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 What’s in a Name? by Chris Kennedy 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t see why you have to go,” Doctor Briggs said. “You’re finally healthy; can’t you take some time and…I don’t know…relax a little?” Short and stocky, when she put her hands on her hips, she was an admirable representation of a fireplug. Not that I would ever tell her that. 
 
    I enjoyed living, despite my numerous near misses with the afterlife. 
 
    I smiled at Jane. She let me call her that when I was good, although today wasn’t one of those days. “We’ve already been through this,” I said. I smiled at her again, giving her my best smile, but even I could see it wasn’t working. 
 
    “You don’t owe Boudreaux anything.” 
 
    I shrugged and looked out the window, avoiding her gaze. “I know that. I’m not doing it for him.” In the aftermath of the Corporate Wars, I had woken up without any idea of who or where I was. After finding out where I was—New Orleans—I’d helped get a family to Pensacola, Florida, then gone in search of my origins. Having been told that Luc Boudreaux might know who I was, I tracked him to Chattanooga, Tennessee, nearly losing my life several times along the way.  
 
    I finally found him and learned who I was, but he also gave me some bad news—in order to get all of my memories back, I would have to go to Philadelphia. There was an imprinter there which contained both of my personae—my normal, civilian one and my Agent one. I had been born Joshua Collins, and that was who I was when I was not “on mission” for the Obsidian Corporation. When they needed me, though, they would imprint me with my alter ego—that of Stephen Spade, hostage rescue team leader. Due to the nature of the imprinter, I couldn’t be both simultaneously; I was either one or the other, and only had the memories of one personality at a time. 
 
    Unfortunately, I’d been in the process of changing from Collins to Spade when the bombs dropped, and the Obsidian office had lost power in the middle of the process. Collins had already been stripped away, but Spade hadn’t yet been imprinted. In effect, I was no one—a blank slate. Although I had the muscle memory of Spade, due to the number of missions I’d run as him, I didn’t fully know his skills, nor could I call upon them at will. I also had Collins’ baseline knowledge of many things, with the exception of anything related to my personality. 
 
    It was a hellish limbo to be trapped in—knowing you had two personalities, but not being able to call on either one—but that was where I was until I could get to an imprinter that held my personalities in its database. Boudreaux—the former leader of the Agent program—told me the only operational imprinter with my personalities was in Philly…but it was being held by dozens of Agents in the Circus. 
 
    Yes, I said the Circus—the imprinter was being held by a large group of Clowns. According to Boudreaux, ‘The Clown’ was an assassin imprint made by Obsidian’s corporate management. When the bombs started falling, they made about 40 Clowns to protect the corporate big wigs. Unfortunately, not only was the Clown an outstanding assassin, he was also totally psychopathic. Because, what’s a clown, if he isn’t psychopathic, right? While the term “psychopathic clown” doesn’t necessarily have to be redundant, it certainly was in their case. The only way to get my personality back—either of them—was to figure out how to get past the Clowns to the imprinter. 
 
    Happily, as an HRT leader, that was something I was good at. When I was Stephen Spade, anyway; unfortunately, I currently wasn’t. And never would be, unless I made it to the imprinter. That was some sort of Catch 22, I think, but when I tried to recall what a Catch 22 was, as often happened, my brain was unable to grasp the concept. Regardless, I felt the need to go and look; perhaps, once I saw the Circus, something would come to me. One thing was certain—it wouldn’t come to me while I sat in Clanton, Alabama. I finished buttoning up my shirt; it was the closest thing I had to an old Obsidian uniform, which might get me past someone if there wasn’t a lot of light. 
 
    I realized Dr. Briggs was still staring at me, waiting for an answer. “I’m doing it for us,” I finally said. “I can’t be the person you need me to be without being one or the other of ‘me.’ Love starts by loving yourself, and if you don’t know who you are, how can you do that?” 
 
    “I think that’s a circular argument,” she said, frowning. “You have been ‘not-you’ long enough that you now have a wide variety of memories—including ones of me—that you are going to lose when—if—you get one of your personalities back. How do I know you’ll still want me if you become Stephen or Joshua?” 
 
    “I will,” I replied.  
 
    “But how do you know? You can’t remember going through the process, so how do you know who and what you’ll be when you do? Maybe your alter egos are assholes; maybe I won’t like you.” 
 
    “But I’m already an asshole, and you like me just fine.” I tried my best smile again. 
 
    “No, you’re a smartass; there’s a difference.” 
 
    “I know,” I said with a wink, “I’ll leave myself a note that I’m supposed to like you.” 
 
    “See? Smartass.” 
 
    I walked over to her and took her hand. She didn’t immediately pull away, which I took as a good sign; she was more worried than angry. 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” I said. “I’m not going to try to break in and use the imprinter; I just want to look and see what it would take to do so. I’ll be careful.” 
 
    She sighed, and I knew I’d won. Negotiating settlements was something Stephen was supposed to be good at, after all. “You better be.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “That’s all we can spare,” George Jacobs said as he set the gas cans in the back seat of the car. One of Boudreaux’s Agents had given it to me in Pensacola. Not only hadn’t Boudreaux reclaimed it from me after I rescued him, he’d had some of his guys bring it down from Chattanooga when my visit there had ended poorly, and one of his men had filled it with gas from Boudreaux’s supply before he and his entourage left Clanton two weeks earlier. 
 
    Still, even with a full tank of gas and the gas in the trunk and back seat—about 80 gallons’ worth—I knew it was going to be tight. Gas, once a plentiful commodity, was now scarce. There was a refinery in coastal Alabama, and I knew fuel was coming from somewhere south—maybe Venezuela—but in the heartland of what used to be America, I doubted I’d find any. 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied. “Based on what I saw on my last trip north, I don’t think there’s much to be had. Maybe when I get back, we can put together a run down to the coast to see if we can’t get some.” 
 
    He nodded once. “That would help with a wide variety of things.” He clapped me on the back. “All right, you better get going. You’re going to want to drive as much as you can in the daylight. How far did you say it was? Almost a thousand miles, each way?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I replied, “by the time I go around the cities that got nuked.” A normal car would have made it just fine, but mine was up-armored and got shitty gas mileage. It would be close. 
 
    I shook his hand, got in the car, and turned the key. The one mechanic we had in town had serviced the car and proclaimed it as street-worthy as it was going to get. He had been true to his word; it started right up.  
 
    Oil was another thing we’d need going forward, and I added it to the mental list I was making of things we needed to do or find a source for. It was a long list. It started with guns and ammunition and went on for pages. 
 
    As I pulled out, I saw Dr. Briggs at the window. She had told me she wasn’t coming out, as it would have appeared that I had her blessing “for this fool adventure,” but she wasn’t able to completely let me go without saying goodbye. She waved, once. I smiled and waved back, knowing her wave hadn’t come easily. “Be careful,” she mouthed. 
 
    “Always,” I mouthed back. We both knew it wasn’t true, but saying it made us both feel better. Who knew? Maybe it would actually make me more cautious. 
 
    But I doubted it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I made good time as I headed north on I-65. The last time I’d passed through, I’d had to run two roadblocks on my way to Birmingham. Now there was only one, and it wasn’t very well manned—they only hit my car a couple of times. I gave them the finger, for old time’s sake, as I blew past. I saw where the other roadblock had been, but couldn’t tell whether it had been abandoned or wiped out without getting out of my car…and there was no way I was getting out if I didn’t have to. 
 
    I made it to the bypass around Birmingham in about 45 minutes. I flipped on my Geiger counter; the city was still hot—as expected—so I continued on the bypass. Like the road to Birmingham, the bypass was missing one of its two checkpoints. I shrugged. Maybe someone drove through a lot and got pissed off one day. Maybe Boudreaux’s men had wiped them out on their way back through—he’d had enough Agents with him. Maybe they’d run out of ammo and gone home. Who knew? 
 
    After a couple of hours on I-59, I crossed over to I-24 before reaching Chattanooga, which was also still hot, getting off the main roads to travel up Highway 127 to the west of the city. The smaller roads gave me the chance to practice my off-road driving skills as I avoided blockades and checkpoints and continued adding to my car’s bullet hole collection. It was getting to be pretty impressive, and at some point, the armor was going to fail. I also avoided Knoxville, going through the town of Oak Ridge instead. There wasn’t much to see there after Obsidian moved the National Laboratory and National Security Complex to Charlotte to keep a closer eye on them. Both were gone now. 
 
    I made it just past Natural Bridge, Virginia, on I-81 before it got dark, and I was forced to get off the road and seek shelter for the night. I exited the highway, then drove up a couple of smaller roads to get out of sight. I had just fallen asleep when someone tapped on my window, and I opened my eyes to see a hideous, misshapen face looking in. I drew my pistol as I jumped away from the window, hoping that whatever radiation had altered the creature’s appearance was far away, and I wouldn’t have to go there. I regained enough control to keep from firing through the bulletproof glass as the creature cocked its head and looked quizzically at me. After a few seconds of heart-pounding terror, I noticed the fat, feathered body and realized it was an emu and not some creature from beyond the grave. 
 
    A sign behind it read, “Virginia Safari Park.” Apparently someone had turned the creatures loose rather than harvest them. If I hadn’t been trying to keep a low profile, I would have killed it on general principal. Happily, I hadn’t shat myself…but it had been a near thing. After a few minutes, the bird moved on, followed by a couple of smaller ones. It was a long time before I was able to sleep again, and I wondered what other animals were out hunting for food in the night. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I woke up to voices—human voices—as dawn approached. Two men, both with rifles, stood about 20 feet away, looking at me. I waved, and one of them aimed his rifle. Deciding that was the equivalent of “Get off my lawn!” I started the car. When they didn’t shoot, I waved again and drove off. They still didn’t wave, but they didn’t shoot at me, either, so I figured that was a win. 
 
    Lunchtime found me motoring through the Amish country around Lancaster, Pennsylvania. For them, things hadn’t changed much. They stared at me as I drove past their farms, then studiously went back to work. I avoided the town, which was still standing; apparently, there hadn’t been anything there worth destroying. I didn’t want to get trapped in a city, though, so I continued along the Highway 30 bypass toward Philadelphia. 
 
    All things considered, Highway 30 was probably the best approach to Philadelphia as—according to the map, anyway—there were fewer suburbs to pass through. Less than an hour later, I reached them and found out that was a good thing; it looked like the war had raged across the suburbs, and many of the trees that used to shade the roads had been dropped across them to interdict vehicular traffic. I weaved through them, my senses on overdrive. In some places, I had to go around the blockages, and I found myself increasingly using my car’s mirrors. If I made it through, I would probably be a much more aware driver going forward. 
 
    I had to divert as I passed the building labeled, “Overbrook High School.” The massive structure looked a bit like a castle, and the people forted up inside obviously intended to defend it like one. I had just noticed the rifles in the upper-story windows and the snipers on the roof when the windshield starred. I whipped the vehicle into a hard left turn, crossed the train tracks, and darted down the street behind the train yard. 
 
    The facility was surreal; train cars lay on and off the tracks, many of them tipped onto their sides. The streets were lined and filled with the shells of automobiles, most of them burned out husks. The towering silhouettes of buildings loomed in the distance, and it was then that I realized how shitty my plan was. Drive to Philadelphia; hard but not impossible. Done. Find Clowns. I shook my head. For someone who was normally a planner, I hadn’t don’t much planning. Boudreaux had said they were in the city, so I’d driven to the city without giving much thought to what the city would look like. 
 
    It sucked. I caught glimpses of people as they scampered between buildings, and I knew it wouldn’t be long until I ran into a group that was brave enough—or hungry enough—to try to take me on. Admittedly, I didn’t look like much—just a single guy driving through the streets. Unfortunately, the streets were so congested with cars and rubbish that I had to go slowly, and I knew word of my passing was probably running ahead of me, giving the people who controlled this area a chance to set a trap. 
 
    I had just passed “The Love & Mercy of God Chapel Garden of Prayer” when they made their move. A large group of men began pushing cars across the street behind me, blocking my exit. Seeing them, I mashed the accelerator to the floor, looking for an exit from the street. There were none; the tenements on both sides formed a single structure that ran the length of the block. I’d only covered half the distance when other men started pushing cars across the street in front of me, and people began coming out onto their porches with rifles, pistols, and anything else they could use as weapons. 
 
    But I had a weapon they hadn’t counted on—my car. I roared toward the impromptu blockade as a number of men and women stepped in front of it. By now, though, I was an experienced blockade runner, and I accelerated even harder. As I approached, they began firing at me, so I grabbed the handbrake and turned the wheel as hard as I could. When the car had spun almost 180 degrees, I released the brake and threw it into reverse. I stomped on the gas pedal, hoping the motor would hold in its mounts, and roared toward them. The would-be ambushers dove out of the way, except for one man who was braver or more foolish than the others. 
 
    My bumper drove through him as we crashed into the barricade, cutting his legs off at the knees. I don’t know what kind of rounds he was using, but he fired twice before his demise, and both rounds went through the rear window. I jumped as one hit the front window and ricocheted onto the dash, but then I slammed into the car behind me and had to concentrate on my driving.  
 
    Happily, since they had used burned-out vehicles to block the street, I was able to push it out of the way more easily than I could an undamaged one. I threw the transmission back into drive as I spun the wheel and accelerated away. 
 
    I cut back over to Highway 30 and realized that continuing on in the car wasn’t going to work; I wasn’t agile enough—I could easily be trapped like I had just been, and next time I might not be as lucky. I was rapidly approaching the big buildings, and I really didn’t want to drive through downtown Philly; that seemed like a good way to get myself robbed, killed, or—more likely—both. I needed a good place to ditch the car, but there weren’t any. And then there was. A bank of some sort, next to a picnic area with multicolored tile surrounding it. The location was surreal…but at least it was memorable, and locals might be able to direct me to it again if I got lost. And I bribed them. A lot. 
 
    I parked next to a couple of cars that hadn’t been torched yet, and I grabbed my gear. I tried to get away from the car as quickly as I could so no one would associate me with it. After I’d gone a block, I adjusted my pack, two pistols, knife, and rifle, then felt somewhat more prepared to proceed. I could see the massive city center ahead of me, so I didn’t need directions, which was good as no one seemed to be in a hurry to talk to me. That was okay; I was happy to pass through without confrontation.  
 
    I caught a series of flashes from a high-rise apartment building in front of me and looked over my shoulder—someone in a nearby high-rise was sending signals to the person up there. Perhaps they were commenting on how nice the day was. That could have been it. 
 
    But I doubted it. 
 
    I thought about shooting one of them—the closer one was an easy target—but decided not to waste the ammo. They’d already signaled; if it was about me, word of my arrival was out, and there was nothing I could do about it.  
 
    As I walked, I began to see people again. They went out of their way to avoid me, but they made no effort to hide themselves as they went about whatever errands had them out and about. Apparently, whatever had gone down here had sorted itself out, mostly. I wasn’t sure whether that was good or bad. While the area may have been safer to pass through than an active combat zone, the fact that someone had taken control was somewhat worrisome. Someone with that kind of skills could be a potential adversary—a powerful one, at that—who probably had an army of his own. 
 
    As I reached a massive steel and glass high-rise, with almost all of its glass windows intact, I came upon someone who didn’t run from me. The man wore biker gear—everything except a helmet—although one sat behind him next to the building. He had to be hot in his leather attire, as the weather was warm, but he didn’t seem particularly worried about it as he leaned against the building smoking a cigarette.  
 
    He stared at me as I approached, then took a final drag on his cigarette, threw it down, and stomped on it with a booted foot. “Who’re you?” he asked. 
 
    “Someone looking for some Clowns.” 
 
    He looked me up and down. “You’re going to need more weapons.” 
 
    I nodded. “Maybe. If I decide to take them on.” 
 
    He laughed. “You won’t need more weapons if you try to take them on. It’s hard to use weapons when you’re dead.” 
 
    “I’ll take my chances. You know where I can find them?” 
 
    “Got a death wish?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    He stared at me for a few seconds, gauging my sincerity, then pointed to the east. “Cross the bridge, then it’s about ten zones further. Just go until you see and smell the crazy.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You’ll know when you get there.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “You’re welcome. One thing, though.” 
 
    I turned back with a raised eyebrow. “Yeah?” 
 
