
eradicated.”

“Not looking forward to
what’s next,” Jake said.

Deacon gave him a small smile. “What’s next
is simple – keep moving and be sure to anchor well between the
banks, and well before Port Brook.”

Jake nodded. “What do you think –?”

“Let’s not guess right now,”
Josie interrupted. “Let’s just be thankful we got rid of it here,
and that we’re all alive and still human.” She nodded to Tad and
Sadie. “And, then, let’s try to eat and rest. We have a lot of
exhausting, depressing work ahead of us.”
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Chapter 14

 


The Green Goddess was anchored and the passengers had finished what was
admittedly a rather poor and quiet meal.

Jake and his crew were all trying not to
grieve, but they had friends of many years that they knew were dead
now, either killed by the plague, the mutants, or by all those on
the barge themselves. Some of the travelers also knew the folk who
had lived and worked in Port Turner, so, all in all, the mood was
very bleak.

“What happens next?” Sadie
asked Josie quietly.

Josie shrugged. “We head down to the next
port, and assume the worst.”

Sadie shuddered. “We gonna have to…to kill
more of those…things again?”

“I hope not,” Deacon
answered. “But the plague ship wasn’t at Port Turner. That means it
traveled downriver. We have to find and destroy that ship and its
occupants, before we can relax and hope the plague has been
stopped.”

“You think the ones on the
plague ship have eaten whatever it was that started this?” Josie
asked him.

“We can’t be sure until we
find them, but I doubt they had before they reached Port
Turner.”

“Why?” Tad asked.

“Their boat wasn’t docked
there, and there’s no sign of them. If the bearers of this plague
were infected, they couldn’t function to actually manage the
complexities of steering a boat and keeping it in
steam.”

“What do you think it is
everyone’s ingesting?” Josie asked. “It’d have to be something more
would want than not, based on both the warning marks and how bad
the infestation was.”

“I’ve no idea, darlin’. I
pray we’re able to find out before it’s too late.”

“Do you think it’s gone as
far as Port Jones?” Tad asked with a quaver in his voice.
“Because…that’s where my family is.”

“Do they live there?” Josie
asked quickly.

“No, we don’t live at the
Port. Our farm is some ways from there. But they said they’d wait
for me until I got back.” He looked slightly ill.

Deacon shook his head. “We won’t know how
things are until we get there or find the plague ship, son.”

Tad nodded miserably.

Josie stood up. “I’m going to go make some
more fireballs,” she announced shortly. She indicated that some of
Jake’s men should help her. “You too,” she said to Tad. The boy
nodded again and he and the other men followed Josie toward the
animal pens.

Sadie looked around at the rest of the crew
and passengers. All seemed as unhappy and frightened as Tad did.
“What do you really think we’re gonna find?” she asked Deacon very
quietly.

He sighed. “I have no idea, young Sadie. I
just know we’ll handle it, whatever comes.”

“How do you know
that?”

He grinned. “Because Josie’s with us.” Then
he stood up, motioned to Jake, and the two of them went off the way
Josie and the others had gone.

Sadie watched Deacon with narrowed eyes,
wondering if he was trying to trick her into doing something, but
she couldn’t figure out what. One of the other passengers came over
to her. “Not the best trip, is it?” he asked her as jovially as he
could.

“Nope, it sure ain’t.
But…everything’ll be okay.”

“Oh?” He looked somewhat
surprised. “What makes you say that?”

“Because I know.” He didn’t
look convinced, but she didn’t feel like trying to reassure him.
“Where you headed?”

“Port Brook.” He swallowed
hard. “The next stop.”

“Oh.” Sadie didn’t really
know what to say. “Your family’s with you this trip,
right?”

“Yes.” He nodded, indicating
a small group huddled nearby. “My wife and children came with me,
thank the light.” The man’s family were watching the two of them
talking, and it dawned on Sadie that he’d come over to find out
what plan Josie and Deacon had come up with.

Since she didn’t really know what the plan
was, Sadie was at a loss for what to say. But she thought about it
for a few moments. “You know, Josie’s getting ready right now to
take care of stuff at Port Brook. So we’ll all be safe.”

“I don’t know. If that
plague’s spread, we could be in big trouble.”

“No way,” Sadie said
stubbornly, as some other passengers came nearer to hear what they
were saying. “Josie won’t let anything happen to any of us. She’s
never broken a promise yet, and she’s promised to take care of all
of us.”

Another passenger asked her a question, and
then another, and Sadie found herself eventually speaking to the
whole group. She wasn’t sure if she’d really helped much, but after
she was finished, the other passengers all seemed more relaxed, so
she figured she’d done okay.

“Well done, young Sadie,”
Deacon’s voice came softly from behind her, as the other passengers
were disbursing. “Another rousing talk. The passengers seem much
relieved.”

She turned around and glared at him. “I
didn’t say anything much.”

He smiled. “True. However, in some cases,
yours especially, it’s not what you say, but how you say it.” He
took her arm gently. “Now, we need to get back to Josie.”
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Chapter 15

 


The
preparations were made and now all that was left was to get to Port
Brook.

It was still dark out and there was some
debate about when to pull anchor and move on. The decision was made
to leave their mooring at dawn. So they set watches, just in case,
and everyone turned in for some rest.

Tad was too upset to be left alone, and
Deacon didn’t want their group separated anyway. So he had Tad,
Sadie and Goliath join him and Josie inside the big wagon, leaving
the other dogs on sentry around their belongings and livestock.

This made the wagon feel quite cramped and it
was clear from her expression that Sadie was thinking about
complaining and asking to sleep outside of the wagon. Josie readied
herself for an argument. But Sadie took a good look at everyone
else’s expression and instead settled down. So her little sister
was learning when to be quiet – good.

Josie worried they’d have trouble getting to
sleep, Sadie and Tad especially, but everyone was so tired they
fell asleep almost immediately.

Josie didn’t. She lay next to Deacon,
listening to the sounds of the barge truly settling down, as well
as the sound of everyone else in the wagon’s rhythmic breathing.
She tried to let this relax her, but it wasn’t working.

Finally, she gave up and just snuggled closer
to Deacon, who moved in his sleep and hugged her to him. The warmth
of his body and the comfort of his arms around her began to relax
her and she started to get sleepy.

“When,”
she murmured to Deacon, “do we get to stop being someone’s
savior?”

He didn’t answer her, just hugged her closer
to him, and she sighed to herself as she allowed sleep to claim
her.
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Chapter 16

 


The
next day dawned brightly and the barge headed for Port Brook as
planned, reaching the outskirts in the early morning.

Josie, Deacon and Jake looked carefully for
warning signs of plague, like there had been at Port Turner, but
didn’t spot any. “Unfortunately, no sign doesn’t mean no plague,”
Deacon said with a sigh.

“So, how’re we gonna tell?”
Jake asked. “I don’t fancy docking, not after yesterday. And I
don’t want to burn down the Port if everyone’s okay.”

“Goliath will know,” Josie
said with conviction. “He’s never been wrong before.” She called
Sadie over to them, and Tad came along, too. Josie sent them to get
the big dog. When they came back with Goliath on his tether,
Deacon, as he had before, told the dog to search for signs of
danger. The barge moved slowly, keeping to the center of the river,
while Goliath sniffed and the humans kept watch.

“Now I wish we’d let Chan
win on us keeping one of the birds,” Josie said with a grimace.
“Serre and Snooter could have flown recon.”

“We found plague breakouts
in the various Badlands and Wastes we visited as well as elsewhere
before we ever met Chan or had Serre and Snooter trained. We’ll
manage.”

“Oh, I know. I just prefer
the easy way when we can find it. Which,” she added with a laugh,
“we hardly ever do.”

“True. And why should we
stop a winning streak?” Deacon glanced around, ensuring that he
looked casual. Tad, Sadie and several others were paying close
attention to their exchange. They all looked a bit more reassured.
“We have an eager audience, Josie-girl,” he said to her under his
breath. “So watch yourself.”

“Got it,” she replied in the
same soft tone. “One savior, coming up.”

He grinned. “That’s my girl.”

“True…true.”

They were almost even with the docking area
now, though still in the river’s center. “I don’t see any
activity,” Deacon commented. “That can’t be normal.”

“No,” Jake agreed, voice
shaking. “It sure ain’t.”

“Jake, tell everyone to get
ready,” Josie said sharply. “Especially on the catapults. I’ll be
along shortly.”

Jake hurried off without argument.

“Tad,” she said now, her
gaze never leaving the docks, “take our guns, yours and mine, and
our ammo, and get up there, too. Sadie, go tell all the others to
get ready. I want them spread out all around the barge this time,
not just on one side, so make sure they’re in position correctly.
And Tad, tell Jake that goes for the catapults, too.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Tad said.
“Whatever you say.”

“I say what they say in the
Wastes – let’s blow this popsicle stand to high holy
hell.”

Tad raced off as instructed, but Sadie
lingered. “Just ’cause we haven’t seen anyone, does that mean that
we should burn the town? Goliath hasn’t done anything yet.”

“Do what I told you to, and
do it now,” Josie snarled. “And don’t waste any more time
questioning.” She turned away from the docks and watched the
opposite bank. Sadie couldn’t see anything there,
either.

Sadie opened her mouth to argue again but
Deacon turned and gave her a long look. His expression was very
neutral, but something in his eyes shut Sadie’s mouth, and she
stormed off.

She was furious at the situation and with
herself, but no sooner had she started to talk to the first group
of passengers and move them more into the formation Josie wanted
than she heard Goliath’s low growl.

“Damn,” Sadie whispered to
herself. “Here we go again.”
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Chapter 17

 


The
fight at Port Brook was different from the one at Port Turner, Tad
noticed in the back of his mind. This was mostly because this fight
was taking place in full daylight.

Of course, the other difference was that it
looked like the mutations had crossed the river, so they were
fighting mutants on both banks.

The mutants’ screams were similar to those
from Port Turner, and they still sent chills up and down his spine.
But there was a difference in this, too, though Tad decided he’d
wait until they’d won to find out why.

The daylight gave those on the barge a huge
advantage, but their numbers were essentially divided, which
mattered most with the catapults. Port Brook was in flames quickly,
but Josie didn’t send too many fireballs to the other side of the
river.

She relied on the telesights on the rifles
she and Tad were using to keep the two of them functioning like
snipers, while the rest of those on the barge dealt with the
mutations still at the Port.

Tad was less horrified during today’s
fighting. Not that he wasn’t repulsed and frightened still. But the
mutants weren’t the shocking horror they’d been the night before,
and he was more confident in his ability to kill them.

Finally, Deacon called a cease-fire and again
everyone on the ship was told to be still. This time, though, no
one left their respective posts. Deacon kept Goliath with him
watching Port Brook, and Josie, and Tad as well, stayed up with the
catapults, watching the opposite bank.