    “This is Hearne’s zone. He owns Drexel University and everything from here to the river.” 
 
    “Congrats. He must be rich.” 
 
    “He is.” 
 
    “Well, thanks,” I said, turning to go.  
 
    “There’s a toll to cross the zone.” 
 
    “Oh, what kind of toll?” 
 
    “The kind where you give me one of your pistols if you want to cross. Pay the toll, and he’ll ensure your safety.” 
 
    “What if I don’t want to pay? What if I think I’m safer holding onto the pistol?” 
 
    The man rapped on the glass door behind him, and two men came out. They also wore biker’s leathers and had pistols on their hips. “If you don’t want to pay the toll, you might make these toll collectors,” he jerked a thumb at the two new men, “very angry. I don’t think you want to do that.” 
 
    I smiled. “I don’t want to give up my pistol, either.” 
 
    Both men went for their pistols, but they didn’t have my reflexes. They went down with bullets in their chests. The spokesman carefully took his hand off his pistol, which still hadn’t cleared its holster, as I stepped forward and shot both of the other men in the head. 
 
    “What the hell did you do that for?” he asked. 
 
    “Mostly so they don’t come after me later.” I pointed one of my pistols in his general direction. “Is that an issue for you?” 
 
    “Nope. Not me. No way. No how.” He shrugged. “Hearne’s going to have issues, though. Big ones.” 
 
    “Hopefully, he won’t,” I said. I picked up the pistols the men had dropped and handed one to the man, barrel first. “Here’s my toll. Any issues if I continue?” 
 
    The man shook his head. “I don’t…but like I said, Hearne will.” 
 
    “That’s possible,” I replied. “If you would, though, let him know I don’t want any problems. They drew first.” I cocked my head. “Tell you what,” I said, taking back the pistol I’d just given him, as well as the one from his holster. “Why don’t I put these somewhere you won’t be tempted to do something stupid with them?” 
 
    I walked across the street and set them on the sidewalk. “Feel free to get them after I’m out of sight,” I called. “If you go for them before that…we’ll have issues.” 
 
    He nodded once, and I started for the river. I looked over my shoulder, and he hadn’t moved. It was a good life choice. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I made it to the Schuylkill River without any further problems. Another tough-looking guy waited at the far end of the bridge. “Everything east of the Schuylkill River belongs to Jonesy,” he said as I approached.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “I never would have guessed how to pronounce the river’s name.” He’d pronounced it “SKU-kul.”  
 
    “You a funny guy?” 
 
    “My girlfriend doesn’t think so; she thinks I’m a smartass.” 
 
    “Well, you’d better watch yourself in this zone. Jonesy doesn’t take to smartasses or anyone who breaks the peace.” 
 
    “I’m just passing through. If everyone leaves me alone, I won’t start any trouble.” 
 
    “Where ya headed?” 
 
    “To visit the Clowns. They have something I need.” 
 
    “If they have it, you’d better be prepared to pay dearly for it,” the man said, shaking his head. “You said you weren’t going to start any trouble; them Clowns are trouble.” 
 
    I nodded east. “Am I heading the right way?” 
 
    “Yep,” the man said with a small nod. “Not my place to stop you if you want to go and get yourself killed. Just keep walking through the Canyons of the Damned. You’ll get there in about fifteen blocks or so.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied. 
 
    I continued east through the skyscrapers. Canyons of the Damned, indeed. If you were still here, you were pretty much damned. I had no idea how anyone lived in them. Did they still have power and water? I doubted it. Without power, getting to the upper levels of some of them would be an all-day trip. And how did they get food? 
 
    None of them were my problem; I had enough of my own.  
 
    I saw some people bartering, as well as a few mini-markets over the next handful of blocks. Although things had to have been bad after the initial fall, some people had regained control—warlords, mostly, I learned as I talked to a few people—and brought back some modicum of safety to the streets, where merchants weren’t afraid to display their wares. I could have bought fruit (with or without maggots; without maggots was cheaper), weapons (mostly knives), or any manner of sexual favors (with people of any size, gender, or age.) That part of society had fallen pretty far; however, once again, that wasn’t my problem to fix. Even if I’d been able to. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I reached the former city hall, which was now the Blue Zone. The massive building was guarded by several people who looked like former police officers or people who had ‘acquired’ pieces of police uniforms. They had increased their zone of control an additional block in each direction. I’d been warned about the Blue Zone and the way they ‘enforced the law’ within it, so I gave the zone a wide berth, going around it to the north. Everyone in the surrounding zones was afraid of the Blues, as most people who went into the former city hall never came out. 
 
    It’s amazing what you learn when you tip someone a quarter or two. 
 
    I headed east, past the former convention center, which was many blocks long. If there were three places everyone avoided, they were the Blue Zone, the Freak Show, and the Circus. The convention center was the Freak Show. Unlike the other two zones, no one wanted to talk about the Freak Show—as they said there were always ears listening. That was all I could get out of the people I talked to, which made me curious. 
 
    As I walked past the building, staying on the opposite side of the street, I got an idea of what they meant. The “guards” standing near the entrances looked different. Some had pointed, hairy ears; others had webbing between their fingers. All of them had been modified in some way, and while they might not have been full “Geno Freaks,” they had dabbled in gene modification. I suspected the ones who were more heavily modified didn’t come out into the light, and that the inside of the building had been converted into a series of warrens. 
 
    A shiver went down my spine as one of the door-watchers looked my way and smiled. It was the smile of a predator, and I could tell, just from the smile, that fighting her would be a challenge, even with my skills and abilities. The talons that replaced her hands ensured I’d be bloodied if I allowed her to get close. 
 
    I continued past the convention center as quickly as I could, although I was a little confused as the directions I’d received from Boudreaux didn’t seem accurate. Boudreaux had told me the Obsidian headquarters was diagonally across from Franklin Square, in the building that had been the National Constitution Center. The directions he’d given me said to go two blocks past Franklin Square once I found it. But, I saw as I approached, the Circus now owned everything from Franklin Square south for two blocks. It wasn’t surprising, I guess, but when the world fell, Obsidian had moved across the street and taken over one of the most defensible buildings on the continent—the former U.S. Mint. 
 
    I shook my head as I passed Franklin Square. The Clowns had set up a variety of multicolored tents that hid most of the area, and I heard a scream from somewhere inside. Everything in my being wanted to rush in…except the one part of my brain that had the cold clarity of reason. If I went in there, I wasn’t coming out.  
 
    Several Clowns roamed the area, and I tried to look as small and unassuming as possible. I definitely did not make eye contact. Rather than walk past a knot of them, I turned south at the former Obsidian headquarters building and kept walking, as if I had no desire to interact with them. It wasn’t hard to maintain that look—I really didn’t want to have anything to do with them. I could see at least ten Clowns within a one block area, and trying to fight ten assassin imprints by myself was not what I wanted to do. Not if I hoped to see Dr. Briggs again…which I most certainly did. 
 
    Finally, I saw what I needed—a multi-story building that overlooked the entire area. I giggled to myself as I saw who used to work there. There was something—I don’t know, appropriate?—about spying from the former FBI building. The fire door on the back had been ripped off, and I entered the building through it. The stairwell was one of the most disgusting places I’d ever been, with the scents of urine, feces, and vomit warring for dominance with a variety of drug odors. As the former appeared to be more recent, they were winning, but the combination was something I hoped to never experience again.  
 
    The one good thing about the stench was that the homeless apparently refused to live there, and I was able to climb to the top without seeing anyone. I didn’t actually make it to the top—the 10th floor—I got tired at the 9th floor and stopped. What can I say? It’d been a long day. 
 
    I eased open the door as the light outside started to fade and found myself in a typical government cube farm; cubicle after cubicle stretched out in front of me, and the offices of branch heads lined the sides. The place was trashed; every piece of glass was broken, desks had been dumped, and most of the private offices weren’t private anymore as their doors had been torn off. It appeared someone had a beef with the FBI…and a lot of time to make their feelings known. Not that any FBI agents would ever see it.  
 
    I walked as carefully as I could to the far side of the building, but it was difficult to be quiet with all the glass on the floor, and the dim interior lighting, as the sun went down behind the building, made it hard to see. While I doubted anyone lived this high up, I figured someone might have been there for that very reason—no one was going to climb this high to mess with them. I didn’t see anyone, though, as I made my way to the windows overlooking my target area—all of which had been broken out—but that didn’t mean there wasn’t someone there. The smell of mold filled the office, which was marginally better than the aroma in the stairwell. 
 
    Although there was still some light at this level, down in the Canyons of the Damned, the shadows reached from one side of the street to the other, and it was difficult to pick out details, so I settled in to wait until the next morning. I had some food with me, and the office was as safe a place as I was likely to find in the city. I did my best to scrape away the glass from an area, so I could lie down.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The night passed slowly as I was awoken several times by distant screams and gunfire from outside. Eventually, though, the skies lightened enough for me to see what I was doing, so I found a chair that was still intact and brought it over to the window. I had a great view of the mint from my vantage point, and I knew without being told that’s where the imprinter was. As it had controlled access points and a plethora of closed circuit camera systems for advance warning, getting into the place undetected would be difficult. Extremely difficult. It was the mint, after all. 
 
    But I had to try. 
 
    Until I saw the shift change. A veritable horde of Clowns—at least 30—assembled in front of the building to be processed in. The building had power. Each of the Clowns submitted to fingerprint and retinal scans. When I saw the fingerprint scan, I had visions of killing a Clown and removing his finger…but the retinal scan would make it too hard. If that’s what it took to get in, there was no way I’d be able to do it on my own. 
 
    It was impossible to know if all the Clowns I could see were imprinted, but if they were, it meant they likely had a force of 200 or so in the area. I sighed as it dawned on me; if I couldn’t sneak in, I’d have to deal with all the Clowns that could be brought to bear.  
 
    In order to do that, I would need a small army. On second thought, a medium-sized one would probably be better…and it might actually require a large one. That, or a force of about 100 Agents. As I only had one, and an untrained one at that—me—I’d have to put my venture on the back burner until I could put together a big enough force. If that many Agents still existed. And I could get them all in the same place. And I could convince them to help me. 
 
    I thought I could do the third one, if I could accomplish the first two…which were admittedly much harder. I scanned the Clowns in front of the mint one last time—the off-going shift heading out of the building—and saw one of them pointing at me. Then a second one pointed, and I realized the sun was highlighting my side of the building, and I was silhouetted in one of the broken windows, staring down at them with a pair of binoculars. 
 
    Totally not obvious at all. 
 
    A third Clown joined the first two and began talking into a radio. Time to go, I decided, scooping up my pack. I raced across the building to the back stairs, just as the door opened—apparently, they had watchers in the building, probably on the roof. 
 
    The man led with his pistol, and I hit the door at speed, slamming it shut on his flower-shirted arm. I heard the bone snap. I whipped the door open as I drew my pistol with my left hand. The Clown bent over, cradling his arm, but was thrown aside by another Clown coming down the stairs behind him. 
 
    His reflexes were almost as good as mine, but I already had my pistol out, and I got two shots off while he was still drawing his. Both rounds hit him in the chest, stopping his momentum, but he didn’t go down. He winced, but kept raising his pistol. The two bullets in his chest had hurt him, though, and I stepped forward, slapped his pistol away, and fired one more time, hitting him between the eyes. 
 
    That one did the trick, and he fell backward. Agent or not, he wasn’t getting back up after being brain-shot. I turned to go down the stairs and saw the first Clown shivering on the next landing. He appeared to be in a bad way—definitely not an Agent—but I shot him once through the head, anyway, as I went by. 
 
    Always be sure your opponent is down. 
 
    I raced down the stairs but only made it to the fourth floor before I heard people talking at the bottom of the stairwell. They made a lot of noise, which meant there were probably more non-imprinted than imprinted people coming. Two Clowns could probably take me down, so I ducked through the door onto the fourth floor.  
 
    I thought about going to the front of the building, but realized they’d probably sent people up that stairway, too. They’d likely start spreading out to search the building, so time was critical. I needed another way out…and then I had it. The building was connected to the courthouse building next door by a two-story breezeway, and I could drop down to that, then climb down from there.  
 
    When I got to the south windows, though, I saw I was wrong; it was only a one-story breezeway. I faced a two-story drop. I had just decided to try and lower myself down when the door to the back stairway opened.  
 
    I stepped into the yawning abyss and fell 20 feet to the roof, holstering my pistol and pulling my rifle off my shoulder as I did. I bent my knees to absorb the fall and rolled forward, using my shoulder to absorb the rest of the momentum as I protected the rifle. Happily, the roof was flat and not covered in rocks, so I didn’t slide off to the ground below or get any more beat up than I had to. There was, of course, some glass, and I got up with a number of small nicks and cuts. I wasn’t worried about those; I knew my body could take care of them pretty quickly.  
 
    I risked a glance back up, but no one appeared in the window, so I eased my way off the roof and headed west as fast as I could run. I hadn’t even crossed the street when I heard someone shout, “There he goes!” and the chase was on. 
 
    At my best, I was more of a sprinter than a marathon runner, but I wasn’t at my best, nor was I going to outrun anyone who’d been modded to be a distance runner. Shots zipped by me, so I turned right on 8th Street, then left on Arch. It was only three blocks to the convention center, but I was already spent as I neared it, and I still had another block to go. 
 
    The sound of gunfire had already drawn a number of people into the street. I’m not sure doing so was a good survival mechanism—humans are too damn curious for their own good, I guess—but I used them for cover, darting across the street and threading my way through them. 
 
    I heard someone with a furry face get hit as I ran past, then several screams of pain or anger erupted behind me. There was a breezeway under the convention center at 12th Street, and I pumped my legs with all the endurance I had left as huge numbers of…inhabitants…of the convention center poured out the doors. I could hear a loud noise from inside; someone had apparently sounded the alarm, and the denizens were coming out to defend their territory. All of them appeared armed—with weapons, but also with claws and other natural forms of defense. 
 
    The woman with talons flashed past, but since I was running, she must have decided I wasn’t the threat, and she sped off in the other direction. While I would have liked to see her fight a Clown, I would have had to hang around, which was something I wasn’t doing. I turned left as I cleared the convention center, with a quick glance behind me. Barring a burning desire to get to me, the Clowns weren’t getting past the convention center, not through the crowds gathered there. I could hear screaming and gunfire from the tunnel, but not as much as there would have been if the battle had truly been joined. 
 
    I slowed to a fast walk and continued west, pretty pleased with myself. I could go home to Dr. Briggs and honestly tell her I hadn’t done anything grossly stupid. Sure, being seen wasn’t tactically brilliant, but I hadn’t hung around to…I don’t know…cut off a Clown’s finger and try to bluff my way into the mint. I had contemplated it, but I didn’t actually do it. She would probably see through my story, but it was worth a shot. 
 
    I was so lost in self-congratulation that I didn’t notice the group waiting for me on the west side of the bridge until I was almost upon them. Don’t ever let your guard down in this Fallen World, I guess. All of them were wearing leather, and I knew I was in trouble. 
 
    There was a big guy—burly, with red hair—waiting in front of the group, along with the guy who’d stopped me in Hearne’s zone. I quickly counted six more guys and a girl backing them up. All had pistols and looked as though they were very comfortable with them. 
 
    “Gotta lotta nerve trying to come back through here,” the redhead said as I approached. 
 
    “You must be Hearne,” I replied. “Sorry about your guys, but they drew on me.” 
 
    “Shoulda paid the toll, then there wouldn’t have been any violence. That’s on you.” 
 
    I shrugged. “As you can see, I had to come back through here, and if I had to give up a pistol each time, I would have ended up going home without either of them.” I gave him my winning smile. “I did give your man a pistol when I crossed your zone.”  
 
    “Giving him one of our pistols doesn’t count,” Hearne replied. His glare told me the smile wasn’t working. I glanced over my shoulder and saw a large group forming behind me at the other end of the bridge. All of them were armed, and I doubted they were going to let me retreat; I was going to have to work this out on my own. Damn it. I sighed as discretion won out; I had made a promise to Dr. Briggs. “On second thought, I guess I could part with the pistols.”  
 
    I drew one of my pistols and the second one I’d taken from his men, causing the group of toughs to aim their pistols at me, then I reversed them and held them out toward Hearne. The toughs relaxed a little. 
 
    “That was the toll before you killed my men,” Hearne said. “Now it’s going to cost you all your weapons, including the rifle.” 
 
    Well, shit. Giving him everything would put me at their mercy…and he didn’t look very merciful at the moment. I doubted I’d make it very far once I was unarmed. I started to argue, but then my shoulders slumped. “Okay,” I said. “Here you go.” 
 
    My adrenal glands emptied into my system, and I took a step forward, then withdrew the pistols from Hearne’s reaching hands and threw them like knives. One hit Hearne in the left eye, and the other smashed the nose of the man with him. I dove to the left as I pulled my other pistol. 
 
    In retrospect, going up against the seven support people really wasn’t my brightest idea, but I didn’t have Spade to talk me out of it. Still, I got five before one of them shot me in the leg, and the other two just after that. Then my pistol locked back, empty, giving Hearne and his tough time to pull their pistols. 
 
    I reloaded, and the flunky went down with a bullet in the head and one in the chest, but Hearne shot me in the side before I could swing my pistol back to him and put him down. I watched the bodies for a moment, my side and leg on fire, but none of them seemed to be in the mood to get up. I staggered over to them. I had just enough rounds remaining to put one into each of their heads before it locked back again. I put another mag in and looked back toward the east side of the bridge. Everyone on that side was watching, and they all looked eager to cross, but none wanted to be the first to take on the person who’d just beaten nine men. 
 
    If they’d known how much pain I was in, they’d have rushed me. 
 
    Keeping an eye on them, I pulled out some self-sealing bandages. The leg shot was an in-and-out wound that missed the bone. I put a bandage over both holes. The one in my side had caught a rib, though, and there was a lot wrong there. My body’d been engineered to heal quickly, but I had an awful feeling this injury was more than it could heal on its own; I would need help. Every breath was a struggle and caused me to see stars. 
 
    The group at the end of the bridge was edging toward me, and a number of them had feral looks on their faces; I doubted they were going to help me. In fact, I doubted anyone in this city was honest enough to help. As soon as they had me at their mercy, I’d be done for. 
 
    I scooped up a few of the pistols and put them into my backpack, then backed off the bridge, shuffling my feet to make sure I didn’t trip over something behind me. My leg didn’t work quite right, which didn’t help, but after a bit I figured out what I could and couldn’t do with it. The wound in my side was harder to work with, and I feared I was losing blood internally.  
 
    As I cleared the bridge, the people on the other side surged forward and began stripping the people I’d shot. Several more ran in the opposite direction. My decision-making skills were getting a little hazy, but I had enough mental capacity left to realize there was now a power vacuum on this side of the river, and they might have been going back for more manpower to incorporate Hearne’s zone into theirs. 
 
    I didn’t know and didn’t care; all I could think about was getting to my car and getting out of town. Eight blocks. I could make eight blocks. I hoped. 
 
    The first five, while not easy, were manageable. I figured out how to stagger quickly. Maybe it was a shamble and not a stagger; my mind wasn’t clear enough to tell the difference. All I knew was it kept me going, although it probably wasn’t much faster than a slow walk. People avoided me, perhaps due to the pistol in my hand.  
 
    Someone jumped out of an alley in the sixth block. I saw the motion, and it was enough to trigger my adrenal glands again. I didn’t have much adrenaline left, but it was enough to get the pistol up. The man fell back with a hole in his temple. I staggered on for a few moments before I realized my left arm hurt. I looked down; he’d obviously had a knife. There was a slice in my sleeve and blood welled out of it. I decided to fix it in the car and pressed on.  
 
    The adrenaline boost carried me the sixth and seventh blocks, but then things started getting gray around the edges. I somehow made it to the car and got in, then decided to get out of town before fixing my arm. There were too many people congregating around me; it felt like the vultures were circling.  
 
    I weaved around the downed trees, although I probably did a lot more weaving than needed to get around them. Then a tree appeared out of nowhere, and everything went black. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I woke up knowing I’d survived another near-death experience. The lighting was wrong for the hospital in Clanton—I could tell without opening my eyes, I’d been in it so much. My body had that worn out feeling like it had used up most of its energy healing itself. I was dead tired and ravenous. 
 
    Still, I was alive, which I considered to be a very good thing. I hadn’t broken my promise to Dr. Briggs yet. 
 
    I opened one eye and saw a woman looking at me. She was short, with dark hair, and her dark brown eyes inspected me with the precision of a doctor. Unfortunately, I knew the look too well. 
 
    “Welcome back,” she said. 
 
    “From where?” I asked, my brain not yet firing on all cylinders. 
 
    She chuckled. “From being dead, mostly. It was a pretty near thing.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied, mustering a small smile. I noticed a few other people in the room. They looked well cared for, and it took me a minute to figure out why. Finally, it dawned on me—unlike everyone else in this world, these people didn’t have that look of grinding malnourishment and fear. They looked well-fed and happy. Where the hell was I? The only well-fed people I’d seen recently were cannibals, so I struggled to push myself away from their smiling faces. “Where am I?” I asked. “Who are you people?” 
 
    “Relax,” an older man said. “You’re safe here. We’re the Farmers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    She had shoulder-length red hair, as curly as only nature could make it. When I saw her in the crowd of travelers, she was already looking at me, and ours eyes locked. She headed directly toward me with a small half-smile on her pouty lips. Her emerald eyes were large and focused on me with a look that, I was sure, had made many men melt as she stalked up to me.  
 
    I hit her in the solar plexus as hard as my nanite-enhanced arm could manage. 
 
    More accurately, I tried to hit her in the solar plexus, but I only achieved a glancing blow to her side as she rotated away, moving faster than anyone ought to be able to. Having to shy away from me did take some of the force out of the kick that took my legs out from under me, though, so at least I had that going for me. I hit the ground and rolled back to my feet, but she was already attacking like a miniature tornado, and I knew I had to end it now if I was going to have any chance at all. 
 
    “Was it something I said?” I asked while blocking attack after attack as if my life depended on it. I usually hate clichés, but that one fit. 
 
    “Maybe I just don’t like you,” she said with a scowl and a cold look. 
 
    I used every punch and kick I could come up with—anything to keep her distracted. She deflected a kick, grabbed my arm, and threw me over her hip in a wrestling move older than my grandad. I hurtled through the air and slammed into a wall, upside down. I looked up and saw her standing there with a sneer—not even breathing hard—but, I knew my ploy had worked.  
 
    “I don’t understand why,” I said. “I’m a nice guy. Just ask me, I’ll tell you.”  
 
    I winked, then ducked as my internal clock ticked off the fifth second. An instant of confusion begin to filter through the contempt in her eyes, then the mini-mine I had left on her collar detonated, and the explosion finished off the third Obsidian Agent I had bested. 
 
    Those mini-mines were the best invention since the recoilless sniper rifle. Although uncommon—I had never seen one used outside of training—I was suitably impressed. They were super small, yet they had just enough explosive to breach a wall or re-enforced door. Or, as it turns out, an Obsidian Agent. And they stuck to almost anything except the gloves specifically designed for handling them.  
 
    “Okay. Maybe not that nice,” I muttered. 
 
    The entire fight had taken about 45 seconds. I lunged for the door and out into the alley alongside the rail station. I knew I had been lucky. Obsidian didn’t know much about us, but they were learning. I had hoped it would take them a while longer to realize what Teledyne was doing and decide to do something about it. I shouldn’t have had such high expectations. 
 
    “Hey, Mister, got a coin?” a kid asked as I came up to the corner on 44th.  
 
    I grinned and tossed him the change in my pocket.  
 
    “Thanks!” 
 
    Ditching the trench coat that had Agent all over it in the alley, I blended into the foot traffic heading for the next station. Killing an Obsidian Agent was a high like none other. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    I finished my mission report and looked around the complex. It was an ancient beach resort that had been repurposed to serve as our living/training/working facility. The main floor of the building was a common space with areas designated for both work and daily life. The front was sectioned off into a dozen work areas that could be soundproofed and blacked out for private debriefings and training. The top floors had locker rooms, showers, and a gym. The basement held the medical facility, the armory, and the weapons ranges. 
 
    I was a special case. Even among the specialists, I was different. I had volunteered for a different program, and seriously, who did that? It wasn’t a job you asked to do. In a world where we lived in fear of being the victim of a hostile takeover, who would walk into Teledyne Security and demand to join a service manned by mass murderers and serial killers?  
 
    Me, me, pick me! 
 
    There were always skirmishes going on between Teledyne and Obsidian, with soldiers dying for the right to survive. Entire areas of humanity were destroyed or assimilated. 
 
    “Back already?” Kline asked as I headed for the gym. One of the sniper elites, he worked on his weapons skills daily. 
 
    “Yup. Just a quickie with a little redheaded Agent. I really love those mini-mines. You might say I blew her mind.”  
 
    He chuckled and slapped me on the back. “I prefer to let Betsy reach out and touch my adversaries.” He smiled lovingly at his 7mm Browning sniper rifle. Kline was one of the better ones. I didn’t necessarily like him, mind you, but he did have a sense of humor.  
 
    “How did it go down?” he asked as he looked back at me. 
 
    “It was weird. She looked right at me in a crowded rail station, then came for me like I was the target. I am definitely talking to Sanford about it.” I lifted my chin and grinned widely. “Of course, it could have been that she just couldn’t resist my charming personality.” 
 
    “You keep telling yourself that,” Kline said as he headed toward the range. “But don’t forget to talk to Sanford.” 
 
    We were the super men, the ninjas, the assassins used by Teledyne to keep Obsidian in check. Yes, the “O” had their version too, and—as a lot of us were finding out—theirs were better than ours. We were the ones who were supposed to even the field, but it wasn’t happening. The nanites and the constant, intensive training were our weapons. Every few months it was a new program—some kind of martial arts skill or a new weapon.  
 
    We weren’t even sure about the new program Obsidian had. It took us months, or years, to get good enough at a skill to use it in the field. We were good—really good—but those bastards…I shook my head. There was no stopping them. They could be killed just like we could, but the next day, there would be another one, and another one, and another one, all of which acted the same. And, if I’m being totally honest, they were harder to take down then we were. One on one we could give them a fight, but they would still win seven times out of ten. Except with me, of course. I had killed three of the murdering bastards. But I had history with them, and I’d been at this a while. 
 
    The com buzzed, then broadcast, “Spec Shey, report to 1488 immediately.”  
 
    “Well, shit,” I muttered.  
 
    This soon after completing my last mission? They usually gave me a few days to wind down, but this was becoming more and more common. We were having a hard time keeping up with Obsidian and were losing more Specialists than we should.  
 
    I knocked twice and went into the office. It was a stern-looking place with tan paint and no window. Wallace sat in a metal chair behind a metal desk, moving cursors around on a virtual display. 
 
    “About time,” he grumped. Wallace was a Keeper, but a lower level one. He dealt directly with “assets” like me. “Sanford wants to see you down in Li’s lab. Be there at 0800, after you shower.”  
 
    He looked up at me for a second, then back down at his VD. “Whatever they’ve got planned for you wasn’t shared with me, son, so don’t ask.”  
 
    He gestured toward the door and promptly ignored me. I got the point. 
 
    Wallace wasn’t bad, just rough. He couldn’t get it through his head that I was at least five years older than he, even if I looked like I was in my early to mid-twenties. 
 
    After a quick shower in the common, I grabbed a jumpsuit and a quick snack before heading down to the basement where the labs were. One thing about the nanites—when they were working, they needed to be fed. 
 
    Doctor Li was the head of the program that handled the nanite infusions. She was the one who monitored the newly indoctrinated and, I was sure, was responsible for the Kill Order that was programmed into the nanites to ensure my special section did what we were supposed to. The scourge of society made into super warriors and sent off on secret missions. Did you think that was all there was to it? Riiight. 
 
    Again, I knocked twice. This time I waited until I was told to enter. Dr. Li was a bit of a ball buster. 
 
    “Enter!”  
 
    I stepped through the security door and heard it lock after it closed. In addition to Li, I saw Sanford—my personal handler—was there. He had been around for the last decade or so, and he got involved when the Keepers requested him. He didn’t play games and shot it straight. At least, as straight as anyone who talked to me. Curiouser and curiouser. 
 
    “Good to see you, Spec. We have a special mission. If you’re interested, it’s yours. Take a look at the requirements and let us know.” Li pointed toward a vid on the wall and said, “We’ll wait.” 
 
    She watched me like I was a new experiment, so I winked at her and went to work.  
 
    It took me twenty minutes to read and re-read the mission statement.  
 
    “Seriously?” I looked from Sanford to Li and back. “What kind of research has been done? What are the chances I’ll end up with a lobotomy?” 
 
    “Slim to none,” Li said without looking up from her handheld.  
 
    I cocked my eyebrow at her. “Is that the research or the risk?” 
 
    She looked up at me for about three seconds, then back down at the screen, but not before I saw a twitch at the corners of her mouth. “We will observe you in a closed environment for the first 72 hours. We will then constantly monitor you via an implant imbedded in your…” 
 
    I knew I was their top operator. I had been with the program longer than any living person in the field. I was also the only one to have killed multiple Agents of O. So, I felt fairly confident they wouldn’t be too anxious to damage me on purpose.  
 
    Right here is where I will insert a warning about false confidence. Trust in what you can and will do for yourself. Never trust what an organization will do for you. You are not their priority.  
 
    Anyway, it was a new line of nanites that could, possibly, improve the one part of the human body they had only had limited success with thus far. The ole thinker, the gray matter. My attitude was, anything that will help my personal war against Obsidian was worth a try. Admittedly, I didn’t overthink it.  
 
    “When do we start, and what do I need to do to prep?” I looked at Sanford. “Not the typical mission, huh?” 
 
    Li glanced at me, then looked at my handler as if I wasn’t there anymore. “We can start as soon as he has cleansed his body and has had two days of light to zero stress on his mind. He should have a high, but healthy, caloric intake.” 
 
    Sanford looked at me and nodded. “Spec, you heard the doctor. Take two days and remove as much stress from your mind as you can. Spend some time on the range and on the mats. I hear there’s a new Sig 10mm the range director has been trying out. Give it a whirl.” 
 
    “Now you’re talking! I’ll get down there right now.”  
 
    Turning back to Doctor Li, I asked, “When, where, and how would you like me, Doc?” 
 
    Sanford chuckled as she shook her head, but she didn’t look up. “Be back here at 0700 on Friday. That’s just under forty-eight hours.”  
 
    Li finally looked at me. “Spec, this isn’t something that has been done before on a willing human. Keep that report and look at the research on this drive. If you decide not to go through with it, we will pick a different subject. You are a special case, and that is the only reason we asked you first.”  
 
    She tossed a small drive to me. 
 
    See, I told you I was a special case.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    The 10mm was everything they said and more. It was a remake of an old classic by a manufacturer that had gone out of business a long time ago. A 19-round magazine and single action handgun that was stainless with wood grips. A beautiful weapon that was deadly in the hands of an expert. I was an expert. 
 
    With my stress relieved, I showed up at the med lab at exactly 0700 by my internal clock. Li was there with a handful of techs, and Sanford was on his phone in the corner. 
 
    “Are you ready, Spec?” she asked as I took a seat on the exam couch. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Li looked at Sanford who nodded. “I’ll let the PTB know he’ll be out of action for at least a week. But they’ll want you to get this done as quickly as possible.”  
 
    He locked eyes with her for a moment longer than necessary. Long enough for me to wonder what was going on. 
 
    Then he looked at me and nodded again. “I knew you would be a great candidate. Good luck to you.”  
 
    As he headed for the door, I heard him speak into his comm. “Wallace, Sanford here. Will you meet me in Station 1 at your convenience?” 
 
    Li pointed to the lab chair and began tapping away on her handheld as a couple of lab techs came in. She spoke into the tablet as they hooked me up to the monitoring equipment. “Subject, ‘Spec’ Shey, Senior Field Specialist, Teledyne Corp.” 
 
    As the hypo went into my thigh, one of the lab geeks said, “Count down from 5.” 
 
    Li continued to speak into her tablet, “Seventh iteration of nanite treatment for field operators.” 
 
    “Sev—?” I was out. 
 