Early on in the fighting, it became clear why
Goliath hadn’t been sure there were mutants at the Port – the wind
was blowing from the direction of the opposite bank. Tad hoped this
meant there were less mutants on the side he and Josie were
covering and that they’d gotten all of them already.

He’d also learned quickly what to look for,
and was watching for the subtle but odd movements in the brush and
bushes that were providing concealment for the mutants.

There was the movement again. He swallowed,
let out his breath, and fired.
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Chapter 18

 


Sadie wondered why none of the mutants at Port Brook were
heading for water, and after a few minutes of total silence she
couldn’t take it anymore and risked asking Deacon.

His eyes never strayed from the Port.
“Presumably because their mutations are not as far along as those
from Port Turner. They’re still just human enough to hide from
attack, but, from the few I’ve seen, only just.”

Sadie’s stomach churned. “Does that mean that
we could’ve saved them?”

“No.” She heard regret in
his tone. “Once infected, there is no cure. I know from firsthand
experience, and so do Josie and Jake. You can’t prospect without
knowing or running across someone who gets…infected. It’s never
good and it’s never pretty, and more importantly, it’s never
curable. Stop trying to save the damned, young Sadie. You must
concentrate on those who can still be redeemed.”

Sadie didn’t understand what he meant, but
his voice and expression were enough for her, so she quieted back
down and started searching to see if she could spot any remaining
threats.

Shots rang out from the upper deck. Josie and
Tad were firing furiously. Sadie turned to see several mutants on
the east bank fling themselves towards the water. Josie and Tad’s
efforts were joined by some of the other passengers and they
succeeded in keeping this gaggle of mutations from reaching their
goal.

While this was happening, Goliath started to
growl and bark menacingly. Sadie swung back to see another small
group of mutants from the west bank coming fast toward the water.
Deacon and the others on his side of the boat began firing, but
while they hit most, a couple of mutants made it into the
water.

Deacon didn’t allow them to make the barge.
He took his time, aimed with keen precision, and ensured that these
last horrors were dead long before they were near enough to be a
real threat. He looked relaxed throughout. Sadie wasn’t sure if he
was really that calm or if he hid it well. She’d seen him gamble –
she went with the latter.

They waited again, for a longer while than
they had before, but there didn’t seem to be any signs of more
mutants. Again Josie checked and again Jake verified there were
Rider gangs up and down both sides of the river, and, in the case
of this section of the river, more on the east side. So Josie and
Deacon felt that if a mutant had escaped, it wouldn’t be long
before it would be eradicated.

From inside the wagon Deacon produced a bow
and some arrows. Josie showed Sadie and Tad how to create a small
dung-bomb, which they attached right behind the arrow point. It was
kind of disgusting, but no worse than some of the things Sadie had
done at Horsetown.

Once the dung-bombs were on the arrows, Josie
lit them one by one as Deacon fired accurately into the biggest
group of dead mutants on the east bank. They did this until they
were satisfied that the corpses were burning well enough. Then
their attention went back to burning the remains of Port Brook.

“Do you see any more
movement?” Josie asked Deacon, who was using Sadie’s
binoculars.

“Nothing untoward. I believe
we’ve caught all we’re going to here.”

Josie had Jake fire three more fireballs over
there, to ensure that the perimeters were going to continue to
burn.

After less discussion than at Port Turner,
the crewmen took the rowboats and again gathered the mutant bodies
in the water. Because there were mutants on both sides of the
river, no one felt confident all of them were destroyed. The
decision was made to travel on some ways, find a good spot, and
dump and burn the bodies there.

The salted thermite bombs were again dropped
and set off. There was a moment where it looked like the resulting
waves would flip the rowboat carrying the dead mutants, but the
rowboat managed to stay upright in the water.

“Good,” Josie murmured to
Deacon. “Jake’s almost out of the bombs.”

“We’ll manage,” Deacon
replied.

“No choice,” Josie
said.

Sadie decided not to let on that she’d heard
this exchange. No reason to worry yet. Any more than she was
already worrying, anyway.

They found a safe spot to burn the mutants
about five miles downriver. “What now?” Jake asked as his men lit
the bodies on fire and hightailed it back into the rowboats.

“Now that the last of Port
Brook’s mutants are burning, I think we need to get to Port Jones,”
Josie said.

“I agree,” Deacon added.
“We’ll either find the plague ship or the next infestation. Either
way, the daylight is of invaluable assistance.”

“Can’t argue,” Jake agreed
as his men rowed back to the barge. “I just hope we can stop that
light-damned ship before there’s no one left but us.”

Jake headed to the bridge. Sadie looked
around. “Could it really be just us left? Just the people on the
barge?”

“Oh, we’ll do our best to
ensure that won’t happen, young Sadie.” Deacon patted her shoulder.
“But should we end up the last, well, Noah worked with fewer people
and things ultimately turned out well.” He followed
Jake.

“Who’s Noah?” Sadie asked
Josie.

“Someone who built a boat
and saved all the animals, and people, too. Everyone said he was
crazy, but he was right.” Josie shook her head. “He and Deacon have
a lot in common.”
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Chapter 19

 


The
strategy for Port Jones had to be radically different from the one
they’d used for both Ports Turner and Brook, because they had
almost no fireballs left.

Josie, Deacon and Jake had discussed it, and
decided to use the few remaining fireballs to help speed the barge
to Port Jones. It wasn’t even midday yet and speed would serve them
better at this stage of the journey.

They did an ammo check, and felt confident
they had more than enough for the next Port. They also did a
weapons check, and were rewarded to find several other passengers
who also carried bows and arrows.

Jake didn’t feel there was a big likelihood
that the mutations would have crossed the river at Port Jones.
Unlike the east bank at Port Brook, Port Jones was across from some
vicious rocks, which provided little cover and extreme danger. Port
Jones was also at a wider part of the river than Port Brook, so
they decided to err on the side of optimism and assume the threat
from the east would be minimal, if at all.

What both Josie and Deacon felt was a bigger
threat to their ultimate survival was the on-board grief. Several
of the passengers and some of the crew had lived at Port Brook or
near to it, and they were in full mourning, especially those who
had children, spouses or parents they knew for sure had been in the
Port.

Those who were heading to Port Jones and Port
Helen, the next two stops to come, were also in high states of
agitation and worry. All in all, the mindset of most of those on
the barge wasn’t conducive to a future victory.

“We must figure out a way to
get them focused on surviving, not mourning,” Deacon said quietly
as they made the small dung-bombs to go onto the arrows they
had.

“That’s Sadie’s job, isn’t
it? At least, so you’ve been telling me.”

He sighed. “I know you don’t want to believe
it, but Sadie is very gifted and –”

“I know, Deke. I’ve heard
her now, a few times. But I don’t like being considered everyone’s
savior. Besides, the way this is going, like you said earlier, this
whole situation has got more in common with Noah and the Ark than
it does with, say, the Battle of Jericho.”

Deacon looked thoughtful. “You know,” he said
slowly, “I think you might be on to something there.” He gave her a
quick kiss, rose and hurried off, in search of Sadie, Josie
assumed.

She sighed. “Deacon and Noah, two men with a
dream and the drive to achieve it. Well, there are worse madmen to
follow, I suppose.” She grinned to herself. “Of course, it turned
out that Noah was right. And I’ll just bet Deacon will be,
too.”
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Chapter 20

 


“It’ll never work,” Jake said
flatly.

Deacon shrugged. “It’s worked before. And not
just in Biblical times.”

Jake shook his head. “Look,
I don’t know where Biblical is, Deacon, or what it is, but
this here situation ain’t gonna get fixed by anything but guns and
fire.” Sadie thought the old man looked both annoyed and
confused.

“It’s been
done before, successfully, and more than once. I’ve done it more than once. It was
just so long ago I’d forgotten it until Josie reminded me.” Deacon
held up his hand to forestall Jake’s next protest. “It
will work, but we need
everyone’s help. And, anyway, do you have a better
idea?”

Jake glowered for a few moments, then sighed
and shook his head. “No, I don’t. I’m daft to listen to you on
this, but I can’t see where we have any other choice.”

Deacon grinned. “Well, there’s always a
choice, but in this instance I’d prefer to choose survival. You’ll
get the rest of what we need and get it made?”

“Oh yes, sure, no problem at
all,” Jake said sarcastically. “Some huge megaphones coming right
up. Glad to waste the time, metal and energy, whatever the light
they’re really going to do for us, that is.”

Deacon looked at Sadie. “We need to get to
work.”

“Where’s Biblical?” she
asked him as they climbed the steps from the bottom of the ship up
to the deck where their belongings were. “Are we gonna go
there?”

“Biblical
refers to a book, the Bible, which was written many,
many centuries ago now.
And the term Biblical refers to that book, and to a time-period,
young Sadie, not a specific place. It’s not somewhere we can go,
more’s the pity. At any rate, most people have never heard of the
Bible these days, and those few who have don’t believe in it
anymore. But I do,” he added, in a voice of quiet conviction. He
gave himself a little shake. “However, in this instance, if you
were going to put a place to my earlier Biblical reference, it
would be a town called Jericho.”

“Where’s that?” She was
interested in spite of the situation they were in.

“Nowhere any more. Jericho
was a city that was…at war…with God’s chosen people. And it was
extremely well protected, by a great wall. The battle for the city
of Jericho could have been terrible…but it was won in quite an
interesting manner.”

“How?” Deacon had mentioned
God while they were traveling to Port Smith. God hadn’t sounded all
that effective to Sadie – he seemed a little too much like Hawk a
little too often for her liking. But Deacon set great store by this
God person, and Sadie had already learned not to argue about
it.

“You’ll see,” was all he
said, as they reached Josie. He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek.
“Darlin’, I think we’ve got the situation under
control.”

“Oh?” Josie replied,
eyebrows raised. “We’ve found a miraculous stash of
fireballs?”

“No. We won’t need them. At
least, not in the way we normally use them. But, I do need your
help.”

“Oh good, I was beginning to
feel left out.” She glanced at Sadie. “You look tired. Why don’t
you rest for a bit?”

Sadie shook her head. “I’m not tired, and I
wanna find out what Deacon’s going to do about Jericho’s
walls.”

Josie gave Deacon a sharp look. “You’re
kidding.”

“No, I’m not. It’s an older
method, but the old ways are sometimes the best. It’ll work. It’s
–”

“Worked before,” Josie
interrupted. “Yes, I know. You told me. And, really, Goliath and I
did the same ourselves, in a small way, way back when. But, this is
a different situation. We’ve got a lot less to work with and the
port isn’t enclosed space, it’s an open town.”

Deacon shrugged. “Jake and his crew are
making some metal megaphones. We have enough people here,
especially women. And, of course, there are the dogs.”

“Yes, they’ll work best, as
always. But, Deke, what if the sound sends them the wrong
way?”

“It won’t,” he said, as he
opened up the back door to the wagon. “Trust me, it
won’t.”

“I’ve always trusted you,”
Josie said. Deacon gave her a wry smile. “Well, almost always. And
I know now isn’t the time to stop.”

“What’s going on?” Sadie
asked Josie plaintively, once Deacon was out of sight inside the
wagon. “I can’t understand half of what you and Deacon are talking
about.”

“We’re going to line the
targets up, all of them, nice and neat. Well, as nice and neat as a
mutant horde can be, which is, all things considered, not all that
charming. But, we’ll know exactly what we’re dealing with without
wasting firepower or fireballs.”

“How’re we gonna do that
without getting eaten?” Sadie asked, nervous despite Josie’s
apparent calm.

“We’re going to sing a siren
song,” Josie said softly. “And lure a lot of lost souls to their
doom.”
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Chapter 21

 


The
preparations took some time, mostly because what the barge
passengers were being asked to do made no sense to anyone but,
apparently, Deacon, Josie and Jake – and Jake didn’t seem too
reassured.

“…and then we’ll blow the
trumpets, and the walls will come tumbling down. Essentially.
Metaphorically. Trust me.” Deacon’s voice was still patient,
despite him saying something along these lines for the past
hour.

Sadie was getting tired of
it all. Deacon had insisted she accompany him, but he hadn’t asked
her to do anything, which was fine with her. Josie and Tad were off
doing who knew what, so Sadie had been stuck listening to the same
speech over and over again. She’d sat down on a barrel of
something, because she was
tired, no matter what she’d told Josie. Listening
to Deacon repeating himself constantly wasn’t making her feel any
more energetic, either.

Deacon explained the plan time and time
again, and yet no one was looking like they were going to do one
single thing he wanted them to when push came to shove. Sadie would
be the first to admit she had no real clear idea of what Deacon was
really talking about, but he’d managed to keep them all alive this
long, so she felt the others should just do what he asked, whatever
that might be, without questioning it.

Clearly, if she’d been on this barge without
Deacon and Josie, then she and all the others would already have
been mutants, or worse, if there was a worse, because Jake wasn’t
nearly as clever as either of those two, and certainly not a match
for both of them.

Someone again asked Deacon
how the whole thing would work, and something inside Sadie snapped.
“Look,” she barked out, “the man’s told you all, more than once
already. We’re gonna get these big megaphones made, they help you
project sound, and if I
know that I don’t know why you all don’t, but I
guess things are different on a river. So, each group’s gonna take
a megaphone, and we’re gonna make some weird noises, as
high-pitched as we can. The megaphones’ll send the sound over to
the Port. And then that’s gonna make the mutants come running,
’cause they like the sound of it or they hate the sound of it or
something like that. It don’t matter, the sound’ll make ’em move
where we want ’em to be, and that’s what counts. Then we pick them
off. The plan sounds clear enough to me.”

“But, how
can that work?”
The woman asking sounded close to panic. “Won’t they just come into
the water and try to…to eat
us?”

But at the sound of panic,
Sadie relaxed. This kind of thing she’d dealt with for years, more
than half her life. Someone in Horsetown was always at a breaking
point, panicked and desperate, ready to run, and therefore ready to
die. Sadie knew how to handle this. She sighed and stood
up.

“Look, we’ve been through
this before,” she said kindly, projecting her voice so the ones in
the back, who were for sure the most frightened, would hear.
“Josie’s with us, and she’s not going to let us down. She and
Deacon have done this before, it’ll all work. And let me tell you
why…”
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Chapter 22

 


Deacon smiled to himself as Sadie began what was a familiar
sermon. The crowd started to nod as the girl got going, discussing
Josie and her Hero and all their marvelous feats of bravery, some
that were even true.

Sadie started in on how Josie had saved her
people from the evils of Horsetown, just as she would save them
from the horrors of this river, and at that point Deacon crept off,
certain the audience wouldn’t notice he’d left.

He wandered over to their wagon, to find
Josie working on the finishing touches to the bows and arrows.
Josie looked up at him expectantly. “She has a certain magic,” he
said. “Her oratory powers are truly amazing.”

Josie shrugged. “Took her
long enough to get tired of listening to you repeat yourself over
and over and over and over.”

Deacon laughed. “Yes, well, I believe our
young evangelist is doing her best to ensure that she doesn’t just
do whatever I want.”

“At least, not consciously.
She’s very good, isn’t she?”

“Yes, she is. The best I’ve
ever heard, and I do mean ever. The talent in your family runs to
all extremes, doesn’t it?”

“I can’t really say, Deke.
But…why aren’t either you or I swayed by hearing her talk? Everyone
else is, believe me, I can tell. Even Jake and Tad are, though not
as much for them as the others. So why not us?”

“We’ve
both seen and done too much, I’d assume. Besides, I believe it’s
different when you can look at the talent and put a name to it. To
someone who’s never seen fire, lighting sticks of wood would seem
magical and amazing. If the fire made you warm, you might not
question how it worked. Our immunity, if you will, is most likely
along those lines.” He looked around. “Where is Tad?”

“I sent him down below, to
make sure Jake’s men were doing what we needed. Besides, I need
more sheet metal.”

Deacon examined the various
pieces of their arsenal. “We do
have enough wax, don’t we?” he asked, doing his
best to keep the worry from showing in his voice.

“Oh yes. Believe me, I made
sure of that. I don’t want the cure to be worse than the disease.
So, we’re mixing theologies here a bit, aren’t we?” she added with
an impish grin. “Jericho and Greek mythology and the
like.”

“Whatever works, in whatever
form, in whatever place.”

“Wisdom from the Gambler of
Crimson Tide does seem appropriate in this time and place. Since
this is, let’s face it, a truly big gamble.”

He grinned. “Those are the only kind worth
winning, darlin’.”
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Chapter 23

 


Their preparations were ready, ammunitions passed out, and the
livestock all well tied down and with wax in their ears. The timing
was good, because they were approaching Port Jones.

Tad tried to stay focused on what his job
was, and not to worry about his family. But he scanned the river’s
banks anyway, looking for some clue of their survival.

Before he could get too swept up in this,
Josie’s voice came through one of the new megaphones. “Places,
everybody…it’s show time.”

The passengers and crew all assembled on the
right side of the barge, the part facing the west bank. They were
grouped around the newly constructed megaphones, looking nervous.
All with rapid-fire guns had them ready, but there were far more
with bows and arrows, many of which had been hastily constructed in
the past few hours.

Their huge megaphone was just some sheet
metal, roughly welded together and attached near the prow of the
barge. This megaphone was taller than Tad, and at least three feet
wide at its mouth. It had taken most of the crew to get the
megaphone into place, but Deacon had assured them the effort would
be worth it.

Deacon had grouped the dogs around the
megaphone. All were tied tightly with strong tethers to the inside
portions of the barge, but not the railings. Some of the stronger
men were around the dogs as well. This was to ensure that none of
the dogs would jump off the barge and be lost in the river or to
the mutants.

The barge drew closer to Port Jones and again
they held their breath, hoping for a miracle. Due to the giant
megaphone, Josie had more people up on the top of the barge than
before, and Tad was with her there again. So all of them were able
to clearly see the signs, though Tad didn’t know what they
meant.

Jake, Josie and Deacon did, however, and the
barge captain’s eyes filled with tears. Tad’s throat went tight.
“What do they say?”

Josie heard him, and replied without turning
around. “They say, ‘Extreme danger. Plague. Destroy –” She paused
for a moment, then went on in a softer tone. “‘Destroy without
mercy, we are doomed.’” She sighed, then spoke through the
megaphone again. “Time for the wax, people. Put it in now, or run
the risk of never hearing again. You have about thirty
seconds.”

Tad’s eyes were swimming with tears as he
fumbled to comply, but he saw Deacon, near the giant megaphone,
look up to Josie. She was scanning the passengers, waiting for them
to finish getting prepared. As soon as she felt they were done she
nodded, then Deacon put what looked like a whistle to his lips and
blew.

Tad heard no sound, but the dogs apparently
did. They began the loudest, and in some cases the shrillest,
howling Tad had ever heard, wax in his ears or not. The sound
reminded him of the mutants’ howling, but only somewhat. While both
noises made his spine tingle, the dogs were a normal thing and
sounded more comforting to him. He wasn’t sure how much of this was
due to the wax, but he was fast learning to take his small comforts
where he could find them.

As the dogs began, those grouped around the
other megaphones reacted to their signal and began wailing and
shrieking as well, in the highest pitches they could. The children
were the best at it, followed by the women and, to Tad’s surprise,
a few of the men, some of whom were reaching notes higher than even
the dogs.

“Tenors and falsettos are a
welcome addition in times like these,” Josie said with a small
grin.

Tad didn’t understand what she meant, but he
didn’t reply. He was too busy watching the banks of the river.

Happily, there was no activity on the eastern
bank. However, the western one more than made up for it. As Deacon
had predicted, the mutants were racing to the banks, clamoring to
get near to the sound. They weren’t jumping into the water, but
instead slavering right at its edge.

These mutants looked different from the ones
at Port Brook and vastly different from those at Port Turner. Their
skin was still a sickly purple, but it wasn’t pulled as taut. They
had more clothes on their bodies, and looked more like extremely
sick humans rather than mutations. But Tad could see lumps of flesh
moving inside their bodies, distorting them strangely as they
twitched and writhed. The blood in his veins went cold.

“Don’t pay attention to
what’s happening to them,” Josie said sharply, to Tad and some
others who were staring in slack-jawed horror. “They’re living dead
right now, and in tremendous agony. If you have to focus on
anything, focus on saving them – by killing them.”

She gave a sharp whistle now and those with
bows and arrows started shooting carefully. Each arrowhead had been
dipped in a mixture Deacon had created, something reportedly
non-lethal to humans, but deadly to the mutants. Tad hadn’t
understood the ingredients, but he prayed that whatever it was
would work quickly.

This appeared to be the case, since every
mutant hit writhed and shrieked in agony, but only for a short time
before collapsing quickly into a heap.

“They’re already gone, no
longer human,” Josie said to Tad, as he scanned the crowd of horror
on the bank, searching for proof that his family wasn’t there.
“Otherwise, they’d be running or attacking or caring for the
injured. But they’re not and if you want to remain in your present
state, Tad, you need to forget you used to know anyone at Port
Jones, and just shoot that bow and arrow like your life depended
upon it – because it does.”