      
 
    I watched momma as she did her morning training routine. She said it helped her stay in shape so she could keep up with us. Me, my older brother, Cal, and our older twin sisters, Clair and Gwen. I think she just liked the time off from the world. I knew her job as Chief of Police was stressful. I watched her and started mimicking her moves. After a few minutes, she started watching me out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    When she was done and wiping her face with a towel, she tossed me a miniature version of the same towel and said, “You do that pretty well for a seven-year-old.” 
 
    I blushed. “I just did what you did.” 
 
    “But you did exactly what I did. That isn’t common. Do you focus on the moves I’m making?” 
 
    “I watch the whole thing. All of you and how you move your weight to one side, or how you balance on one foot. I just do what you do, when I can.” 
 
    “That’s impressive!” She hugged me. “Tomorrow, do you want to start when I do and go through the whole routine? At least until you get tired?” 
 
    “I won’t get tired, Momma,” I promised as she headed for the shower. 
 
    There was a bang as the screen door slammed, and Clair came in with a girl I hadn’t seen before. “Hey squirt! Where’s Momma?”  
 
    “She’s in the shower. Who’s that?” The other girl was about the same age as Clair, who was the younger of the twins by a couple of minutes. 
 
    “Oh, this is Mak. I wanted to introduce her to Momma and see if it was okay if I go help unload their moving van. They’re moving in down the road.” 
 
    “Hi Mac,” I said. 
 
    “It’s ‘Mak,’ with a ‘k,’ not a ‘c.’ Everyone always says ‘Mac’ with a ‘c,’” she said with a totally blank expression on her face. 
 
    “I’m sorr—” I started to say as I looked at my fingers. I thought for a moment. “Mac? Mak? They sound the same to me.” 
 
    Then I heard Clair snicker. 
 
    “I’m just giving you a hard time, kid,” Mak said as I looked up at her. She had a lopsided grin on her face, and she punched me in the shoulder like Momma did. I guess I liked her. 
 
    “When Momma gets done, will you tell her where I went, Little Man?” 
 
    “I will, Clair. See ya. See you later, too, Mak with a ‘k.’”  
 
    I waved, and they both laughed as they went back out with the usual slam of the screen door.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    4 
 
      
 
    As consciousness came back like a stick being pulled out of thick swamp mud, I could hear voices in the room. 
 
    “…was having dreams or something. Probably killing puppies or torturing children.” Li didn’t sound happy. 
 
    Sanford was stern with his reply. “Keep me updated on anything that changes. I want to know if something looks bad, if something looks good, or even if he is doing exactly what you expect him to.” 
 
    “You know I will. What’s up out there?” 
 
    “Things have gotten really tense with the Obsidian dignitaries. They’re not negotiating anymore, and we’re getting the feeling something is in the wind.” 
 
    “What do you mean by ‘something?’”  
 
    Sanford paused for several seconds. “I don’t know, but something isn’t right. I can’t put a finger on it, but my gut is telling me they’re up to no good.” 
 
    Li was skeptical. “A hunch, huh? You know how scientists feel about hunches.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, they’ve served me well for a lot of years, both in the militia ranks and in the program, so I’m not going to ignore them. I’ll let you know if I find any hard evidence, but...” 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Shey. Master Kai says you’re doing quite well with the Shao Lin and Aikido.” Momma had approval in her voice and a smile on her face as she walked in the door in her work clothes. 
 
    She smiled at Clair and Mak. “Thank you for walking home with him. We got tied up with some Corporate stuff that kept me late.” 
 
    “No worries, Chief; we were happy to herd the squirt home.” Mak tried to punch me in the shoulder, but I was able to easily dodge her this time. 
 
    “You gotta be faster than a snail, Mak,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “He got you there.” Clair laughed, and Mak bowed her head. 
 
    “Touché, Squirt.” 
 
    Someone knocked on the front door, and Gwen went to check. She came back in a minute with a lady that looked a lot like Mak. 
 
    “Oh, hey, Mom!” Mak said. “Everyone, this is my mom. I call her Mom, but I guess she’ll tell you to call her Stef.” 
 
    Her mom smiled and said, “That’s Stef with an ‘f,’ not Steph with a ‘ph.’ People always get that wrong.” 
 
    Clair laughed, and Gwen said, “Well, I guess she comes by it honest.” 
 
      
 
    “He isn’t coming back! No one knows what happened, but his body was found washed up on the beach!” That was Wallace. What was he doing on this level? 
 
    “Who killed him?” Li sounded stressed. 
 
    “There is nothing to show that he was killed. All evidence points toward drowning.” 
 
    “Drowning? Did you know he never went near the water? He was scared to death of it. Didn’t even take a shower—he would run about three inches of water in a bathtub to bathe. Why would he be anywhere near the ocean?”  
 
    If nothing else, Dr. Li was direct. 
 
    Wallace paused for a long couple of seconds. “Look, I don’t know how you know so much about Sanford, but I’m just telling you what I was told.” 
 
    “Yes, well, be careful and let me know if circumstances change.” 
 
    “When can he come out of that contraption?” 
 
    “I should know more in 48 hours or so. The nanite treatment seems to have gone a lot deeper than expected. Along with the updates, he needed to get his abilities up to par with the new Specialists.” 
 
    “You are an optimist, Dr. Li, but I hope you are correct.” 
 
    “Well, whether I am or not, we should know more about Spec’s condition within the time frame I mentioned. Now if...” 
 
      
 
    “Get down!” Momma shouted as all of us ran into the kitchen from our rooms.  
 
    “Gwen, get that trapdoor open for Shey.” 
 
    “What’s going on, Momma?” I asked. My voice was shaking, but I had to keep it together for her. 
 
    “You know the drill, Scooter. You get in the safe room first, then we all will as soon as we get a chance.” She nodded to Clair, and my sister stabbed me in the thigh with a hypodermic needle. She pressed the plunger as she stabbed it in, but I must have wiggled because it came out while still squirting what was inside it.  
 
    “Shit! It didn’t all go in!” Clair said as she shoved me down into the coffin-like space under the kitchen floor. I knew this wasn’t a drill. We’d had more of them lately for some reason, but Momma was more stressed than usual. 
 
    She sounded calm now though. It was a calm I had never heard from her, and her voice was that of a boss, not just Momma. “Did he get enough?” 
 
    Gwen looked down at me. “Yeah, Momma. He is slipping under now.” 
 
    “Great, get that cover on there, and let’s get everyone else in their capsules.” 
 
    I saw the grated cover slide into place and heard the hiss as the rebreather kicked on. I tried to tell Momma I wasn’t under, and I could help, but I couldn’t get my voice to work. I tried to put my hands up and push against the cover as they lowered the floor on top, but they weren’t working either. 
 
    I heard the screams, though. I heard everything as the woman with the golden hair killed my Momma and my family. I saw through the cracks in the floor and the vented cover of my safe room as she tore the kitchen apart, and my family’s blood dripped down through the floor cracks and covered part of the capsule I was lying in, unable to move or scream or help or cry. 
 
    Then the woman said into some kind of hand held communicator, “This is Abigail Sloan, Agent, tell Sauer it’s a dead end. Nothing here of any interest, and the target is down. Collateral damage, three. All unavoidable.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    I felt cold. That was odd because I hadn’t felt cold in years. I knew something was wrong, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Oh, that was it. I couldn’t move. What the... 
 
      
 
    How long had I looked for this place? I was sure this was it, but I needed one more definite sign. I was so close to beginning the revenge I had planned for so long. It had been three years since I started looking for a way to kill every Obsidian Agent I could get my hands on. After four long, long years of surviving, I had made my way from central Texas to the west coast. Teledyne City, NA—what used to be known as Southern California. I had survived on the streets and in the alleys, in the kid’s homes, and in the government quarters. I had read and researched everything I could find—that was written, anyway—about Obsidian and its Agent program. 
 
    Most people didn’t know about it, so most of the stuff I found was urban legend and wives’ tales. But it was enough. It was enough to feed my rage and my focus. I learned enough to finally realize that if Obsidian had a program like that, then Teledyne had to have an answer to it. What better place to have someone teach me how to kill the killers? 
 
    I had kept up the training my momma had started with me before she was murdered. It had been nearly seven years since she had saved my life but had been unable to save the lives of her other children.  
 
    The rage built in my mind, and I had to force it down. I had gotten pretty good at that, as long as I didn’t allow myself to brood too much. The instances of rage had occurred a lot less often in the last several months as I felt myself getting closer to my target and my goal. 
 
      
 
    Cold...It was cold... 
 
    Man, did I hurt. I was lying on my side in the dark. For a second I thought I was back in the capsule. But then the fog started clearing. I moaned as I tried to move. 
 
    “Is someone in there?” a hushed female voice asked.  
 
    “Can you get me out of here, please?” I asked, my voice scratchy as hell and sounding more like a growl than a human voice. 
 
    “Hold on, I’ll see if I can get something to flip this thing over.” I’m pretty sure I blacked out, but I came back to when she said, “Brace yourself.” 
 
    Suddenly I was heaved onto my back and the lid above my feet popped open. The light nearly blinded me, and I was thankful the parts near my face had not been the first to open. 
 
    “Shit!” I felt like I had been slammed in a car door several times, then put in the freezer. 
 
    “Well, you’ll need some clothes,” the woman said nonchalantly. “Hold on while I get these other doors open.” 
 
    By the time she got the other two open, I was out again. 
 
      
 
    “That’s all. I want to do something to help rid the world of the terrorists Obsidian calls ‘Agents.’” 
 
    “Kid, how do you even know what an Agent is? What are you, 17?” 
 
    “How did you know?” I asked, looking around. He didn’t need to know I was just a few months past 15. I knew I was big for my age. I was also smart. Momma made sure of that. Not that she had been around, but she had started me out right. I had the curiosity, the focus, and the drive to learn. Those traits had been immeasurable in my mission so far. 
 
    “Kid, it’s obvious you’re smart. You figured out this place. But this isn’t the kind of program that takes in any Tom, Dick, or Harry off the street. We specialize. We do things a certain way, and that’s the way we do them. The kind of people we work with are not the kind of people you want to be around. This is more of a prison program than a school. You really don’t want to be here.” 
 
    “Look.” I stared into his cold, blue eyes and let the fire and anger show in mine. “I am going to sit out on the curb and be a nuisance until you let me be a part of this program. I’ll live in the alley behind this building, and I’ll shit in the shrubs and piss on the sidewalk.” 
 
    “Ha! I bet you would, too! But the answer is still no. Here is a name.” He handed me a slip of paper with a name scrawled on it. “Go see him and tell him L sent you. He’ll get you a night’s sleep and some good food. Then he will help you get into a school. I like your spunk, kid, but don’t make me call the cops. Skat!” He pointed toward the door, then went back to his screen. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “So, who are all these characters you think I don’t belong with? Where do they come from?” 
 
    He looked back at me and said, “Prison, kid. They are the worst of the worst. They’re the ones the bogeymen are scared of—serial killers, murderers, psychopaths, and sociopaths.” 
 
    “OK, I guess I’ll have to find a couple of families to kill, then drink their blood or something.” 
 
    “Wait a minute!” He stood and came around the desk. He moved fast for a guy his size. He had at least four inches on me and was all muscle. I could see he was to the point of giving in. “Look, if you’re that certain this is what you want, who am I to say no? You’ll change your mind within a week.”  
 
    He glowered at me and hit a button on his desk. “Gwen, come in here; we have a new recruit.”  
 
    My blood went cold for a second, then a short lady in a pantsuit came through the office door. Definitely not my sister, although I knew that already, as I had left her mangled body in the kitchen of our family home in Texas. 
 
      
 
    Blam! 
 
    What the hell?! Where was I?! What the hell!? 
 
    “Lie still, Mister,” someone whispered. “There are some looters upstairs. They don’t have any reason to suspect there is anyone around. Just take it easy.” 
 
    “Thanks.” My voice was hoarse. “Uh, do you have any water here? And where is here? And who are you?” 
 
    “Just take it easy for a minute. Once they move along, I’ll get you a drink.” 
 
    She may have. The next thing I knew, it was light outside, and I was alone. I tried to move, but it was difficult. I managed to prop myself up against a counter. 
 
    There was a protein bar box next to the pile of blankets and rags I was using for a bed. I found a couple inside and ate one. There was also a large bottle full of water that I took a long drink from. I reached for another bar and opened it.  
 
    Looking around, I took in everything I could. The pile of rags I was sitting on looked to be lab coats and white sheets and blankets. The light was artificial and coming from an emergency lighting system high on the walls. The place was pretty neat but had obviously been searched. 
 
    I reached for another bar and found the box empty. When I turned to look at it, I saw a woman standing by the end of the counter I was propped against. “I thought you might be hungry.”  
 
    “Where are we?” I asked, trying to turn so I could see her better. 
 
    She was dressed in jeans and a huge sweatshirt about the size of a tent. I didn’t think she looked like a threat, but I could tell I was in no shape to do anything if she was. As hard as I tried, I could come up with no reason why she would have helped me.  
 
    The lady walked a bit closer and shrugged as she looked around the room. 
 
    “Looks like some sort of medical lab. We are a couple of stories underground, behind a pretty sturdy door.” She looked back at me. “I really didn’t think you were going to make it. And, truthfully, it’s been touch and go for a couple of weeks. You’re lucky we were in a medical facility. But I have no training. I was able to find food, a ready source of water, and a butt load of blankets and lab coats, but I really don’t see how you made it.” 
 
    “Are there any aspirin? I’m sore as hell. I hurt in places I didn’t even know were places.” 
 
    She shook her head as she moved out of my sight, then she came around the other side of the cabinet with a bottle in her hand. “Whoever ran this lab was anal as hell. They have bottles like this, labeled and stored in a medicine pantry over there. Most are medical names I don’t recognize, but this is one I do.” 
 
    She popped the top off and handed me two capsules. “It’s codeine. You should have plenty of food in your stomach now, so you shouldn’t have any issues.”  
 
    She nodded to the empty protein bar box with a small, crooked smile. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, meaning it. 
 
    “De nada. Just don’t get used to it; I’ll more than likely be leaving tomorrow.” 
 
    I looked at her again and tried to focus. She was probably in her fifties or early sixties. Not really tall, but not short either. Her hair was salt and pepper, leaning more toward the salt, and it was tied back in a ponytail. She had dark, intelligent eyes, but there was no happiness there. No anger or hatred, but not really anything to make you think she was nice. Her eyes were windows that took in everything. 
 
      
 
    I watched the man through my scope when he left the second floor and hopped down to the road as if he were jumping a curb. I knew he was why I was here and what I had to do. He was headed along a path that would lead him past me about 500 yards out. An easy enough shot if I took my time and focused. Luckily, I was really good at that. I really wanted him to see me as I took him out, but I had learned caution from my first contact with an Agent. Well, my second, actually. Don’t guess I could count Agent Abigail Sloan. I felt the rage start, and I stifled it quickly. I picked the likely spot for a person to come into view as they passed in front of the multiplex on the sidewalk, then I adjusted my sights to the building behind it. It was a seedy looking den of corruption, if I ever saw one. Not much going on there now, as it was just before noon, and all of the ne’er-do-wells were still asleep from the previous night’s action. This is where he would come out, a place normal folks would avoid, even now. Sure enough, just a few seconds later, there he was. I adjusted my sight just a hair and gently squeezed the trigger... 
 
      
 
    As my eyes focused, and I came back to the here and now, I saw her squatting down beside me, peering into my eyes. “Ah, there you are. Where do you go when that happens?” 
 
    “Not sure. I was back a few years ago, I think.” It was worrisome.  
 
    I had been having these episodes several times a day since I woke up in that can. I was also fighting some strong emotions I wasn’t used to. As a kid on my own, I had learned to suppress most emotions and focus on the things happening around me. It seemed that last treatment had brought them out again, along with other things I wasn’t so sure about yet. 
 
    “How is it out there?” 
 
    “Getting worse. And less and less to scavenge. Folks are getting worse as well. It seems like the strong shall survive is the motto of the day.” 
 
    “That’s no bueno.” 
 
    She looked at me oddly for a second. “You get some rest, and I’ll see about some more food.” 
 
    “Uh, what’s your name? What should I call you? We’ve known each other a little while now.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” she stated. “It’s not like there are a lot of people here to talk to. If you say something, it’s either to me, or you’re having one of those spells.”  
 
    “Be careful. I’m moving around better now, so I should be able to start pulling my weight.” 
 
    “You’ve been recovering from something pretty dramatic,” she commented as she pulled some sunglasses out of her pocket. “Anyway, I’ll more than likely be leaving tomorrow.”  
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    “Shey!” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Get over to Station 3 and debrief!” 
 
    “On it.” I wasn’t really in the mood, but it was part of the job. 
 
    The new guy, Sanford, I thought, was there waiting for me. He wasn’t half bad and didn’t seem to bullshit me. I appreciated that. 
 
    “Hey, Sanford, what’s happening? How’s it hanging?” He looked at me a minute, then he chuckled. 
 
    “Specialist, it’s good to see you made it back. Some haven’t been that lucky.” 
 
    “Yes sir; it was hit and miss for a bit, but I’m glad I made it back, too.” I smiled at him and asked, “So, what’s the dill, Pickle?” 
 
    “Two more specialists are MIA. We don’t expect to hear from them.” 
 
    “Well, shit. Who’s missing?” 
 
    “Specialist Martin and Specialist Reed.” He looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    Reed was the only one left who had been here as long as I had. I had officially been in the program a little longer, but we had certified at the same time. I didn’t really like him, as he was an arrogant bastard who had messy missions more often than not. His fall made me the longest standing Specialist. At 29 years old, I had been mission-certified for 11 years. Reed had been in his late thirties and a very careful operator. The messiness of his missions usually came from collateral damage, not the planning or performance. He had that down.  
 
    “What do you need from me, Sanford?” 
 
    “Just wanted to tell you that you’re the senior now. You’ve been the oddball in that you’ve gone seeking new skills and are more experienced. We’ll need to lean on you a bit as a model for the new recruits. You may be used in a training capacity from time to time, but that won’t be your primary job, I assure you. You’ll probably be picking up a few extra missions, as a matter of fact. You might be pretty busy for the next while.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m here for,” I said a little more icily than I meant to, and he did a small double-take and looked sharply at me for a minute.  
 
    “Good. Dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    We had to move. I had a strong, burning feeling in my guts that we had to move. The looters were getting more and more destructive, and it was only a matter of time before they found us. I suddenly realized what the feeling was. Fear. I had felt it briefly back in Texas. This was wrong in so many ways—I didn’t fear punk looters! What the hell was going on? What had those little, mechanical bugs done to my brain? 
 
    “Are you here, Mister? Or are you in your past again?” 
 
    I glanced at her and chuckled. “If you’re gonna keep calling me Mister, then I’m calling you Lady.”  
 
    She gave me her slightly crooked smile. “I guess I could call you, ‘The Tramp.’” 
 
    “Tramp?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    “An old reference that isn’t really relevant, but I thought it was amusing.” She gave me another crooked smile. 
 
    For just a moment, I had a twinge of a memory. I remembered my sister, Clair, but I don’t know why. Lately, I’d had twinges of memories of Clair, but I couldn’t figure out why this lady in her fifties reminded me of my long dead sister. Maybe because Clair and Gwen would have been about that age now; I don’t know. And why Clair and not Gwen? Stupid nanites. 
 
    “Well, Mister, do you think you’re up to moving to a better place?” 
 
    I felt that feeling I didn’t like in my gut and suppressed it. Good to know I still could do that. “I was just thinking that we should move. Those looters are getting more destructive, so it’s only a matter of time before they find this place.” 
 
    “OK. This evening, I’ll scout a couple of places I’ve looked at the last couple of days. I think you’re ready. You’re moving around more and eating everything I bring.”  
 
    That last sounded like she was ribbing me a little. Hmm, that was new. 
 
    “Well, I am on the mend,” I said innocently. 
 
    She chuckled. “I was going to say, ‘Don’t worry about it,’ but I see you aren’t concerned with my hunger and all of the trouble I’m going to to feed you.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m concerned. I’m kind of getting tired of those protein bars. You think you could bring a steak or a burger or something next time?” 
 
    She flipped me off, and I laughed. “Seriously, are these places good? How far are they?” 
 
    “About a mile and a half east and a little north. Less buildings and less people. Remote and probably good for a few days.” She glanced back over her shoulder at me. “And closer to the marina.” 
 
    I nodded. We had talked about the next step. I had a hard time believing the Corporations had thrown nukes at each other. They had to know they both had mutual destruction plans. And from what Lady could tell from eavesdropping, Teledyne had launched first. Guess we should have paid attention to Sanford’s gut.  
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    I was getting restless and digging around the lab. I hadn’t found much new, but I had organized everything we had. I was also thinking about our exit. 
 
    “Look, Lady. We haven’t shared a lot, and I don’t know why you’re helping me, but I remember what this building was and what’s around it. I also remember what’s down one level, if we can get there.” 
 
    “You have my attention.” 
 
    “There was a pretty substantial armory down there.” 
 
    She looked at me unbelievingly for a second, then shook her head. “Just what do you mean by an armory?” 
 
    “I have no idea what’s left,” I said with my hands up. “I know the shit went down while I was in that thing.” I nodded toward the cylinder she had helped me out of. “But, I don’t know what happened here or how long I was in there. I just know the armory’s down two flights of stairs with some serious doors in the way.” 
 
    She looked at me for a second. “OK, so, I haven’t seen those doors, and I’ve been all over this place.”  
 
    “Well, the people who ran this place were kind of paranoid…”  
 
    I pushed through the rubble at the back of the lab and pulled on the single blank door. It didn’t budge, so I anchored my feet and really pulled. There was a loud snap as the locking mechanism shattered. 
 
    “I am really glad that wasn’t locked,” I said, and she rolled her eyes. “This is the entrance from the elevator. The stairwell on the other side just comes down to this level, and the stairwell going down starts on this level.”  
 
    I held the door and motioned through with a gallant bow. “After you m’Lady.” 
 
    She gave me that lopsided smile and sashayed through with one arm high and her chin in the air. “Thank you, kind sir.” 
 
    As we moved into the elevator corridor, I could see by the emergency lighting. There were a couple of random piles of document boxes and computer pads. It looked like someone had been staging an exit and didn’t come back for the last couple of loads. The air was thick, and there wasn’t any circulation. 
 
    “I’ll go first.” 
 
    She didn’t seem inclined to argue. 
 
    I carefully moved down the stairs to the double doors leading into the armory. One stood open, and the same emergency lighting illuminated the area.  
 
    “This doesn’t look promising, Mister,” she whispered. 
 
    I nodded once and motioned for her to stay behind me. 
 
    “I’ll check it out and be right back.” She nodded and moved next to the wall.  
 
    As I walked into the armory, it was obvious that whoever had cleared it out wasn’t Arty the Armorer. I almost chuckled as I thought of his face every time I called him that. He was a really good sport, though, and let me play with the new things. Because of that, I knew where he stashed them. I just hoped whoever cleaned the place out hadn’t known it, too.  
 
    Arty’s office door was open, and his desk had been ransacked. I walked over to the statue of John Browning and Sam Colt shaking hands and tapped the bottom of the stand with my foot. The spring-loaded drawer popped open, revealing just enough room for a skeleton key and a flashlight. I checked the flashlight and pocketed it, then I picked up the key. A similar opening on the opposite side of the base revealed a keyhole. I inserted the skeleton key and turned it, and the wall behind Arty’s desk popped open, revealing his secret closet. Like I said, paranoid. 
 
    I took the flashlight and looked at his stash. Some of it was gone, but what was left was orderly, so I figured Arty left on his own. My heart sped up a bit as I saw what was there. I lifted a plain, unassuming aluminum case onto the work table and popped the latches. I didn’t need to see the pistols inside; I knew they were there from the weight. Still, the sight of the two stainless Sig P10’s made my heart warm. These were the beauties I spent nearly two full days handling and firing before the nanite treatment. Gray, stainless frames with ironwood grips and 4.5-inch match grade barrels—they were sweet pistols. I dug out the shoulder holster, a small-of-the-back holster, and several extra mags. 
 
    After I got over the excitement and really started looking around, I found a couple more items that might be useful—a staff made from a sturdy synthetic fiber composite and a couple of backpacks. I dropped all the boxes of 10mm ammo I could find into one of the backpacks and put a couple braces of throwing knives in the other. I smiled when I found a dozen of the mini-mines.  
 
    Digging around, I found a couple more flashlights and an extendable billy stick, as well as a web vest. There was a straight razor too, but I tossed it on Artie’s desk. I mean, really? What good was a straight razor? I grabbed a first aid kit and a few other items. For some reason, he had several boxes of cherry Pop-Tarts. I guess Arty had a thing for Pop-Tarts. What the hell, beggars can’t be choosers. I tossed them into one of the backpacks. 
 
    Back out in the hallway, I handed one of the Sigs to Lady, but she shook her head. “I wouldn’t know how to use one of those. I would probably be more dangerous to you than anyone I was trying to shoot. Besides, I really have been depending on stealth so far, and I’ve done fairly well.” 
 
    I nodded and gestured back toward the armory. “Here’s a flashlight, take a look around and see if there is anything you might find useful. I don’t think anyone will be back to get any of it.” 
 
    She disappeared into the room, and I sat against the wall with the packs beside me and watched her for a minute. I wondered for the hundredth time why she was helping me. She could have disappeared at any time. I also wondered why I cared that she was, but I did. I felt an overwhelming gratitude for her assistance, and I found myself really wanting to help her. I just had no idea how to do so. 
 
      
 
    “What is this called, Momma?” We were just finishing our morning routine before Momma went to work downtown. 
 
    She tossed me a towel and smiled. “This is Tai Chi. It’s a martial art from ancient China. It helps you focus, relax, and breathe.” 
 
    “I like Chai Tea, Momma. It does make me focus, and I feel better after we work out.” I started wiping my face like I had seen her do. 
 
    She chuckled and rubbed my head, “Tai Chi. Chai Tea is something totally different. Hey, if Master Kai is willing, would you like to take some different lessons from him? We’ve been doing this long enough that you have it down pretty well.” 
 
    I liked the older man she worked with. “Sure! Will he teach me to fight?” 
 
    She smiled again and moved toward the shower. “He has all kinds of tricks up his sleeve. We’ll just have to see what he thinks you would be good at.” 
 
    She paused and looked back over her shoulder at me. “You know the difference between right and wrong, Shey. You also know not to bully anyone and to stand up for those who can’t defend themselves. If he is willing, he can teach you a lot, but you have to be patient and learn it the way he teaches it. He is the Master; you are the student.” 
 
    “I will Momma!” 
 
      
 
    “Mister, you all right?” 
 
    I looked up and chuckled. Lady had a long, double-edged knife strapped to her hip and a staff similar to mine. She also had a duffel bag and a jacket that was a couple sizes too large. Sticking out of the top of the front right pocket was the end of the folded straight razor. I shook my head and stood up. 
 
    “I think I was actually dreaming that time, but it was also a memory.” I could feel my mood darken, and I pushed it down. 
 
    She started for the stairs. “If we fill this with the water and food we have, we won’t need to wrap it in a sheet to carry it. You being the man and all, I figure we can load you down with this and the heavier of those backpacks. But, me, being all fair-minded and stuff, I’ll take one of the backpacks so you can fight off any bad guys we run into.” 
 
    “Sounds legit...” 
 
    We went back up to our humble abode and crossed to the stairwell going upstairs. I paused as we left the lab for the last time and looked around. Nope, I wasn’t gonna miss it. 
 
    As we came out of the stairwell into the main room, I looked around at the disaster it had become. The place had been ransacked, and from all appearances, whatever couldn’t be taken had been trashed. 
 
    “Let’s take a look upstairs, Lady. There is, or at least there was, more equipment.” 
 
    “Sure, since you know your way around.”  
 
    “Hey, in my defense, you never asked me if I knew my way around. Besides, I was here when you found me.” 
 
    “You do have a point. Please feel free to let me in on anything else I might find useful, though, huh? 
 
    I raised my hand and smiled. “Promise!” 
 
    She followed me closely up the stairwell. 
 
    I scoped out the upper floor. It was as big a mess as the rest. The lockers were tipped over, blocking the door, but it looked like they hadn’t been broken into. I guess the looters had been lazy. 
 
    “Give me a hand with these lockers, will you?” 
 
    We set them back upright. When Lady moved around to the front of the lockers, she gasped. There were two corpses lying on the floor. I stopped and stared for a couple of seconds as my heart filled my throat. Smith and Jones lay on the floor. As far as I knew, those were their real names and what they’d been known by. Both were females, and they hung out together whenever they weren’t on missions. 
 
    I took a breath and pushed down my feelings. As I looked over their bodies, I realized something was wrong. I knew what had taken them out; the kill switches in their heads had been triggered. 
 
    “Will you stand by the stairwell for a second, while I check a few things?” I asked Lady. 
 
    “Sure, what’s up, Mister?” 
 
    “I’ll explain in a minute, I promise.”  
 
    As she went over to stand by the stairwell, I looked more closely at the two women. There was no sign that something had killed them. It looked like they had passed out and fell on the floor. 
 
    I looked around the area, and I saw a pair of feet sticking out of the shower and ran over. It was Wes Stiles, and he was in the same shape as Jones and Smith. Why had their kill switches been activated? And, more importantly, why had mine not? Did the nanites have something to do with it?  
 
    “Mister?” 
 
    It was a problem for another day. Or maybe never. The more I saw, the more I believed there wasn’t anyone left to answer that question. 
 
    “Yeah. Let me bust those lockers open, so we can see if there’s anything useful.” 
 
    We found a pair of boots and a change of clothes for me, and a better sweatshirt for Lady. As we finished digging through the lockers, I heard a soft footstep behind me. 
 
    I threw an arm around Lady as I felt a sharp pain in my right buttock. I spun and saw a young man snarling at me. I launched off my left foot and swung it around in a round house kick that connected with the banger’s right jaw. I felt the satisfying crunch of his jaw and the snap of his neck as I continued on around to land back on that foot. I twisted around the best I could and pulled the dagger from my ass. Lady gasped again. 
 
    “If you’re going to keep doing that, we’re not going to get anywhere fast.” 
 
    She looked at me for a full ten seconds with a totally blank face. I know because I counted. Then she laughed out loud for thirty. I know because I counted. 
 
    “Well, ain’t this just homey?”  
 
    I spun around again and saw five more bangers spreading out at the head of the stairs. The one who had spoken was in the middle and held a partially raised handgun. The two men on his right had machetes; the two on his left had knives. 
 
    “My boys are gonna want to talk to you about the stuff you took from our lockers.” He smiled.  
 
    “Was this one of your ‘boys?’” I asked. “Because, honestly, I’m not impressed. I mean, okay, he made me bleed. That hasn’t happened in several years. But he forgot the most important thing a tough has to learn, if he’s going to survive in this kind of work. I’m sure his boss is to blame for his lack of education. He didn’t learn this vital lesson. Duck.” 
 
    I threw the dagger covered in blood from my right butt cheek underhanded, and it sank to the hilt in the leader’s throat. As he fell, I leaped forward and landed among them. Less than two seconds later, they were all on the floor, dead. 
 
    “I won’t gasp again, but holy shit, Mister!” 
 
    “Let’s do what the store greeter said to all of his customers at closing. Let’s get our shit and get out.” 
 
    She laughed and got to work. She walked widely around the bodies when we went down the steps. At the bottom, she headed straight for the open front door and closed it.  
 
    Turning toward me with a lopsided grin, she said, “Drop your pants and show me your ass.” 
 
    Looking at her for a minute, I did the only thing I could think of. Just what she asked. 
 
    With the first aid kit in her hand, she moved behind me. She used a rag to wipe off the blood and looked at the wound. 
 
    “This isn’t nearly as bad as it looked. You’re lucky that blade just cut the surface. I could have sworn it had sunk in half way to the hilt.” 
 
    “I guess it was all the commotion, with me pushing you down and all,” I said as she put a bandage on and stepped back. “Like you said, lucky.” 
 
    After buttoning my pants and fastening the belt, I picked up the bags and staff and headed for the door. She grabbed her backpack and stuffed the first aid kit back into it, then grabbed her staff and followed along, shaking her head a little. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    8 
 
      
 
    We were able to follow the route Lady had used the night before without running into anyone else. As we neared the last section of buildings, though, our luck ran out. 
 