“My family,” Tad whispered,
as he put the bow up to his cheek and pulled the string back,
numbly following Josie’s orders. “What if they…they stayed here,
what if I shoot one of them?”

“They’ll thank you, if
there’s any humanity left in them, for releasing them from the
horror they’ve become,” she replied sternly, but with an underlying
softness in her tone. “You have to shoot, Tad, because right now,
the survival of every human and creature on this boat is the only
thing that matters. And you know it. I know you do, because I know
your family raised you right.”

He nodded as he aimed and let the arrow fly.
He watched it sail through the air and hit its target, a smaller
figure in a pink dress. The body convulsed, then dropped. Tad
slowly pulled another arrow out and took aim again.

“I think I just killed my
littlest sister,” he said, to no one in particular. Once this was
all over, he’d need to find the courage to kill himself.

“Then she’s in Heaven now,”
Josie said sharply. “Thanking God that her big brother had the
courage to do one of the hardest things there is to do – save his
family from becoming a human’s worst nightmare.”

“Who’s God and what’s
Heaven?” Tad asked dully, as he automatically aimed, fired,
confirmed his hit, grabbed another arrow, and did the process all
over.

“God is who created all of
this and all of us.”

“God is evil? Did God cause
the Darkening?”

“God’s not evil, and I don’t
know why the Darkening really happened. Deacon can explain God
better than I can, Tad. He’ll tell you about Heaven, later, too,”
she replied softly, as Deacon blew the whistle again, to keep the
dogs going. “It’s…it’s where innocent, pure and good souls go when
they die. It’s where everyone who we had to destroy in Port Turner,
Port Brook and here has gone.”

“I won’t get to go there,”
Tad said calmly, still firing arrows into the thinning mutant
crowd. “Because I’m killing my family.”

“No, Tad.
You’ll get to go there because
you’re saving your family, and everyone else, from
becoming abominations in God’s eyes. You won’t get there if you
kill yourself, no matter what the reason,” she said sternly. He
glanced at her quickly, shocked she’d read his
mind.

She shrugged and gave him a very knowing
look. He turned back to the river. “Besides, I saw that first hit
of yours,” she added, in a more casual tone. “You can only tell it
was a girl because it was in a dress, and other than its color,
there was nothing significant about that dress, either. You’ll have
to do better than that to convince me your family was actually here
when the plague hit.”

“You think they’re still
alive?” Tad asked, some small hope returning.

“I don’t know. But I promise
you this – we’ll find them or find proof that they’re dead, and
until we do, we won’t stop searching for them.”

He stopped shooting and
looked at Josie. She was staring straight at him, and he could tell
she’d meant every word. “What will I do if…if they
are dead?”

Josie gave him a small smile, shrugged, and
turned back, firing another arrow. “Well, while we’re not always
the most agreeable company, I imagine you’ll adjust to a wandering
life. And we can always use another man along with us for
protection, help and company.”

Tad felt a tiny bit better. “I’m…I’m obliged
to you, Josie.”

“No, Tad, you’re not. You’re
welcome, not obligated. Always remember that, for as long as you’re
with us.”

“Yes ma’am,” he said as he
turned back to his work. “I surely will.”
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Chapter 24

 


“It’ll be worse at Port Helen,” Josie
said calmly to Jake. “We’re completely out of everything we could
even remotely consider ammunition. We have to risk it here or we
may not get a chance to stop the plague ship when we find it. Let
alone contain this if it’s reached Port Helen.”

“You’re daft!” the old man
shouted. “We don’t know for sure if it’s safe or not, if we got
them all. I won’t risk my crew on this, and no light-damned threat
you give me will make me change my mind!”

The mutant killing over, now the discussion
was how to proceed. Sadie and Tad listened to Jake and Josie argue
in a sort of fascinated horror. Because while Jake’s only plan – to
continue downstream and just do their best with the little ammo
they had left – wasn’t sounding all that good, Josie’s plan was
even more frightening. Josie wanted to dock and go into Port
Brook.

Jake was dead set against this idea, so
they’d been arguing for at least fifteen minutes and hadn’t gotten
any closer to an agreement. Deacon wasn’t nearby, which Sadie
wondered about, but she hadn’t wanted to miss any of this
particular argument to go look for him.

“Look, I’m not asking you or
your crew to do this,” Josie said with an ironic smile on her face.
“Deacon and I will do it – we just need you docked so we can grab
as much as possible in the shortest amount of time. You drop us
off, then have the rowboats waiting so we can dump supplies in fast
and keep it going.”

Jake shook his head. “You don’t know the port
area. You two will just wander around and get infected or
worse.”

Tad cleared his throat. “I know the port.
Real well.”

Josie gave him a sharp look. “We’re not going
in looking for survivors, Tad. If there’s anyone moving around in
there, we’re going to kill them immediately, and we’re not going to
stop and see who they might have been before they were
infected.”

Tad nodded. “I know. But…well, my Pa always
told me that you have to do what’s best for the good of the most
people as often as you can.” He gave her a weak smile. “And my Pa
also told me to listen to the people who had the ideas they were
personally willing to try, because they were usually the most
experienced and that meant they’d probably be able to pull their
ideas off. And, besides, I think you’re right, Josie. I don’t think
we can survive another fight with what we got on board.”

Jake glared at the boy. “Just when did you
become some sort of mutant fightin’ expert, son?”

Tad blushed, but Josie gave a snort. “I’d say
when he shot the mutant neither you nor your crew saw that almost
climbed onto this barge at Port Turner. I’d say that’s the exact
moment when Tad became a mutant fighting expert, Jake.” Tad shot
Josie a grateful look.

The old man looked like he was going to keep
the argument up, and Sadie’s temper snapped. “Look, I think this is
the scariest thing I’ve ever heard of, too, but your idea just
means we’re all gonna die anyway. Unless you can come up with a
real plan that’s better than what Josie has, why don’t you just
trust that she and Deacon have been right for this whole damn trip
and stop wasting our time?”

Jake’s mouth opened to reply, but then he
snapped it shut. “I got no better plan,” he finally admitted, his
face almost as gray has his hat. “I just don’t like the idea of you
all going off and gettin’ yourselves killed.”

“Neither do we,” Josie said.
“Which is why we don’t plan on dying. At least, not today.” She
looked back over at Tad. “Are you sure you’re up to
this?”

He nodded. “Yes, ma’am, I am.” Tad looked
around. “Where’s Deacon?”

“Preparing. And we’d better
as well. Jake, I want the barge brought closer to the dock, but I
don’t want to actually come right up to it. We need to make sure
that the ones on the dock are really dead before we get the barge
too close.”

“You
light that right,”
Jake muttered, but he headed off to do as he was
asked.

“Why aren’t you all just
rowing over?” Sadie asked.

“We’re safer on the barge if
any of the mutants are still alive, and we can get off the barge
faster and start collecting supplies while the rowboats get into
position. Under these circumstances, I want to move as fast as
possible.”

“Makes sense.” It wasn’t
less frightening, of course, but Sadie couldn’t argue with the
logic behind doing all this as quick as they could.

“Sadie, I’d appreciate it if
you’d go quietly through the passengers, and see if there are any
who look fit enough to join us on this particular raid. They’d need
to look like they could run down a fast horse, and they also need
to not be too overcome with mourning.”

“Am I goin’ with you?” Sadie
asked before she started off.

“No,” Josie said firmly. “I
need someone on board I can fully trust. Since Tad’s going with us,
that leaves you and only you. I’ve got a couple of pistols I’ll
want you to keep on you. If it looks like Jake or anyone else is
deciding that running away and leaving us at the Port is the best
way to go, I want you to fire two shots into the air.”

“What else should I do, if
that happens?” Sadie asked slowly.

Josie gave her a long look. “Whatever you
think makes the most sense.”

Sadie didn’t reply, but she figured from
Josie’s expression that shooting anyone who wanted to desert Josie,
Deacon and Tad in this place would most likely be what Josie would
expect her to do. But would she be able to if it came to that?

“Hope you don’t have to find
out,” Josie said to her with a small laugh.

“Huh?” Sadie asked, shocked
that Josie had apparently read her mind.

“Your expression was pretty
obvious,” Josie said with a grin. “Just remember that without
Deacon or me, the likelihood of this barge’s passengers surviving
whatever’s coming next is small to piddling. Survival is what
counts out here, just like what you’re used to. Survival here is
just different than in Horsetown.”

“No,” Sadie said slowly,
thinking about it. “It’s not, really. It’s still about choosing
what you’re going to believe in, and what you’ll do to get what you
want.”

“True enough. Now, please
get going. Or all we’re going to get is nothing, because I refuse
to roam Port Jones in the dark, all things considered. And we only
have a little more light left.”

 



[image: ]


Chapter 25

 


A group of ten were finally chosen to do the recovery, six men
and four women.

“I want us to stay
together,” Josie told them. “No one gets out of view of at least
two others at any time, understand?”

Everyone nodded. “What are we looking for?”
one of the women asked.

“Ammunitions and armaments
of all kinds,” Deacon replied. “Bows, arrows, guns, bullets, and
anything and everything that will burn well and long.”

“Do we want to try to grab
other supplies like food?” one of the men asked.

Josie shook her head. “I don’t think so. I
don’t think we can trust anything.”

“You still think it’s a
food-plague, right?” Tad asked her. Josie nodded. “Then, it has to
be something that everyone ate or drank, right? You said that was
the only way to spread it.”

“Yes,” Deacon agreed. “It
also has to be something the people on the boat aren’t eating or
drinking.”

“Or at least hadn’t ingested
before coming here,” Josie amended.

“Who’d eat or drink anything
brought out of the Wastes?” Jake asked. “Who’d be that much of a
light-damned fool?”

“Who’d sell it?” Josie
countered. “Either they don’t know, or they’re trying to spread a
plague. If they’re madmen, well, we’re going to catch up to them
and stop them, God willing. If they’re greedy fools, we still have
to be prepared for them to be far ahead of us. Either way, we need
to get ammunition.”

“No matter
who’s willing, we got the bodies on the dock burning,” Jake said.
“Gonna make it unsafe for us to get closer, either with the
Goddess or the rowboats,
and tricky in the extreme for you all to get over
safely.”

“We’ll work quickly,” Deacon
said. “I want everyone to jump the moment the barge is within a
foot of the dock. Don’t hesitate, or you’ll land in the river…if
you’re lucky.”

The ten of them got into position. Tad didn’t
really know the others going well. There was only one other from
the Port Jones area, a woman named Rolinda. She was guiding
Deacon’s half the team, Tad was guiding Josie’s.

The Green Goddess nudged up near the dock
and all ten of them leaped. One of the men almost lost his footing,
but Josie, who’d landed well and easily, grabbed him and pulled him
to safety.

The barge backed away while the ten of them
leaped over the burning bodies. Everyone had some kind of cloth
over their noses and mouths – Tad wished his actually masked the
smell.

Burning human flesh smelled sweet. Burning
mutant flesh smelled both sweet and sickly, the kind of sickly that
turns a stomach quickly. Tad gagged and others did as well.

“Move out,” Deacon said
sharply. “We want to do this as fast as possible. Remember, eat and
drink nothing, bring nothing perishable with you, no matter what it
is.” With that, Rolinda trotted ahead of him, and Deacon’s team
took off, covering the northern half of the Port.

Tad followed her example and took the lead,
heading their team to the south side. So far, there seemed to be
nothing alive in Port Jones other than the ten of them. Tad focused
on their mission, not on looking around.

This was difficult, because clearly not
everyone in town had become a mutant. There were human and animal
body parts strewn about, already covered with flies. The bodies had
been torn apart and, it looked like, partially eaten. The buzzing
and the sound of their footsteps was all that Tad could hear,
though he admitted to himself that it might be because the blood
was pounding in his ears.

Since they were on a raid for supplies, he
headed for the closest general store. “What about the hotel?” one
of the men with them, Spencer, asked as Tad led them past the
Jonesian. It was where his family stayed when they were in
town.

“Later,” Josie said shortly
as Tad hesitated. “We want the most supplies the fastest we can get
them.” She watched everything – her gaze never rested on any one
object for long.

Tad nodded and hurried towards the Emporium.
Once there, Josie had them fan out just a bit, so they were
watching every possible direction. Then she kicked the door open
and waited, gun ready.

Nothing came out, so Josie nodded and stepped
inside carefully. “Main area’s clear,” she said. Tad and Spencer
went inside. Their third man, Bing, and second woman, Alice, stayed
outside on sentry duty.

Josie moved quickly through the store,
checking for ambush, but she found nothing. “Clear. Let’s load up,
fast.”

Tad knew where the extra sacking was and went
behind the counter. “Nothing seems real disturbed,” he said as he
handed a couple of sacks each to the others.

“Then it didn’t start in
here,” Josie said, as she shoveled ammunition into her sacks.
“We’ll compare what we each saw when we’re back on the
barge.”

The three of them worked quickly. Tad took
four sacks outside to their sentries while the other two filled
some more with goods. “The barge from Port Nash must have stopped
here,” he said as he rejoined Josie. “There’s no way the Emporium
was this well stocked when I left, or my Pa wouldn’t have sent me
north.”

“That’s good,” Josie said as
she slung her gun onto her back and picked up her two laden sacks.
“Hopefully that means more of those who didn’t live in Port Jones
proper went home, instead of waiting around. How far north does
that barge usually go?”

“Just to us, I
think.”

“I’m from Port Brook,”
Spencer said as they joined the others outside. “The Nash Ferry
never comes farther north than Port Jones, and that
rarely.”

“Good.” Josie looked around.
“Let’s hope it went back before our plague ship visited. Okay, this
is the scariest part, so I want you all on alert, but I don’t want
us jumping at rabbits.”

“What do you mean?” Alice
asked.

“We have to carry the
supplies, and that means we can’t carry our guns, at least not so
we can fire them quickly.” Josie’s voice was
matter-of-fact.

The others looked at her, eyes wide.
“But…that means…if something’s out there, it’ll get us,” Spencer
said finally.

“Then we’d better move fast.
Weapons over your shoulders or in holsters, or the front of your
pants, where you can grab them quickly. Do it now,” Josie’s voice
was hard. “I want us getting back fast.”

They all did as they were told, then each one
grabbed two sacks and, Tad again in the lead, headed quickly for
the docks. Tad was pretty sure the others felt like he did – scared
and exposed. They also couldn’t move as fast, as laden as they
were.

But they made it within sight of the docks
before they heard anything. Gunshots, and a weird, high-pitched
sound.

“Run!” Josie shouted. “Don’t
look back, and don’t drop our supplies or your guns!”
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Chapter 26

 


It
shocked the hell out of Josie, but everyone did what she told them
and, more importantly, none of the four with her panicked, despite
the sounds of gunfire and mutants. Possibly because Tad was in the
lead and he was both doing what she said and not
panicking.

The rowboats were ready, close to the docks
but not so close the flames or a still-living mutant could get
them.

They had to move carefully around burning
bodies to safely toss their precious cargo over. Even though there
were only ten bags worth of goods, it took some time.

The Green Goddess had begun to move
closer as soon as the lookout had seen them, so the first rowboat
was unloaded before the second was filled.

“Nothing’s after us,” Tad
said once they all stopped and looked around.

Josie nodded as she took stock of the dock.
The dead mutants were still burning, and parts of the dock had
burned through as well. It was doubtful they’d have time for more
than one more run. And they’d only get that additional run if the
shots fired had killed whatever mutants had still been alive after
their onslaught.

She looked at the town – the carnage
contrasted nicely with the normal-looking buildings. Bodies were
strewn about, ripped apart, half-eaten. Blood stained the faded
wooden walls and turned the dirt streets a dark brown.

Flies were feasting – she was thankful again
that it was a food plague, not a bite plague. For whatever reason,
the flies never mutated, at least not so anyone could tell. But
flies could bite, and they spread bite plagues rapidly. Food
plagues, however, just gave the flies more to eat with no trade-off
danger to humans and animals. As Deacon said, a small blessing was
better than no blessing at all.

There was plenty to see to turn her stomach,
but what wasn’t visible was anyone from Deacon’s group coming back,
either at a run or with provisions.

“We need to get more
supplies,” she said quietly to Tad. “But I need to check on
Deacon.”

“Not alone,” Tad said
firmly. “You and Deacon both said we all had to stay in sight of at
least two others.”

“We’ll all go,” Spencer
said. Alice and Bing nodded. “We didn’t see any signs of…life. And
if the town’s cleared and safe, we can get more supplies. If you go
off alone, though, that just means we have to follow and find you
if…”

“If I don’t come back.
Right.” Josie sighed. “Okay. This run, we’re on a search and
destroy. And we’re searching where we already have a team in place,
meaning we can’t just fire randomly because we don’t want to hit
Deacon or anyone else on his team.”

“They won’t know we’re
coming after them, will they?” Alice asked.

“Deacon might figure I
would, but since we don’t know what’s going on with them, we can’t
assume anything.” Josie didn’t add that Deacon hadn’t sent any kind
of signal for her. Whether that meant he was fine and busy
gathering supplies, running for his life – or dead – she didn’t
know.

The second rowboat was
unloaded and the Green Goddess
was close to the dock. Jake leaned over the side.
“We heard the shots. What’s the plan, Josie?”

“We’re going to find
Deacon’s group, and see if the town’s cleared out fully or
not.”

He shook his head. “You should get on board
and we should move to the middle of the river.”

“No.” Josie said it calmly,
but she made sure she kept eye contact with Jake.

He rolled his eyes. “I got your little girl
with a gun in my back any time I move. Trust me, we ain’t going
anywhere without you, even if she wasn’t ready to shoot me. But the
dock’s not gonna last much longer. Then how do we get you, let
alone supplies, back on board?”

Sadie looked around. She was indeed behind
Jake, one gun shoved into his body. “I think I see some little boat
things on shore, down some ways,” she said, pointing with her free
hand upriver.

Josie looked where Sadie indicated. Sure
enough, there were a few small rowboats beached on the sand.
“That’ll do. If the dock goes, send our rowboats there. Keep your
eyes open, and be sure to get over there fast if we’re running. If
we can’t get to our rowboats, we’ll use the ones Sadie
spotted.”

“Yes ma’am,” Jake said.
“We’ll have the boats ready and we’re not gonna pull the barge out
as far. I heard the shots, too, and I ain’t seen your man. Be
careful.”

“We will be. Be sure you
don’t leave without us.” Josie made eye contact with Sadie. “Be
very sure.”

Her sister nodded, then Josie turned back to
her team. “Let’s go see what needs killing and do the job.”

She sent up a prayer that what wouldn’t need
killing was the man she loved.
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Chapter 27

 


Josie led the way this time, but she kept Tad close, so he
could whisper details to her.

There were bodies ripped apart on this side
of town, too, human and animal. There were some mutant bodies dead,
too, and not freshly. Tad was proud that someone in Port Jones had
been able to fight back, even if only for a short time.

Tad was revved up on fear, horror and
anticipation. It was all he could do to not to jump at rabbits. He
felt like there was danger around every corner. He could tell the
others felt the same way. But Josie didn’t appear nervous at all.
She was intent but relaxed at the same time, as if this was nothing
out of the ordinary.

They were near the northern edge of Port
Jones, at the Fine Livery Stables, when Josie peeked around a
corner, jerked back, and motioned for the rest of them to hurry
quietly to her.

“Mutants?” Tad whispered as
they all reached her.

“Not exactly.”

Josie had them crouch down, then they all
looked around the corner. There were a few dead mutants in a pile.
But that wasn’t why Josie had stopped.

A White Rider gang was in town and they had
Deacon and his team captive.
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Chapter 28

 


Josie cursed to herself. There were thirty Riders with seven
large wagons, including a slave wagon, which was where Deacon and
the others were held. Each Rider was bristling with weapons, and
their wagons all had guns mounted on them.

The Riders themselves were typical. Big – or
at least dressed to appear big – tattooed, and dirty. The smell of
the Riders was just wafting their way – sweat, blood, and rotting
meat. If the smell of burning mutants hadn’t been more powerful,
the smell of the Riders would have made them all gag.

The varied assortment of wagons indicated the
Riders had obtained them in their usual way – the wagons’ original
owners had been captured and killed.

Deacon always wanted her to find the good in
someone, even if they were going to kill said someone later. So, to
their credit, the Riders’ horses looked well cared for.

“What’s going on?” Tad
asked.

“The Riders must have been
nearby,” Josie said. “Maybe they saw the flames. I can’t tell who
killed these mutants, or why they weren’t drawn to the river like
the others. So, good news and bad news.”

“I can see the bad news,”
Bing said. “What’s the good?”

“White Riders are good with
self-preservation. It’s unlikely any more mutants are alive in
town.”

“How does that help us?”
Spencer asked.

“No mutants can attack us,”
Alice answered.

“Right, that’s one,” Josie
agreed. “But just because we’re pretty sure there are no more
mutants, it doesn’t mean the Riders know that.”

“You thinking we try to fool
them?” Tad asked.

“Maybe. I’d like to get
closer to figure out what their game is.”

“I know their game,” Bing
said. “They know the others came from a riverboat. They’re waiting
for us to come to find them. They take us as slaves. They wait for
the others, do the same thing. They get as many of us to walk right
into their cage.”