    “Looks like a roadblock at the edge of town, and I don’t see any way to get out without them seeing us.” 
 
    “Thanks, Captain Obvious,” she said without taking her eyes off the last obstacle we faced before we were clear of this place. 
 
    “Hmph.” 
 
    It looked as though there were eight semi-awake people out there. All of them were facing the other way, so we had that going for us. But there were still eight of them, and they were all armed with a firearm of some sort. 
 
    “What are your plans for the evening? I mean, we could lounge around here for a while and see if their evening shift is a little less manned, or we could go out there and express our displeasure at their presence.” 
 
    “Just go out there? Express our displeasure, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, I mean, they are blocking our exit. I don’t know about you, but I am ready to vamoose. There’s nothing left for me in this burg. I got no reason to...” 
 
    “I got it. You want to express some displeasure.” 
 
    “Well, in my defense, I have been stuck for a while in that lab.” 
 
    She gave me a lopsided smile. “I didn’t hear you bitching about it. As a matter of fact, I don’t recall you bitching about anything except the quality of the food I was busting my butt to supply. At great peril to my own safety, I might add.” 
 
    “All I wanted was a piece of real meat,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    She pretended not to hear that and stepped back behind the building we were using for cover.  
 
    “What do you think about holing up ‘til dark, then seeing what we can do?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, if we have to.”  
 
    “Hey, Spivey! Look what we brought!” The man who called out was from a new crew, coming up from outside of town. From the look of it, they had a few prisoners.  
 
    One of the guards went out to meet them, and my stomach churned as my heart leapt into my throat. The prisoners were young females. They were very young—10-12 years old—and scared to death. I forced the anger and dread down and made myself focus. There were three prisoners, and one was obviously older than the other two. I revised my initial impression. The two younger girls were scared, but the older one was angry. She was probably 13-14, while the other two were more like 10. I turned to look at Lady and saw the anger in her eyes. 
 
    “No rest for the wicked?” I asked, feeling the rage flow from her. Her body was rigid and tense as hell. She was shaking and about to explode. 
 
    She looked at me and said with a cold voice, “What can you do, and what can I do to help?” 
 
    “Let me study this a second,” I said, studying the scene from memory as if it were right in front of me. The eight original guards were focused on the newcomers. There were five new guards and the three young girls. So, thirteen guards with three prisoners to guard. The odds were lopsided, and I almost felt bad for them. Almost. 
 
    “I want you to follow behind me after about five seconds. When you get out there, they will be focused on me. Get to the girls and pull them behind cover. There are going to be a lot of bullets flying. Stay low and get behind something as soon as you can.” 
 
    She looked me in the eyes and nodded. She was fuming, and I could feel it. “I will get them to safety. Do what you have to do.” 
 
    “There is no time like the present, and they are still distracted. Remember, five seconds.” She nodded once as I walked around the corner.  
 
    I set out purposefully and directly, like I was supposed to be there, and got nearly halfway to the blockade before anyone noticed me. The one who did was a tall, gangly guy in a ball cap with a bobbing Adam’s apple. He looked past me, then did a double-take and focused on me. My adrenaline kicked in, and the world slowed down. The bullet from the gun in my right hand took the one I thought of as the leader in the back of the head, and the one from the gun in my left hand got Adam’s Apple. 
 
    I went left to draw their attention away from where I had come from. Five shots later, five more were down, but the others were beginning to react. I felt a tug as a bullet went through my jacket, and I took out the woman who had fired it with a double tap to the chest. Then I was among them and had no more room for gunplay.  
 
    With a quick twist of my wrists, I holstered both Sigs and showed my displeasure to the remaining gang members. In a matter of seconds, the rest were down, and I stood in the middle of the mayhem with cold satisfaction burning through me.  
 
    After taking a minute to make sure none of the gang were going to cause any more trouble, I walked over to the barricade I had seen Lady take the girls behind during the brief hell storm of rage and bullets. Before I could wave for her to bring the girls out, there was a commotion from down the road as a truck filled with men and women came barreling around the corner, headed for the barricade. The older girl jumped up and ran to meet it. I also saw that Lady had been hurt. 
 
    I knelt down beside her as I popped fresh mags into the Sigs. “What happened? Where are you hit?” 
 
    She looked at me with pain in her eyes.  
 
    “Low right,” she said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Okay, look, this is gonna hurt, but I need to check you out and see how bad it is.” 
 
    “Just do what you have to. Are the girls okay?” 
 
    “They are, thanks to you,” I said as I pulled up her sweatshirt to reveal the wound.  
 
    “Thanks to you.” She sounded weak, and my heart stuck in my chest. 
 
    “Let me help. I am a nurse.” I turned toward the new voice, the big auto in my left hand leveled at his right eye. 
 
    He motioned back toward the truck with his chin. “My niece told us what you did. She said your friend shoved them down when the shooting started and took a bullet that would have hit one of them. Let me help her.” 
 
    I nodded and stepped back, out of his way. He got to work on Lady with a first aid kit, and I knelt down to get her attention. “Lady, this man is a nurse. He’s gonna fix you up.” 
 
    “I am right here, you know. I heard what he said.” She gave me a weak, lopsided smile and grimaced.  
 
    “How’s it look?” I asked.  
 
    He shook his head. “We need to get her back to the compound and my lab. I can help her there, but she has a fair amount of internal damage. We need to move her now!” 
 
    “Alright, Lady, you down for a road trip?” 
 
    She nodded weakly and motioned for me to come closer. 
 
    “My name is Makenzie.” 
 
    I nodded slowly and said, “Everyone who has meant anything to me for the last forty years has called me Spec.” 
 
    She looked questioningly at me for a minute, and with that lopsided smile, asked, “Is that ‘Spec’ with a ‘c,’ or ‘Spek’ with a ‘k?’”  
 
    Then she passed out. 
 
    I stared at her for a long minute, then started laughing. Some of the other folk were gathering around, getting ready to load her into the truck they had come in. There were a number of other vehicles moving up the road toward us as well.  
 
    I kept laughing softly and realized I really hadn’t felt joy in a long time. I was taken by surprise as the oldest of the girls we had rescued walked up to me and gave me a hug. “My name is Sienna. Thank you for saving me and my friends.”  
 
    She let go and looked at me as she stepped back. “We were out collecting berries when those men grabbed us.”  
 
    She nodded toward the bodies without actually looking at them, then she looked at her people as they settled Lady in for the ride back to their compound. “She’ll be OK; Miguel is a great doctor, and you can come stay with us as long as you want.” 
 
    She looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “Gracias, we would love to.”  
 
    I smiled at her, and we started walking toward the truck where Miguel and a couple of others were making Lady comfortable. Or, rather, making Makenzie comfortable. I chuckled again to myself. 
 
    Makenzie. Mak with a ‘k.’  
 
    Things were not always what they seemed in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Daimyo by Jamie Ibson 
 
      
 
      
 
    A long shadow in the doorway caught the corner of my eye. The sun was coming up, framing the floor of the shop in blinding sunlight for the first time in months. You could only get drizzled on for so many weeks before it got old. 
 
    “You didn’t sleep again, huh?” 
 
    “I don’t like to sleep when she’s got an op going on,” I replied. I hadn’t needed much sleep for a long time, and I had more important things on my mind.  
 
    “Everything alright?” 
 
    Mikael Grimstaadt nodded and came into the shop where I’d spent the night, forging ingots out of jet parts. I showed him my latest project, a proper katana, nearly three feet long. I didn’t have the proper steel or mix of clay, ash, and powder to make it in the traditional fashion, so I went with the next best option—pattern-welded “water” steel made of layered alloys and hammered until the blade shimmered like ripples in a pond. The hilt and guard were ready to go; they’d already been sized and were waiting to be pinned onto the tang. 
 
    “That’s fuckin’ cool, old man,” he said, taking a closer look at the pattern in the steel. “I’ll take two. Oh, and, they’ll be arriving soon.” 
 
    “Right,” I said and began packing away my materials. Everything had a place, everything in its place. Our little island nation on the Pacific coast was a small slice of order in a world of chaos. 
 
    “Let’s go greet our traitorous saboteurs, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The sandy beach had a single dock jutting out into the water, and the low tide exposed plenty of seaweed, bull kelp, starfish, and crabs. Rotten fish and sea salt permeated the air, both repugnant and delicious. I’d grown up in the SeaTac sprawl and had never appreciated the outdoors as a kid, but now that this was all we had left, I’d found an appreciation for this simpler life. Twenty years ago, I’d stepped off the Ship Happens at this very same pier. 
 
    Twenty years ago, Kael and I were veterans of the Obsidian War. I was training a new recruit, Ayame, and the three of us were death on six legs. “Specialists,” we were called. We were Corporate’s heavy hitters, delivering high-velocity bullets and hostile takeovers with extreme prejudice. If you thought intraoffice politics were bad, intercorporate warfare was bad on toast. Alliances shifted. We’d worked with anyone and everyone—criminals, cops, even rival corps, if it meant getting the goods before someone else. Before Teledyne went to war against Obsidian, I’d even teamed up—and I use that term loosely—on a solo project with one of their pet psychos, a guy named Gaunt, to take down a major JalCom facility in Salt Lake City. That was back in the good ole days, when we intensely disliked each other, before we hated each other’s guts enough to destroy the world. These days, I’m the Daimyo, the War Leader, the best professional warrior we’ve got in a world full of desperate amateurs. 
 
    Dan Nobunaga tossed Kael the stern line from the Seas the Day while his thirteen-year-old apprentice tossed me the one for the bow. Derek’s mother had died in a Victorian raid a year or two ago, if I remembered correctly. Ayame stood at the helm, barking orders, her crew snapping to with a ‘make fast’ this and ‘belay’ that. Much of sailing is minute adjustments for long hours, then a rapid series of major adjustments after tacking or a shift in the winds. In this case, she’d had to gauge the winds, resistance, tide, and waves, then guess when to drop the sails and coast in unpowered. If she’d been too early, they’d have had to break out their enormous oars until they got within rope-throwing distance. If she’d been too late, they’d have crashed into the pier and maybe damaged the sailboat. I lashed the bow line to a cleat, then ran back to Kael, and we hauled on the stern rope to slow the boat’s final inertia. As the ship came to a halt just past us, I got my first look at our four prisoners. 
 
    It was good to see that Ayame hadn’t taken any chances with them aboard ship. Her team had taken them down, and it was safe to bet there’d be some hard feelings. They had tied the traitors up in fetal positions, then added ropes around their chests and under their arms and secured them off the back of the boat, so they were submerged up to their waists. They were gagged, utterly helpless, thoroughly soaked, and chilled to the bone. To say they looked like drowned rats was being mean to the rats. 
 
    I stepped up onto the rear deck and began hauling them aboard, one by one. 
 
    “Ajay,” I acknowledged the first. I’d thought he was a friend and held great potential. “I’m disappointed.” 
 
    Rather than glare, he looked away, ashamed. That was something, at least. I dragged the other three aboard, then untied their feet and gave them a moment to regain some circulation. They would all die, of course; mercy was a luxury that died along with the old world. But how we treated our enemies was more a comment on our own moral state than theirs. Once they were fully stretched out and could walk under their own power, Dan took the lead ropes and jumped down onto the dock. One by one, they jumped down, and the eight of us made our way up the beach. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    One parking lot, nearly a hundred yards across, had been converted into the closest thing we had to a parade square. The pavement was cracked and worn, despite our best efforts to keep it weeded. Twenty years of minimum maintenance with hand tools could only do so much. Bales of straw covered with cloth bullseyes for archery training lined one edge, and roughly shaped, loosely piled driftwood bleachers lined another. Given the seriousness of the day’s events, our Shogun had given everyone at Deception Base permission to attend the trials, then take the rest of the day off. They say barbarism is only nine missed meals away and making sure everyone stayed well-fed was one of our highest priorities. But we’d not suffer from one day’s lost labor. We had a small surplus of seafood, so no one would starve.  
 
    Shogun Kojima worked the crowd, shaking hands and exchanging greetings. For two decades, he had been their Shogun, perched on a string of islands on the edge of the ocean. He knew everyone by name, and he knew who was troubled, who was well, who were new parents, and who were parents-to-be. He regretted that this betrayal had happened, and he took it as a personal failure that the inhabitants of Orcas Island had lost their faith in him. He may have been our warlord, but as dictators went, he was one of the good ones. He studied real wood-pulp-paper books, including a copy of The Art of War he received from his grandfather and a handful of other works on leadership. If not for the present circumstances, I would have said there was no doubt he was in charge. 
 
    Mikael raised a battered trumpet to his lips to announce our arrival. Even Shogun Kojima respected the blare of the horn and made his way to the dais opposite the driftwood bleachers. He stood proud and erect behind a table covered in sea salt-bleached linen. Resting on top were four knives on red handkerchiefs, the bright color stark against the pale cloth. I joined him, standing to his right, and Kael stood to his left. I’ll admit there was some symbolism, but it was deliberate. The crowd quieted, and Ayame commanded the four prisoners to kneel before the shogun one last time. Their leader, a conniving bastard I knew as Tarl, refused until Ayame moved behind him, took hold of the rope still wrapped around his chest, and stomped the back of his knees, hard. The thud of his bare knees hitting the concrete was audible. That had to hurt. 
 
    Ayame spent several long minutes stating the accused’s crimes. They were sick of being preyed upon by our neighbors to the west, the accursed Victorians, whose city had not been shattered by cluster nukes, and thus, had only fallen victim to the mildest form of lawlessness and barbarism. Tribalism had compelled them to turn to roving piracy, and these four felt they were being unfairly neglected. They’d schemed to betray the next ship from Deception Base, capture it, and turn it over to the Victorians as a peace offering and sales pitch. They wanted a change of flag. 
 
    “Do you contest these charges?” Shogun Kojima asked. 
 
    They did not. 
 
    “Daimyo Rikimaru, the court is yours.” 
 
    I stepped down from the dais and began my own bit of theatre. There were no courts of law here, hadn’t been even before the world fell. Corporate was all. Ayame could have drowned all four, and no one would have known any better. I could have executed them on the spot; there was no one who would or could have stopped me, but summary execution became rather gauche centuries ago. We weren’t complete tyrants, and Shogun Kojima insisted on having a protocol, so everyone knew the expectations and the consequences of not adhering to them. That, more than anything else, had kept peace among the islands. Everyone understood applied violence; no one ever thought “violence never solved anything.” Violence had solved lots of things over the years. Not everything, but it was a tool in the toolbox. Violence had kept us safe from marauders from the mainland in the days, weeks, and months after the bombs fell and in dozens of raids in the decades since. The marauders were usually mobs of ill-trained, half-starved savages who’d found or fought their way up the highway from the city, turned west at Mount Vernon, and crossed the enormous Swinomish bridge onto Fidalgo to our north. We patrolled Fidalgo but didn’t reside there—it was too vulnerable. We stayed safe beyond the cliffs and bridges at Deception Pass. 
 
    Our final ‘appeal process’ was trial by combat. That was the spectacle the crowd was here to witness. As Daimyo, I had granted defendants the right to appeal directly—if they could take my position from me by violence, they could have it. My ultra-dense, nanite-enhanced muscles, reinforced bones, redundant organs, and the training I’d suffered through at Teledyne made that an unlikely outcome. I conceded that, perhaps, single combat between me and an unarmed accused was unfair. It wasn’t meant to be fair, but there was no justice in watching me pummel someone to death. 
 
    Thus, the knives. 
 
    Getting stabbed tended to ruin my week, so I took it seriously. I picked up the first blade and weighed it in my hand. It was one of the first I’d fashioned in the smithy, back when I was still learning how to pattern-weld. 
 
    “Ryu, you were born after the world fell. In fact, you were one of the first to be born here, on Deception Base. Your mother was pregnant with you when we fled the city. This knife is just as old as you are.” I yanked the trailing end of the slipknot that bound the young man’s wrists, and his hands came free. He disentangled himself from the ropes and laid them on the broken concrete next to him. “This knife has power, the power to resolve this matter, once and for all. Say your piece, then turn it on the one you believe responsible for the predicament you are in.” 
 