Josie examined Bing closely. He didn’t look
like he’d spent time with one of these gangs. Too few visible
scars, for one thing, no tattoos, and he didn’t give off a vicious
feeling. “You sound experienced in the ways of White Riders.”

“My uncle joined a Rider
gang when I was younger. He’d sometimes come home and…brag about
what he’d done.” Bing’s voice was bitter. “My mother always treated
him like a returning hero.”

“He kept the Rider gangs
away from your family and town.”

Bing nodded. “And he’d bring us things we
needed. But still, in the end, it didn’t matter.”

“What happened?” Tad
asked.

“He fell out of favor with
his gang and they slaughtered everyone in our town in retribution.”
Bing’s voice was hollow. “I escaped. So, believe me, I know what
they’re planning. I just don’t see a way to save the
others.”

“You suggesting we run back
and take off in the barge, cut our losses?” Spencer
asked.

“No,” Bing said. “Not that I
think Josie here would allow it anyway. But we need Deacon and the
others, as well as more supplies.”

Josie had been thinking during this time, but
she hadn’t come up with much. Pretending there were more mutants in
town might work to put a few Riders into solitary positions, but
the Riders were likely to investigate with guns blazing.

Negotiation was out of the question – they
had nothing she was willing to trade to get the others back, since
what the Riders would want was everything, and all the women at the
very least.

“Bing,” Josie asked slowly,
“did your uncle describe how the Riders think?”

“Take whatever you want, do
whatever you want, whenever you want,” he replied
curtly.

Josie thought about the gangs she’d run
across in the past ten years. “But that’s not really how they
function, not on a day to day basis. There’s always someone in
charge.”

“Oh, right. Every Rider gang
has a leader. And he usually has one or two men who do his
enforcing.”

“Just like Tusk and Hawk,”
Josie said, more to herself than the others. She examined the
Riders in clear view. They were, for the most part, typical. Big
and mean looking, covered with body art. The leader came into view.
It was easy to spot which one was in charge. He sported the
standard Rider mark on half of his face – a set of bared animal
fangs with blood dripping down. The animal jaws chosen sometimes
changed, but what they represented didn’t.

Spotting the leader was always easy. Spotting
his enforcers wasn’t. And Josie needed to know who they were.

There was some sort of argument going on, at
least so far as she could tell from this distance.

“What’s wrong with that
one’s face?” Alice asked, indicating a White Rider heading into
town alone. He had been arguing with the leader, and, from his body
language, had lost the fight.

Half of his face was hideously burned. “He
used to be the leader,” Bing said. “But he fell out of favor in
some way.”

“So they burned his face
off?” Alice asked, sounding horrified.

“Yes,” Josie replied. “It’s
the only way they know to remove the mark that showed him as
leader.”

“Right. If you survive it,
great, you get to stay with the gang, as the lowest of the low,”
Bing added. “If you don’t survive it…” He looked bitter, angry, and
a little sad.

“Your uncle was a leader,
wasn’t he? That’s why they destroyed his family, because he’d not
only lost to someone stronger, but hadn’t survived the leadership
removal ritual.”

Bing nodded. “So, our friend there,” he
indicated the burned Rider who was just moving out of their view,
heading further into town, “is being given whatever bad job the
gang wants.”

“He’s searching for
mutants,” Josie said. She smiled. “I think I know what we’re going
to do.”
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Chapter 29

 


Tad
wasn’t sure if Josie was crazy or brilliant. He and Bing were
backing her, while Spencer and Alice kept an eye on the Riders and
their prisoners.

They crept along, following the burned Rider
as he went further into town. He searched every building, and it
was clear to Tad that Josie was right – he was hunting for stray
mutants, because he entered every building in the same way she
had.

Finally, he reached the Emporium. It was well
out of sight of the rest of the Rider gang, and Josie moved in as
the Rider entered the building, Tad and Bing behind her.

Tad and Bing had one side of the doorway,
Josie took the other. They crouched down and waited. The rider came
out and Josie tripped him.

As he stumbled, she grabbed his gun while
Bing and Tad clubbed him with their rifle butts. He went down to
his knees, and Josie kicked his head – her boot heel connected with
his temple. The Rider went down and out.

They quickly removed all his weapons. Bing
found several that were well hidden. “Figure he has some we’ve
missed,” Josie said.

“You want to tie him up?”
Bing asked.

“No. If he doesn’t agree to
what we want, we’ll kill him. Both of you have one foot on him,
guns ready. Bing, you aim for his heart, Tad, take the groin.” They
did as instructed. She knelt down and slapped the Rider in the face
until he woke up.

“What the hell –” he
started. Josie slapped him harder.

“Shut up. Lie still. Scream
and we kill you,” Josie snarled as she stood up and pointed her gun
into his face. “Try to get any of us and we kill you.”

The Rider glared at her. “You’re just gonna
kill me anyway.”

“Maybe not.” Josie smiled a
very nasty smile. “You used to lead this pack of light-damned
bastards, didn’t you?”

“Maybe I did. What of
it?”

“What do they call you?” she
asked.

The Rider looked at her for a few long
moments. “You mean now or before?”

“Both.”

“I used to be called Cougar.
Now they call me Pretty Boy.”

“Nice. So, you were sent in
to check for any more mutants?”

“Yeah.”

“You want to be called
Cougar again, and be the one sending someone else to do the
light-damned assignments?” Josie asked.

He snorted. “Not likely.”

“I think I have a plan that
will benefit both of us, Cougar. I want the people your gang just
captured, alive and unharmed.”

“Not gonna happen. Grizzly
leads us now, and he wants the slaves. We figured you all were in
the riverboat that helped clear out the mutants.”

“Yeah. Did your gang kill
the last of them?”

“No. Grizzly captured a
couple to play with. That’s why he sent me in, to see if there were
more. The man in charge of the group shot them dead, right before
we captured them.” He snorted again. “He could have killed Grizzly
but he shot the mutants instead.”

“He removed the more
dangerous threat.”

Cougar nodded slowly. “Guess so.”

“I’d like to remove your
threat, Cougar, so we can be friends.”

“Can’t do it, lady. If I go
against Grizzly now, the rest of the gang will kill me.”

Josie looked at Bing, who nodded. “Sounds
right to me.”

“How about if I remove
Grizzly, and the next likely leaders in line? And then you broker a
deal with me and we make peace?”

Cougar stared at her. “What is it you really
want, lady?”

“I want
those people back, unharmed. I want to get supplies. And I want to
get back on our riverboat and get the hell out of here.” Josie put
her gun in the middle of Cougar’s forehead. “Let me tell you
what you want. You
want to be in charge again. I’m sure you’d like to burn off
Grizzly’s face like he did yours, but I’ll bet after however long
of being called Pretty Boy, you’d be willing to be able to take
over smoothly. You can always take out your unhappiness on those
left alive.”

“Why should I agree to this?
Go against my gang?”

Josie shrugged. “Either you help us or we
kill you. Your choice. I’d recommend helping us, but if you want to
be a hero for the men who burned your face half off, who am I to
say you’re a moron?”

Cougar was silent for a few long moments. He
and Josie were having a staring contest. Her eyes burned like fire,
so it didn’t surprise Tad when Cougar broke gaze first. He nodded.
“Say I do help you. What the hell do you think you’re going to be
able to do to make what either one of us wants to happen?”

Josie smiled widely. It was a frightening
smile and Tad hoped she never turned it on him. “I think I’m going
to slaughter your gang – I could take them all, but I’m being nice
to you, because I don’t want to lose my people. And I’m going to do
this because I’m the Badlands Blood Angel.”

Cougar’s eyes widened. “No way.”

Josie shrugged. “Bet me.” Her gaze was steely
and she sounded utterly confident. Tad had no idea who the Badlands
Blood Angel was or was supposed to be, but he didn’t doubt Josie –
she was too confident, too relaxed, and above all, too dangerous
looking right now to doubt.

Cougar seemed to agree. “Fine. So, what’s
your plan?”
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Chapter 30

 


Deacon was relieved the Riders had chosen to capture them, as
opposed to raping and beating them to death, or any other number of
less appealing options. He knew it was because this was the only
way to keep them quiet – as long as they weren’t being hurt or
killed, the five captives had a reason to stay silent.

Josie would be worried by now. What she was
going to do, he had no guess. However, leaving them to their fate
wouldn’t be on her list of options. Relaying this to the others,
though, would give away that he expected at least some form of
rescue to appear.

One Rider, called Pretty Boy, lost an
argument with the gang leader and headed into Port Jones, looking
for any remaining mutants.

“Why’d you shoot the mutants
instead of these scum?” one of the men on his team, Jeb, asked. “We
might’ve gotten away.”

“We wouldn’t have,” Rolinda
said before Deacon could answer. “They didn’t shoot us because
Deacon didn’t shoot at any of them.”

“I wish we’d stayed on the
ship,” Sam, the other man on the team, muttered.

“We have a better chance
with White Riders than the mutants,” Deacon said, keeping his voice
low. “They may be vicious, but they’re still human and so can be
dealt with, reasoned with, bargained with, or fooled.”

The leader came over to them. “So, you folks
want to help us get the rest over here without work, we’ll go
easier on you.”

“Easier than what?” Rolinda
asked. “You’ll only rape us a few times and break just a few
bones?”

Grizzly grinned at her. “I like spirited
women.”

She snorted. “Sure you do. You like
destroying us.”

Grizzly shrugged. “You could trade up. Become
my woman. I won’t hurt you.”

Rolinda was quiet for a few moments. “I’ll
think about it.”

Grizzly shrugged again. “Don’t take too long.
I don’t like waiting.” He eyed the rest of them, giving Deacon a
particularly nasty look. “You think you’re better’n me, don’t you,
Mister Fancy Man?”

“I don’t rape or murder, so
yes.”

Grizzly smiled widely. “Yeah? Your woman’s
thinking about trading up, so don’t think you’ll be better’n me for
too long.” With that, he turned and walked away.

“He thinks I’m your woman?”
Rolinda asked quietly.

“White Riders aren’t the
most intelligent of people,” Deacon reminded her. “Right now, it
seems to be helping us.”

“You’re not gonna say yes,
are you?” the other woman with them, Maude, asked.

“I’m going to say whatever
keeps us all alive the longest,” Rolinda replied.

“A wise choice.” Deacon
scanned what he could see of the town. The two mutants the White
Riders had captured appeared to be the only ones who’d escaped the
lure of the siren song. He hoped there were no others, at any rate.
Because if Josie and her team had to fight, they’d give themselves
away to the Riders, and any hope of escape would likely be
gone.

Pretty Boy was gone quite a while, to the
point where the other Riders were getting restless.

“Let’s just leave ’im,” one
of them said to Grizzly. “He’s good for nothing anyway.”

“You telling me my
business?” Grizzly snarled.

“Yeah,” the other Rider
said. “We got more’n what we came for. Leave Pretty Boy. Just
’cause he’s your brother don’t mean we should wait around for
him.”

“I don’t give a great light
about Pretty Boy,” Grizzly said. “But there’s plenty in this damn
town I want. We wait, because I want what’s here. All the slaves on
the boat, all the goods in the town.”

Whatever was going on or going to go on,
they’d all be better off out of the slave cage. Either help was
coming, or their rescuers needed rescue. No matter what, it was
time to risk the beatings and worse, because if Grizzly decided to
cut the gang’s losses and leave, the five of them currently caged
were doomed.

“So, your brother used to be
the leader?” Deacon asked loudly.

Grizzly spun and strode over. “Yeah, you got
something to say about that, Fancy Man?”

“Oh no. I just find it
interesting.”

Grizzly’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll give you
plenty to find interesting, mister.”

“I’m sure. So, you fought
your own brother for leadership? Why?”

“Why should I tell
you?”

Deacon shrugged. “We’re just sitting around
waiting. I’m interested. It passes the time.”

Grizzly snorted. “Oh, our slaves are bored.
Did you hear that?” he called to the other Riders. “Our Fancy Man
here wants to know all about Pretty Boy.”

“What are you doing?” Sam
whispered urgently.

“Shut up,” Rolinda said
quietly. “Play along.” She moved next to Deacon and smiled at
Grizzly. “So, you fought your brother? And let him
live?”

“He survived the rite. We
got a code, you know.”

Rolinda nodded. “Oh yes, I know.” She jerked
her head at the others. “I don’t think they do, though.”

Grizzly stared at her for a few moments. “Our
code don’t apply to slaves.”

“You said you wanted me to
be your woman. So, tell the others what the White Rider code is all
about.”

Grizzly looked ready to talk. The problem
was, that meant they were all still inside. “They have a code of
viciousness,” Deacon said. “Other than the winner is whoever’s
still standing, nothing much to be impressed about.”

“Oh yeah, Mister Fancy Man?”
Grizzly growled. “You just wait, I’ll take care of you, and you
won’t be standing after.”

“Of course, it’s easy for
you to say. But I’m in here, and you’re out there. And you’ve taken
all my weapons and I’m sure you’d tie my hands up. So, really, no
one will be impressed when you supposedly beat me.”

“What the hell are you
saying?” Grizzly sounded confused.

Rolinda, however, wasn’t confused. “He’s
challenging you. He can, right? Anyone can challenge to lead the
gang.” Several of the Riders were clustering around, looking
interested. “I mean, you’re not scared of Deacon, are you?”

“Of course I’m not!” Grizzly
waved his hands around. “As if some little Fancy Man could take
me?”

“Prove it,” Deacon said
calmly. “Let me out, let’s have a fair fight, and then see who
wins.”

“They won’t fight fair,”
Maude said loudly. “White Riders never fight fair. They can’t win
against others unless they cheat.”

Jeb and Sam caught on, and started baiting
Grizzly, too. Soon all five of them were shouting that Grizzly had
cheated in order to win leadership. Some of the Riders were
shouting back that he hadn’t, but some were nodding in support of
the captives.

“I’ll bet he cheated to beat
his brother,” Maude bellowed. “Grizzly’s a dirty cheater who can’t
fight fair!”

“I did not! I’ll show you
who’s got the right to lead us! Get them out of there. I’ll fight
all five of you at one time!”

“Offer agreed to and taken,”
Deacon said quickly. “The five of us against you for leadership of
the gang.”

From his expression Grizzly clearly hadn’t
expected this, but his gang was fully into the argument, shouting
and cheering. They let the five captives out. They were surrounded
by the gang, all of whom were well armed.

“You need to drop your
weapons,” Deacon said. “Or give us ours back. So it’s
fair.”

“Five against one’s fair
now?” Grizzly asked.

“You offered the challenge,”
Deacon said. “Besides, I’ve never met a White Rider yet who took on
anyone in a fair fight.”

Grizzly looked around. His gang wasn’t
backing him. Rider leaders who showed fear tended to get their
faces burned half off, like Pretty Boy had. Deacon watched Grizzly
closely. The man was going to go for him first, probably in the
hopes that if he beat Deacon, then the rest of the prisoners would
give up.

Grizzly was a good six inches taller and
probably a hundred pounds heavier. The Shaolin way of martial arts
Chan had taught Deacon meant the fight would be more even than the
Rider gang would ever suspect – skill mattered more than size with
Shaolin. However, there was a certain theatricality needed in cases
such as this. Especially since Deacon had no idea where Josie was
or what she was planning.

Sure enough, Grizzly lunged. Deacon jumped
out of the way.

“Runnin’ away, Fancy Man?”
Grizzly yelled.

Deacon didn’t reply. Rolinda and the others
were close by, surrounded by the Rider gang. There was no chance
for them to run away, and even if they did, the Riders would shoot
them dead for it.

To his complete surprise, Sam and Jeb jumped
Grizzly from behind as the White Rider turned to lunge again.
Separately they weren’t as big as Grizzly, but together they were
enough to bring him down.

Rolinda and Maude piled on top of the men,
kicking, clawing and screaming like wildcats.

This wasn’t Deacon’s preferred strategy. They
were landing some hits and Grizzly was still on the ground, but
that wouldn’t last. He watched the rest of the Riders out of the
corners of his eyes – they were all enjoying the show. But several
of them looked ready to join the human dog pile, and if they did,
his team would be dead or maimed in moments.

“Gonna join your friends,
Fancy Man?” someone asked as a hand shoved him towards the pile of
people.

Deacon was about to answer when gunshots rang
out – and three of the Riders went down, shot in the head.

 



[image: ]


Chapter 31

 


“You didn’t shoot Grizzly,” Cougar
complained.

“No kidding. I didn’t want
to hit the people I’m trying to save.” Josie managed to stop
herself from saying anything else. A stupid Rider wasn’t a
surprise, after all.

“You said you were gonna
kill him.”

Josie ignored him and shot a few more of the
Riders Cougar had identified as being Grizzly’s main enforcers. The
mutant bodies were burning, thanks to Spencer and Alice, while Bing
was busy shooting to hurt and contain, but not necessarily
kill.

The Rider gang was reacting, but not like a
unit.

Deacon was shouting orders, and because
Grizzly was still busy with the rest of Deacon’s team, the Riders
were listening to him. This was possibly the most disorganized and
poorly run gang of White Riders she’d ever come across. Good. The
good guys deserved some luck right now. She managed not to laugh as
Deacon’s voice carried to her, with the instruction to shoot out
toward the desert.

Sure enough, a goodly number of the Riders
turned around and started wasting ammo by shooting towards
nothing.

“Your man’s got ’em running
around like chickens with their heads cut off.” Cougar sounded
impressed.

“Yes, he’s good at giving
orders when needed.”

“You gonna leave me any men
at all?”

“Shut up,” Tad said from
behind him. “Or I’ll shoot you dead right here, like I know I
should, deal or no deal.”

Josie watched the fight with Grizzly in her
rifle’s telesight. The four boat people were fighting as if their
lives depended upon it – she wasn’t sure if they were even aware of
anything else going on.

They were managing to work well together –
most of their blows were focused on Grizzly’s head, though one of
the women spent most of her time kneeing and kicking the Rider in
his groin. Josie approved of this action.

In a way, she was glad Sadie wasn’t seeing
this. Because if the women of Horsetown had ever thought about it,
there were enough of them to have overpowered the men with the
guns. But it had taken her years with Deacon to come to that
realization, and it didn’t seem fair to shove the same in Sadie’s
face. Her little sister had done her best.

On the other hand, Sadie was with Josie now
and it would be good for her to understand that large numbers
combined with desperation could overcome superior firepower. Sadie
was her responsibility and she’d make damn sure her sister had all
the tools necessary to survive on her own out here. Just in
case.

However, what this fight meant here and now
was that Josie couldn’t shoot Grizzly. She’d taken out everyone
Cougar had told her was going to make trouble for him and a few
more besides, and Bing had wounded plenty. But the leader was still
in charge.

She looked at the Rider standing next to her
on the roof of the livery. “Tad, let Cougar go.”

“What?” The boy sounded as
shocked as Cougar looked.

“This is his time. He needs
to go in and clear our people off Grizzly and take over. If we win,
then he has to kill one of us. If he beats his brother,
however…”

Cougar jumped. “How’d you know he was my
brother?”

“You look alike.” They did,
even with half of Cougar’s face burned off. There was something
about their body structure – solid and stocky, barrel-chested – and
the shape of their heads. “Now, take off. And remember – my gun’ll
be aimed on you.”

Cougar nodded and took off.

“You sure that’s a good
idea?” Tad asked, his tone sharing that he thought it was a
terrible idea.

“We’ll find out.”


[image: ]


Chapter 32

 


 


White Riders were dead or hurt all around them. Bullets were
still flying. Deacon managed to get his team off
Grizzly.

“Get to the stables,” he
told Rolinda as he pulled her free. “Our people are there. Stay
down, we don’t want you hit by a stray bullet.”

She nodded and ran, crouched low.

Maude kicked Grizzly hard in his groin one
last time as Deacon dragged her away. “Follow Rolinda. Stay low,
get moving.”

“Gotcha.” She ran off, not
crouching as low as Rolinda had. Possibly because she’d grabbed a
rifle from a dead Rider and was using it to club other Riders she
ran past. Deacon decided not to complain.

None of the other Riders were paying
attention to Grizzly anymore. Deacon grabbed Sam and Jeb and sent
them after the women.

Grizzly was unconscious on the ground, and
that meant Deacon had an unpleasant choice to make. He could kill
Grizzly, which would mean he was technically the leader of this
gang. But that also meant the moment Josie and her team stopped
shooting one of the other Riders would challenge him for leadership
and they’d be back to where they started.

The gunfire from the town stopped. He turned
at the sound of running feet to see the Rider, Pretty Boy, heading
towards him, gun out.

Deacon looked for something to duck behind,
but there wasn’t much nearby. However, it was a moot point.

Pretty Boy ran up to Grizzly, flipped his
brother’s body over with his foot, and put his gun to Grizzly’s
head. “I’m back in charge now you light-damned bastard!” he roared
as he pulled the trigger.

Deacon jumped back to avoid the blood
splatter. He’d seen enough death and destruction in his life that
this one wasn’t overwhelmingly shocking. He did look away, some to
save himself the view, some to see what the other Riders were
doing.

They’d heard Pretty Boy, and the ones who
were still ambulatory came closer. “What you doing, Pretty Boy?”
one asked.