    “Honored Daimyo, I failed you,” Ryu began, tears streaking his cheeks. “I failed Deception Base and my friends on Orcas Island. I was dissatisfied with life as a ‘mere’ fisherman and thought I could do more by raiding the Victorians, which the Shogun forbid. When Tarl came to me, dissatisfied with the Shogun’s leadership, I leapt without looking. It was a mistake. I hope my shame can be forgiven.” 
 
    I handed him the knife, hilt-first. He took a breath and drove the chisel-point of the tanto into his heart. He gasped once and crumpled forward. As he lay there bleeding out, I looked him squarely in the eyes and whispered, “It is forgiven.” He nodded once, before coughing up a mouthful of blood and going still. 
 
    The knives had another purpose, as well.  
 
    “It is forgiven!” I announced to the crowd, much louder than before. Life is cheap in this Fallen World, and sometimes the best one can hope for is to be well remembered by their loved ones. Sometimes, fear of being forgotten is worse than the fear of death. 
 
    We did not practice seppuku or hara-kiri, which are kind of the same thing. There was no need to ritualistically disembowel oneself, then be beheaded by one’s second. Jisatsu was perfectly acceptable, and by choosing that out, Ryu regained his lost honor. His name would be listed on one of the near-holy stone tablets where we etched the names of our lost and fallen. 
 
    The second accused was another young man, Carlos. He’d been a babe in arms when his mother, a VP of Business Development, had fled the sprawl. Now, she was a seamstress on San Juan, maintaining sailboat sails and fishing nets. I untied Carlos’ hands, but he just knelt there, shivering and weeping. 
 
    “Carlos Rodrigues, you were just an infant when we fled the city for the islands. Commander Grimstaadt tells me you were slated for NCO classes in the Komainu, our guardians. When men and women are given weapons and training, there is always a risk they will use the power it gives them for ill. Discipline and willpower are just as important in a warrior as strength and cunning. I give you the same power I gave Ryu.” 
 
    He took his time, gathering himself, and the crowd grew restless. 
 
    “I…can’t,” he finally whispered, then looked up at me with pleading eyes. “I’m scared.” 
 
    “Tell me what you were thinking,” I commanded. I’d thought he was a good kid. 
 
    “Daimyo…I’m not…smart.” He stared down at the knife in his hands, as if he didn’t know what to do with it. “Growing up, here, in the islands, I always felt dumb, and my friends would tease me. Eventually, I started doing stupid shit for laughs and entertainment. It was better laughing with them, than being laughed at. I have always known better than to do some of the stupid stuff I did, but their encouragement was all I needed. I joined the Komainu because I thought I might get a chance to do something right.” Now, he was angry. He rose to his feet. His voice grew stronger, and he pointed the knife accusingly at the man next to him. “I wish, at New Year’s, I had listened to my inner voice, rather than listening to his. Tarl was our leader, Daimyo, but I knew better. I lacked the discipline and willpower to do what I knew was right.” 
 
    He looked up with new conviction hardening his eyes. 
 
    “You told Ryu to turn the knife on the one who was responsible, right?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Does he get a knife too? Or can I just kill him and be done with it?” 
 
    “If you kill him,” I said slowly, “you’re choosing banishment over death. You will cross the Deception Pass Bridges, and never come back.” 
 
    He weighed that for a moment, then turned and dove on the ringleader. 
 
    Tarl was a piece of shit, but he was a well-trained piece of shit, and he raised his hands the moment Carlos turned. The boy, on the other hand, was not well trained and, even with his hands tied, Tarl outclassed him. As Carlos slashed, Tarl used the ropes around his wrists to catch the blade and turn it aside. He was quicker too. Tarl took several light slashes, but they were superficial wounds that were ugly but didn’t rupture vital organs. To quickly kill someone with a knife, you had to stab deeply or sever major blood vessels.  
 
    Tarl protected his face and neck and kept Carlos at a distance with front kicks to his chest and short snap kicks to his shins. Carlos wouldn’t commit to taking damage to deal damage. The two of them danced over the parade square until Carlos tripped, and Tarl leapt on him. Planting his shin across the boy’s forearm, trapping his hand against the concrete, Tarl dropped a bloody elbow smash on Carlos’ face. The boy’s head bounced off the concrete, and he went limp. Tarl hit him three more times, until he was satisfied he wouldn’t be getting back up. 
 
    Scooping Carlos’ knife off the ground, he cut through the ropes securing his wrists, while staring daggers at me. His cutting the ropes pissed me off; they were valuable and near impossible to replace. Blood dripped from cuts on his fingers, a biceps, and a light slash across his abdomen, but that was all. Keeping the dagger extended in front of him, the ringleader crossed back to where he’d begun, and scooped the knife intended for him off the table. 
 
    “Save the speeches, Rick, let’s fuckin’ do this, huh?” 
 
    Okay. 
 
    It was against protocol for me to fight him armed. Although we had rarely used trial-by-combat, most accused preferred Jisatsu. Off the top of my head, I couldn’t think of another time when someone had come at me with two knives at once. 
 
    He closed immediately, and as the first knife whistled in, I smashed my left forearm high up on his, and my open palm into his wrist, deadening his nerves and sending the first knife flying. To stay out of range of the second, I stepped under his arm and past him, twisting his arm behind him in a chicken-wing, then pivoting hard to drive the point of my elbow into his temple. He was woozy and dazed, and he stumbled back toward the fourth member of his group. 
 
    Ajay. 
 
    This day was full of firsts. I was, by now, pretty certain I’d never had an accused come at me with two knives. I knew I’d never had an accused bring a friend to the fight. Ajay’s ropes fell away, and he grabbed the fourth knife off the table. Ajay moved in close, and as he did, he spoke loudly, so everyone could hear him. 
 
    “Daimyo, I feel there’s something I ought to tell you.” 
 
    “By all means,” I replied, circling to keep the two attackers in line, so I’d only have to deal with one at a time. 
 
    “Carlos didn’t mention that Tarl had been coercing him, threatening his mother if he didn’t cooperate.” Ajay drove his blade into Tarl’s kidneys. Tarl screamed in pain, then Ajay tore the blade out in a spray of blood and bits, and Tarl fell to his knees. 
 
    “And I haven’t mentioned, I’m one of the Satori.” 
 
    I’d been cut, stabbed, shot, electrocuted, and half drowned, and I’d even had to regrow three fingers after a particularly awful torture session by an Obsidian employee (that would be after we hated each other’s guts), but I’d never been knifed in the kidneys. Sounded like it hurt. 
 
    “You…infiltrated his group, walked into Ayame’s ambush, got dragged behind a boat for twenty miles, and waited until now to say something?” I said in disbelief. I mean, I knew the kid. He’d been part of the Komainu for a year or so and had impressed all his instructors, but still. “Are you that hardcore? Or are you that crazy?” 
 
    “Both,” Ayame interjected, joining us on the square. “Definitely both. Daimyo Rikimaru, may I formally introduce my top covert operative, Lieutenant Ajay Kumar? Ajay, this is Rick.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Understanding the why, the how, and the when made my head hurt. Ayame had always been good at relationships, motivation, using levers to prod people in the right direction, and giving suggestions and hints at the right time to the right people. She was a master of social engineering, manipulation, and intelligence gathering. 
 
    Kael and I were more direct. If I had been in Ajay’s position and gotten wind of Tarl’s plot, I probably would have cut his throat the following night and been done with it. 
 
    We’d retired to the base Ops Center, an old EA-44 Manta hangar. As Ayame and Ajay debriefed the Shogun, Kael, and me, I wheeled in our olde tymey paper map covered in yellow and red push pins. (Bless the Navy, they never throw anything out.) As they filled me in, I made notes on little pieces of paper and pinned them to the map. Pencils and paper were valuable, now that the world had fallen, and this map was our primary org chart for the entire archipelago. 
 
    “So, in summary, the people of Orcas Island are feeling isolated, vulnerable, and resentful. Two of their rebellion’s leaders are dead, the one who was shanghaied into cooperating is in the infirmary with a broken nose and a concussion, and the last one was a good guy all along. What do we do about it? If we were on the mainland, I imagine the answer would be, ‘put them to the torch and be done with it,’ but that’s not an option here.” 
 
    “Daimyo, they feel like they’re an afterthought. Orcas is vulnerable to Victorian raiders. San Juan can see them coming the moment they set sail. It gives them plenty of time to rally a hundred archers and distribute lit braziers. And if they close to within two hundred yards, we can torch their sails with fire arrows.” Ajay traced a series of islands that began near the tip of the Saanich peninsula, from island to rocky island, until he pointed at Eastsound, the main fishing village on Orcas. “But if they launch from the west side of their peninsula, they stay behind these uninhabited islands until they’re only a few minutes out. By the time we spot their sails, it’s too late to form a response or intercept them on the water. With respect, sir, Shogun Kojima’s instruction that we not respond with punitive raids leaves the Orcas residents feeling very much like they’re a speedbump,” he finished lamely. 
 
    “Let’s tour the island and scheme. The Victorians are a pain in the ass, but the city didn’t eat a cluster-nuke, so for the first time in two hundred years, their old fleet is a threat.” 
 
    “I think calling it a fleet is a bit much,” Ayame disagreed. “They’re a bunch of feral pirates in stolen equipment. Not one of them ever swore an oath to the British King.” 
 
    “Irrelevant.” Shogun Kojima spoke for the first time. “They threaten our stability; they threaten our way of life. We must honor that threat. Daimyo Rikimaru, Samurai Mikael, Samurai Ayame, you will take this…resentment—this anger—and focus it. Train it. Anyone willing to raise a blade will help destroy the Victorian fleet. I had hoped we could resolve our differences with the Victorians, in time, but this…betrayal makes matters more urgent. I, too, have the courage to admit when I make a mistake, Rikimaru,” the Shogun said, a hint of a smile on his lips. “Ajay, Mikael is commander of the Komainu, our militia forces. The Komainu are the lion-dogs that guard the Shinto shrines, and they guard our homes. As commander of the Satori, Ayame is our spymaster. Satori are named for yōkai that can read minds, and it is the Satori’s job to know what everyone is thinking. Your position within the Satori has been compromised after this morning’s trial, but to send you back to the Komainu, I believe, would be a waste. 
 
    “Therefore, I hereby grant you the title of Samurai, Commander of…” the Shogun looked thoughtful. “Commander of the Onamazu. Onamazu was a giant catfish restrained by the god Kashima, and whenever Onamazu was freed, he thrashed and caused earthquakes. I say, in this case, I am Kashima—and I will restrain you no more. We will establish fortifications and concealed observation posts on the rocky islands that have shielded the Victorians from your view. Once our island nation is secure, your marines will seize every Victorian ship they can and scuttle the rest. The Japanese were warriors of the sea once upon a time, and we will be so again.” 
 
    It was the single largest policy shift Kojima had made since we’d occupied the islands twenty years before. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I can’t speak for whoever launched the attack, but it would have been nice to get some fucking advance notice. For all I knew, Obsidian hacked our launch codes. I was just a Specialist, not a decision-maker. I carried out the decisions. Everyone with a place, everyone in their place—and I knew my place. Maybe someone above Shogun Kojima heard about this new “Agent” program Obsidian had and panicked. I’m betting it was the latter. We have all kinds of mad science mods, direct from the Teledyne labs, but all the nanites in the world weren’t worth a ball of sticky rice if the Specialist wasn’t trained. And the moment you could copy fully trained supersoldiers, all bets were off. If what they were saying was true, Obsidian’s last big development was true skill and memory overlays. They bottled and distilled pure badass and injected it wholesale into bodies that were just as tuned up as mine, except they hadn’t had to put in the years of practice; they were shake ‘n bake special forces. 
 
    Maybe that’s why they launched the nukes. Maybe it was a world-ending glitch. All I know is we got about thirty minutes’ warning when the counterattack came. Grimstaadt was in the lead car, and I was Tail-End Charlie as we raced north on the I-5, trying to get clear of the city, when the first bomb airburst and fried our cars’ onboard electronics, killing them, half a mile short of that old chicken restaurant with all the cows on the walls. On May 1st, 2067, fifty hungry, scared Teledyne employees and three heavily armed escorts took everything they had that was cooked, and we headed for the waterfront. I told the staff they should probably be home with their families, the world was gonna end soon. (Spoiler…it did.) 
 
    One good thing about the sprawl was that there were marinas and ferry terminals all over. Getting three sailboats into open water with no motor, no electronics, and no help from the execs was a pain, but we managed. We sailed north, to get away from the city, and put ashore right where Ayame docked. I think the restaurant was wiped out that night when the sprawl got hit by a cluster of fifty-kilotonners from Everett to Olympia. We were already thirty miles away by then, ashore at the Naval base, but the night sky was lit with glowing mushroom clouds far off on the horizon. 
 
    The nuclear exchange was over quickly, but the ash, dust and smoke darkened the skies for weeks. Months. We didn’t track time very carefully, since nobody’s electronics worked. I don’t think the dust really settled until the winter rains came and the streets ran gray with soot. It took some time, some carefully applied leverage, and some rather forcefully applied violence, but eventually, everyone in the archipelago agreed that Shogun Kojima was the man in charge, I was his right-hand war leader, and Ayame and Kael handled the day-to-day things. We fortified the bridges at Deception Pass Park, a natural chokepoint, and we formed the Komainu to patrol the islands, guard the bridges, and provide manpower for any major “public” works. Forming the Satori, the listeners, happened at nearly the same time, but nobody realized what my young recruit was doing, because her work was entirely invisible. Eventually, somebody suggested the Shogun had an army of Satori working for him, since he always seemed to know what was going on, and the name stuck. 
 
    I have been his Daimyo since day one. But Specialists like Kael, Ayame, and me are a dying breed. It’s trite, and it’s cliché, but it’s accurate: they just don’t make us like they used to. Ajay was the first non-Specialist to be made a Samurai. Let’s be honest; it’s been nasty, brutish, and dangerous since the world fell. One of us was going to go someday, and we needed a succession plan. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next week was busy. Our goal—secure Orcas from raiders—had to be broken down into milestones, milestones had to become tasks, tasks had to be put in priority order and assigned to the people who would actually do them, etcetera etcetera. It wasn’t until we were ready to sail back to Orcas that I got to finish my sword. Ayame skippered while Dan and Derek ran the lines, which allowed me to sit down at a worktable and pin the hilt onto my katana and wrap it. Ajay watched, quietly, until I pulled out a hockey bag and unzipped it. I pulled wooden pieces, painted snow white, out of the bag and placed them on the table. Ajay picked one up, puzzled. 
 
    “What’s this?” he asked. 
 
    “That is a kusazuri,” I said, “armor, for the waist and hips. Sode, pauldrons. Kote, forearm guards. Do, haidate, sune-ate, chest, thigh, and shin guards. Plywood armor, aluminum backing, based on the old Samurai design. It has maximum mobility, minimal tech, and a functionality that’s useless against firearms but allows for sword work and archery, and since it’s plywood, it’s far more effective against blades than it has any right to be. Most importantly, it floats. This will be the basis for your marines’ armor, after we’re done. I’ll teach you and your top two picks for your Onamazu to make it—it will be up to you to teach the rest. Each marine will have to fabricate their own armor before graduating from your basic course.” I slipped the first sune-ate on over the leg of my black pants and cinched the straps. We were almost to the dock, and the next bit of theatre was about to begin. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The island’s council knew what was going on. Ayame’s team taking down our four prisoners hadn’t exactly been subtle. She and her team were regarded less as samurai and more like shinobi—whispered about in rumors that were usually wrong. Most people still thought ninja wore black pajamas and masked hoodies, having long forgotten that true ninja dressed as anonymous peasants, and that suited me just fine. 
 
    Dan brought the Seas the Day across the end of the pier. We jumped off, and he pulled away to make room at the dock. A dozen boats followed us into the sound, loaded with Komainu from all over the archipelago.  
 
    Councillor Miller, full of bluster and indignation, led the group meeting us at the dock. Ajay had warned us about him, and some of Ayame’s sources had confirmed, independently, that he’d tiptoed right up to the line without quite joining Tarl’s band of saboteurs. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded. “This looks like an invasi—” 
 
    Ajay buried a fist in Miller’s too-soft belly, and he folded like an origami crane. 
 