Pretty Boy spun and shot the
man who’d spoken three times. “You all call me Cougar again, or
I’ll shoot every one of you where you stand!” he shouted as the
body hit the ground. “This is my
gang again, and don’t none of you forget it!”

This was an interesting turn of events.
Deacon risked a look around. Josie and the others were in a
semi-circle, guns trained on the Riders. “Drop your guns,” Josie
called. “Or we’ll drop all of you.”

“Do it,” Pretty Boy, now
called Cougar, snarled. The Riders did as requested, though Cougar
held onto his gun. He nodded to Josie. “I’m obliged to you for
letting these others live.”

“You let some woman run you
around?” one of the braver or more foolhardy Riders asked, clearly
horrified.

“She’s the Badlands Blood
Angel,” Cougar snarled. “And she’s right by me.” He aimed the gun
at the Rider who’d spoken. “You want to complain about my
choices?”

“I want –”

But what this idiot wanted was left for
posterity to ponder. Cougar shot the man’s head off. Deacon
couldn’t argue with the choice – anyone that loudmouthed or stupid
probably wasn’t a good addition to any group, even a group of White
Riders.

The rest of the gang got themselves under
control quickly. Deacon assumed the rest of the problems had been
shot by Josie and the others.

There were a goodly number of wounded, and
though Cougar looked roughed up, he wasn’t hurt. “Get them into the
carts,” Cougar ordered, indicated the hurt men with his gun. The
rest of the Riders obliged.

Josie joined them. “Nice work, Cougar.”

“Now what?” Cougar
asked.

“Now you get your wounded
patched up while we raid the rest of the town for what we need to
survive the next stops. We’ll leave plenty for you, believe me,”
she added as Cougar opened his mouth, to protest no
doubt.

“You won’t leave as much as
my boys’ll want,” Cougar said, looking and sounding
sulky.

“True.” Josie shrugged. “The
next two ports upriver are burning as we speak. You might have to
kill a couple stray mutants, but what’s left is all
yours.”

Cougar brightened up. “You’re not takin’ that
for yourselves?”

“Nope. We’re going
downriver. Just be sure you don’t eat anything from any of these
towns. This is a food plague.”

“Huh. I saw mutant bodies,
little ones as well as big ones,” Cougar said
thoughtfully.

“And?” Deacon
prodded.

“Think the plague must have
been in something sweet. Else the youngsters wouldn’t have eaten
it.” His eyes didn’t meet theirs.

“Either you sold the
infected foods or you know about them,” Deacon said.

Josie’s eyes narrowed. “Tell us what you know
or I’ll kill all of you right now. You know I can and you know I
will.”

Cougar sighed. “Yeah, yeah. I know what you
done elsewhere. Fine. We ran across some folk outta this Port a day
or so ago. They didn’t look right, so we killed ’em.”

“You kill people when they
look fine, too,” Deacon mentioned. “As far as I know, White Riders
kill anyone they want to, unless they’re outnumbered.”

“Yeah, okay, sure. But these
looked…funny.” Cougar looked toward the burning mutant bodies.
“They looked sick, like they were, I don’t know, blue around the
edges.”

“First symptoms,” Deacon
said.

“Right. Anyway, I remember
they had some honey.”

Honey was a delicacy and hard to find in
these parts. Honey took a long time to turn and even crystallized
was considered desirable. It made sense that someone who was just
stupid or greedy enough to have found some in the Badlands would
try to sell it.

“Why would you remember
something like that?” Josie asked, voice like ice.

Cougar glared at her. “I remember it ’cause
the little girl cried when Grizzly shot the honey pot. She said
they’d just gotten it and it wasn’t fair ’cause they’d all only had
a little. Said they were saving it for when the whole family was
together.”

“The child argued with you?”
This was odd behavior, but consistent with what they knew – the
plague made its victims more aggressive.

“Yeah, they all did. Whole
family was uppity, and not like you and your people. They weren’t
smart about it at all. Honestly, Grizzly wasn’t gonna kill ’em at
first, but they just sorta asked for it. We burned their wagon,
too.”

“What about their horses?”
Deacon asked.

“They were old, not worth
feeding. Grizzly let ’em run loose.”

Josie’s expression was odd. Rage he’d have
expected. But she looked ill, and not at the idea that this Rider
gang had murdered a family that included innocent children.

“You did the right thing,”
she said quietly. “Kill anyone else you come across who looks or
acts like them.”

“No argument, but…” Cougar
examined her expression, then looked behind her. “Oh. Your boy
–”

“Shut the hell up,” Josie
snarled. Deacon could see tears in her eyes. “Just shut up, Cougar,
or I’ll shut you up.”

Cougar held up a hand. “Not gonna share your
little secret.” His eyes narrowed. “You just want us goin’ up north
to clear out any mutants left, don’t you?”

Josie snorted. “Yes, but there’s plenty for
the taking up there. I’m sure other Rider gangs will be going. I’d
understand if you didn’t think your gang was up to it.”

Cougar laughed. “I’m not stupid like Grizzly.
I know what a mutant can do. We’ll kill ’em for you. That way, next
time we meet, maybe it’s me who’s done the favor for you.” He
extended his arm. “You and me, we’re good between us.”

Josie put her arm out slowly. They grasped
each other’s arms just below the elbow. “You and me, we’re good
between us,” Josie repeated. “Now, do the same with him.” She
jerked her head toward Deacon.

Cougar sighed. “Fine.”

Deacon grinned. “Thanks, darlin’.”

He and Cougar preformed the same ritual. Then
Cougar looked up at the sky. “I’ll give you a good hour to load up.
After that, my boys should be patched up enough to raid. And you’d
better be gone by then.”

“Gladly,” Deacon said. “Good
luck heading north.”

Cougar grinned, which was oddly unsettling to
look at because of his half-burned face. “I’ve been wanting to kill
things for a while now. Killing mutants keeps you sharp, and I
think my boys are gonna need some sharpening up after this.”

“Good luck,” Josie said as
they turned to leave.

“You too,” Cougar replied.
He went to his men, shouting orders, most of which having to do
with getting the wounded cared for.

“Thank you,” Deacon said as
they walked to the others. “Do I want to know?”

“You’re welcome. Not that
you really needed the help from what I saw.”

“It’s never wise to refuse
assistance when it’s offered and you’re in need.”

“Yes, Deke, I remember
lesson number one, thanks.”

He chuckled. “Good. So, how did you achieve
Cougar’s willing help?”

“Aside from offering him
what he wanted and the best means to achieve it? The reputation of
the Badlands Blood Angel still holds sway with Rider scum. Not much
more to tell than that.”

“Whatever you say,
darlin’.”

“I say let’s get what we
need and blow this popsicle stand.”

“Never let me argue with the
wisdom of the Badlands Blood Angel.”
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Chapter 33

 


The others were finally all back on board.
They’d ferried sacks and sacks worth of supplies via the rowboats,
until Jake declared them full up.

They had plenty of ammunition, extra weapons,
more salted thermite bombs, and a wide variety of things Sadie was
happy she didn’t have to inventory.

The others who’d gone into
Port Jones were all excited, even Tad, talking about how they’d
taken on a White Rider gang and won. Deacon seemed to find this
amusing, but he was willing to let the others talk, only adding in
a bit here or there. Overall, the mood on the Green Goddess was greatly improved
from just a few hours prior.

Josie had taken care of what she’d needed to
and, once the barge was back moving down the river, she’d
disappeared.

Sadie found her, finally, sitting at the prow
with Snooter in her lap.

“You okay?” she asked as she
sat near her sister.

“Not really.”

“You wanna talk about
it?”

“I can’t.”

Sadie considered possibilities. “Did you or
Deacon get hurt or have a fight?”

“No. Deacon’s fine, thank
God. I’m not hurt, either. And no, no fights. He and I don’t fight
much, as a rule. At least, not anymore.”

“You used to fight a
lot?”

Josie shrugged. “It happens. A lot of couples
fight early on. You need to find your rhythm. Once you do, the
fights slow down.”

“Oh. Good to
know.”

Josie didn’t speak. Sadie was pretty sure she
was crying.

“Something happened out
there, right?”

Josie nodded.

“But everyone came back and
no one’s hurt.”

She nodded again.

“You unhappy you had to make
a deal with White Rider scum?”

“No. They’ll do the follow
up work we can’t. And, all things considered, it worked out well
for us.” Josie cleared her throat. “We’re pretty sure the plague is
being carried through honey, so just in case, don’t eat any if
there’s some on board.”

“I won’t. But our supplies
should be safe, right?” Sadie tried to keep the fear out of her
voice.

Josie reached out and hugged Sadie to her.
“Yes. I won’t let anything happen to you, ever. We’re only
separating when we have to, like today.”

Sadie hugged Josie back. Josie in turn leaned
her head against Sadie’s. Sadie watched the river go past. “We have
to do this again, next port, don’t we?”

“Yes. I’m just praying we
can catch the plague ship before it hits Port Nash. If it gets
there…”

“Port Nash is
big?”

“Yes, and it’s at a point
where the Big River starts and the Green River goes on. If the
plague gets there, we won’t have any people left besides the Rider
gangs and us on this boat. There won’t be any animals, either, at
least not the domesticated ones. It will be just all of us left, to
carry on, start new, or die off.”

“Oh.” Sadie shuddered. “Is
that why you’re so sad?”

Josie was quiet for a long while. “Honestly?
No.”

“You’re really not gonna
tell me?”

“No, I’m not. Like I said, I
can’t. At least, I can’t right now.”

“Will you tell me why one
day?”

Josie heaved a sigh. “Yes. One day, I’ll have
to tell you. And…others.” She kissed Sadie’s head. “But until then,
I just want to sit here for a little while. Then we’ll join Deacon
and Tad and celebrate.”

“Okay.” Sadie watched the
river some more. “Even though this has been really scary, I’m still
glad I came with you.”

Josie chuckled and Sadie felt her body relax.
“I’m glad, too. Deacon is as well. And I think Tad’s probably happy
about it also.”

“I don’t know why you think
I should care about what he thinks.”

“Oh, no reason.” Josie
kissed her head. “Unless you happen to like his type.”

“Well who says I
do?”

Josie looked at her and smiled. “I think the
better question might be – who says you don’t?”

There were steps behind them and they both
looked back. Deacon and Tad were there. “You two ready to stop
wasting time and do some work?” Deacon asked, eyes twinkling.

“It’s supper time,” Tad
added.

“And, per the Deacon, a
family should always eat together whenever they can,” Josie said as
she let Deacon help her up.

Sadie picked Snooter up and let Tad help her
to her feet. “Does that mean we eat with the animals, too?” Sadie
asked as she cuddled the dachshund.

Whenever possible,” Deacon said.

Josie laughed. “Welcome to life on Deacon’s
Ark.”
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