    “Mister Miller, you are hereby removed from the council,” I said, looking down at him as he gasped for breath. “The people of this island will vote at the next meeting to replace you. You will never be part of our leadership again. I have detailed reports about your part in last week’s troubles, and I have further reports that you knew Carlos Rodrigues was a victim of coercion, and you failed to act as your title, office, and honor demanded. If you wish to appeal, I have a knife with me, and we can work this out right here, right now,” I finished, offering him a blade, hilt-first. 
 
    The shock of being so abruptly and violently removed from office stunned him for a moment, and he worked his mouth silently, unable to protest. 
 
    “You’re soft, and you’re fat. That’s a rare thing, these days, when everyone around you is calloused, rough, and ready. My team and I will be addressing the island’s security vulnerabilities, likely until autumn, and I suggest you find a crew to work for, because you certainly don’t want to work for me. Make sure you can trust them, because it would be the easiest thing in the world for someone to put a knife in your gut and dump you overboard.” 
 
    Miller stood there shaking and glaring at me but said nothing. I took a half-step toward him, and he fled. Breaking him meant the rest of the council would straighten up and do their jobs, rather than obstruct and bitch.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Another week on Orcas and the surrounding tiny islands flew by.  
 
    I wanted fortifications on any island where we maintained a presence, and hauling that many rocks and boulders was back-breaking work. In a lot of cases, we had to drive a wooden wedge into a pre-existing crack in a rock, add a larger wedge, and drive it harder. Eventually, the rock would shatter into bits we could move. We had no mortar and no cement, and hand-laying brick walls using shattered boulders was exhausting. The Komainu accepted the task with stoicism, knowing they would be the ones keeping watch. Having a sturdy wall as defense against Victorian fire arrows and being able to fire back were crucial. It was tough work, and I was proud of them. There were only a few minor disciplinary issues, and Mikael handled them easily. “Ajay Kumar” quickly became “Akuma” to his subordinates, and he identified several he wanted in his core cadre of marines. They created a banner with the most vicious Onamazu catfish I had ever seen, and it proved hugely popular. 
 
    Once we had observational security and had addressed a quick escape for any scouts stationed to the north, we four Samurai took our fastest skiff for a cruise closer to the Victorians’ turf. I wanted to scout the islands closest to the abandoned ferry terminal. There were no new structures. A few feral-looking Victorians were diving in the coastal waters, looking for whatever bounty the sea offered, but we saw little else. It takes a certain force of personality to get more than a dozen or two people to work cooperatively together on the ragged edge of civilization. Tribalism was a survival trait up to a certain point, and these people weren’t there yet. 
 
    The sun was low in the sky when a brilliant white light silently popped high on the horizon far to our south. Red flares from all our little villages and towns followed moments later, rebroadcasting the message without confusing which location needed assistance. 
 
    Deception Base. 
 
    “Akuma, rally all the Komainu not already dispatched to the smaller islands and get them aboard ship. Send them on as soon as the boat’s full. Don’t wait to set off as a group. Try to flank them at Bowman Bay.” 
 
    “By your orders,” Akuma said.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We cut south and leaned hard into the evening breeze, running for home as fast as we could. As we closed on Deception Pass, we saw one of Kael’s scouts on the bridge waving flags. It was another dead comms technique we’d revived, another skill we’d had to re-learn. Flag semaphore had worked for sailors hundreds of years ago, and we were using it now. The scout on the bridge was signaling: 
 
    RDR—XL—MLD—LOC2. 
 
    Raiders, lots of them, from the mainland, at the Swinomish bridge. We’d been hit often enough in the early years that we knew the approximate marching times from certain features or landmarks. If they were just at the bridge, we had about two hours before they reached Deception Pass. Less, if they were running. More, if our guys were harassing them along the way. 
 
    “I’ve got all I need. Get me underneath, and I can catch a lift up. Rip back down to the base as fast as you can, rally the troops, and get back here with every Komainu we’ve got,” I said. Kael looked like he wanted to object, but we’d been playing Good Samurai/Bad Daimyo, and he’d left his armor behind. I suppose we should have known better. 
 
    Accessing the bridge was very difficult from the water. It sat 150 feet above water level, with near-sheer cliffs beneath. Pass Island had a tiny low point where people foolish or brave enough could cross from a ship to the rocks, but not in significant numbers and not without being pelted by arrows from our guardians above. We’d anticipated there might come a time when we’d need to use the low point to rescue someone from the water or, as in this case, to access the bridge in an emergency, and we’d attached long ropes to a winch with a built-in belay system and a five-point rope harness at the end. Ayame brought us in close, Kael dropped the bow anchor, and I caught the lowered rope with a gaff. Snugging the rope and harness tight around my shoulders, waist, and legs, I hefted my armor bag and blade, and gave two sharp tugs on the rope. The rope went taut, and began to pull... 
 
    Then I was sitting in the air. The wind caught me and blew me as though I were on the world’s longest rope swing. I vaguely remembered people bungie jumping for fun before the world fell, and I wondered if this was a little bit like that. 
 
    The higher I rose, the less I swung, until I reached the underside of the bridge trusses closest to the middle and walked up the girders as the rope kept winding me in. Finally, I reached the edge of the road’s surface and hauled myself over. A pair of scouts were there, ready to assist me, and we were all relieved when I was finally up and over the side. 
 
    The winch was run off bicycle power, and the young lady on the stationary bike looked sweaty but elated.  
 
    “Well done, Karisa,” I said. “Let’s never do that again.” 
 
    “I’m good with that, Daimyo Rikimaru,” she said. The rope had a safety to ensure it didn’t back slide.  
 
    The bridges had been repaired over and over, without being expanded or improved, since the 20th century. One lane north, one south, and pedestrian foot paths to either side. Now, the two lanes were piled high with wrecks to plug the roadway. We’d spent a fair bit of time using jacks and chains, dragging cars into place hedgehog-style, then spiking the tires to fix them to their spots.  
 
    “Christoph rode down to the base to bring up the Komainu,” she said, gesturing toward the bike rack. We’d stationed a handful of bicycles up top so we could ride down the hill to the base when needed. “Marcus’ platoon went north to draw them toward Anacortes, but the raiders only sent a chase force. The main group is still on its way here.” 
 
    “They’re chasing a platoon?” I asked. Our platoons were six squads of six, plus the platoon commander. Marcus had been a re-enactor, skilled with swords, pikes, shields, and bows. His expertise had helped us develop a training program for the Komainu that had been tested, refined, and improved over the years. 
 
    “Uh huh,” she said, nodding once. “There’s a lot of them.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The first thing I noticed was when the birds went quiet, leaving only the sounds of crashing waves and the spring breeze in my ears.  
 
    The next was when Marcus and another of his troops erupted from the treeline above the cliff. Their descent to the ancient, cracked asphalt was slowed by a rope running through their harnesses. Marcus hit the deck, rolled, and snapped his carabiner free as his troops followed him into open air. It was a 40- or 50-foot drop, but the ropes made it survivable. They rolled to their feet and gathered their ropes, so they wouldn’t be left behind for the enemy to use. I broke from cover and ran to assist. 
 
    “Two minutes, maybe three,” Marcus wheezed. “Hundreds, easy.” Komainu bodies kept sailing into the void above us, slowed by their self-belaying ropes, and landing safely, more or less, on the hard-pack. It wasn’t remotely safe, but neither was getting overrun. Marcus had lost a dozen or so of the 36 under his command. Whether they were dead, captured, hiding, or otherwise, they weren’t coming. 
 
    “Go!” I shouted, pointing back across the bridge. “Form up on Pass Island, pike hedge both sides of the foot path, and get the archers ready to support.” The troops turned to go, and I caught Marcus by the sleeve. “You know about the final protective fire, right?” His eyes widened, but he nodded. “Get Karisa to check below the bridge and confirm everything’s sited correctly.” 
 
    I turned back in time to watch the first of the enemy, whoever they were, explode from the tree line. Howls of rage turned to whoops of terror mid-air. They didn’t have ropes, the fools, and long shadows hid the cliff. They leapt without looking. 
 
    Several thumped into the pavement and didn’t rise again. They weren’t dead, not yet, but their knees and ankles had shattered with audible cracks on impact. I put them out of their misery with the tip of my new katana, while their comrades above, who stopped before reaching the edge, retreated into the woods and followed the cliff north. 
 
    I didn’t have long to wait. They only had to backtrack 200 or 300 yards before they could reach the road safely, and a few short minutes later, they came rushing back, clumped together in a mob, axes and blades in hand.  
 
    Specialists got a lot of training. When not on an op, we trained. Until Obsidian’s Agents came along, most Specialists died in ambushes—combat was our natural environment, and we were hard to kill. To keep their investments alive, Teledyne hired some of the best trainers available, and cycled us through all manner of martial arts and gun drills. I’d studied Krav Maga under an elite Israeli commando, I’d earned my third-degree belt in both Japanese and Brazilian Jiujutsu, and I’d been schooled by a combat engineer in sabotage and improvised explosives and demolitions. I’d loved kenjutsu the most—it’s why I’d spent so much time forging the katana on my hip. 
 
    In one movement, I stepped aside, drew my katana, and slashed up and across my body. The lead barbarian’s arm came off at the elbow, and his axe got him in the shin. He dropped, bloody and screaming. I pivoted and slashed forehand, deflecting another blade, and drove the tip of my katana through a chin in a messy spray. One of the barbarians had an ancient baseball bat, spiked with nails. With so many of his comrades already dead, he’d slowed to take my measure. He stood like a batter, ready to club me, but his lead foot was exposed, and I had the reach. I slashed low, carving into his calf, and his face assumed the pained look of a man who knew he was about to die. His leg collapsed under him, and I stabbed him in the heart to finish him quickly. The rest died messily, and I finished off those who’d been crippled. A dozen men in bloody pieces littered the road, and my white, wooden armor dripped red. 
 
    I was puzzled though, Marcus wouldn’t have fled from a mere dozen mainland barbarians, not when he outnumbered them three to one. And not when there was another, larger force out there somewhere. How large didn’t matter—I would hold this ground for as long as I had to. Marcus’ survivors wouldn’t be enough, and it was a race to see who would get to the bridge first—this mainlander’s marauding army of filthy barbs or our ranked, disciplined companies of Komainu.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The horde arrived first, as it turned out. I rose to my feet, my left hand on my scabbard, my right hand on the hilt of my blade. Those at the head of the pack were unarmored brutes with hatchets, axes, short swords, and knives. A big guy in the center led the charge. None of them could match my speed or my strength—I was a Specialist, and they were poor, dumb barbs, half-starved and half-crazed from their brutal life in the remnants of the sprawl. With enough room to maneuver in front of me and three decades of martial arts training behind me, they didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    As the last one died, I heard a shout behind me as Ayame and Mikael rushed to join me on my side of the bridge. I didn’t know what, exactly, the enemy was waiting for, but you should never interrupt your enemy when they’re in the middle of making a mistake. 
 
    “One for the money,” Ayame said as she unfurled her preferred hand weapon, a weighted chain called a manrikigusari. With a five-pound flanged mace head at one end and six feet of steel link, she could spin, smash, throw and strike with it from a distance. 
 
    “Two for the show,” Mikael agreed. He’d lost his katana in a fight a decade before, and he had never replaced it. He drew his wakizashi as his primary weapon, and a tanto in his off hand. 
 
    “Three to get ready,” I said, then shouted the chorus: “Are you ready motherfuckers? LET’S GO!” 
 
    We charged. 
 
    If one Specialist had demolished the first 30 vanguard, three Specialists tore into their lines like wheat before a scythe. I’d struck down eight, maybe ten, before the first one connected with a hard blow to my leg with a club or a mace. The armored, shaped plywood on my shins absorbed the blow, but it hurt. I lashed out, separating the offending raider’s head from his shoulders, and worked the line, blade flicking in and out, spilling entrails, slashing throats, and chopping limbs. It was a bloody, messy, terrible battle that allowed no time for thought, just action and reaction.  
 
    I got dogpiled by a massive brute who outweighed me despite my nanites and improvements. It took work to get that big in a starving, fallen world. He was inside my reach, and his tackle drove me to the ground. He reared up, ready to beat me with gauntleted fists, when Ayame’s whirling maelstrom of chain and steel smashed across his jaw, nearly twisting his head off his shoulders. Stunned, he rocked back, and I posted up and threw him aside. He sprawled to the ground behind Kael, who snap kicked the barb in front of him to clear some room and brought his wakizashi down across the brute’s throat. I kipped up and pressed the fight, but we had lost the initiative, and the horde was pressing down on us again. I didn’t know who they were, but they were fighting savagely, taking terrible losses. If anyone was running, I hadn’t seen them yet. 
 
    An axe bit into my armored breastplate. I dropped my elbow on my attacker’s arm before uppercutting him in the face. I pulled the axe from the plywood, reversed it, and threw it Frisbee-style into the crowd. Someone went down with a dent in his forehead where the axe struck him and disappeared behind the screaming horde. My chest ached—they’d probably broken my rib.  
 
    The sun had been low in the sky when Marcus’ troops came over the cliff edge, and now, the sun was setting to our left flank, across the water beyond the Olympic Mountains.  
 
    The press of battle steadily forced us back. I held one footpath, Kael took another, and Ayame and her manrikigusari held the middle. With water to my left and rusted wrecks to my right, I was in a narrow corridor where I could put my back to the trucks and cars and add gravity back into my arsenal. Now that we were “safely” on the bridge and not fighting across the massive space, arrows began raining down on the main body of the barbarian army. They didn’t seem to have any effective ranged weaponry, but the longer I fought, the tougher my opponents became. It seemed the vanguard had been mostly new, unskilled, untalented cannon fodder, and the true warriors were in reserve. I front kicked another barb, sending him screaming over the edge of the bridge to the rocky shore below, but it occurred to me that this one had a shield, and there weren’t any barbs pressing in behind him. 
 
    I cautiously leaned out from my protective alcove, and my night-enhanced eyes saw that the host had built a shield wall in an arc at the end of the bridge. A tall, lean figure stood at the center, but it was too dark to make out any details. 
 
    Glad for the respite, I took several deep breaths, confirming that my rib was indeed broken, but, aside from a few minor cuts and gashes, I wasn’t bleeding anywhere I had to worry about. 
 
    “Rikimaru! Rikimaru Hanzo!” the figure shouted. His pronunciation was formal and very British, and his voice carried. It bounced around in my brain for a moment—I knew that voice. “You’ve killed quite enough of my men today, Rikimaru. Come here, and let’s discuss matters.” 
 
    I should have refused to play his game, but that voice gnawed at me and sent a shiver up my spine. I hadn’t been afraid of anyone in decades, but that voice triggered an instinctive gut clench that was off-putting. 
 
    “Kael needs a minute,” Ayame whispered to me. “I quote, ‘Stall for time, until the bleeding stops.’” 
 
    “He’s a damn fool,” I cursed. “Does that voice sound familiar to you?” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. 
 
    “Yes,” Kael spat. “But I hope to God I’m wrong. How does he know your name?” 
 
    “If this goes sideways, go with the FPF plan and protect the base. At all costs. Wait here.” 
 
    “Come out Rikimaru, I don’t have all week,” the barb leader shouted again. 
 
    I stepped carefully over the bloody, slippery asphalt of the bridge’s footpath, until I was close enough to see the figure calling my name. 
 
    Gaunt. 
 
    Of all the sons of bitches that have ever walked this Earth, Stephen Gaunt had brought an army to my front step. 
 
    He’d always been very…proper. Even now, twenty years after the world fell, he was wearing a stained, but reasonably intact, button-up collared shirt and a thin, blood-red tie. Combat boots poked out from under the cuff of his smoke grey slacks, and a single knife hung from his belt. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Gaunt?” I asked. “Last I checked, you were in Utah, and that was before the bombs fell.” 
 
    “Rikimaru, it’s so good to see you again,” he replied. “Yes, I was in Utah, but I rode out the end of the world in Vegas! ‘Twas quite glorious, a shame we can’t do it all again, I’d have taken more souvenirs! Afterward, I went north to SeaTac, by way of Oregon. It’s been twenty years, and it’s a long walk. I’ve had the north end of the sprawl under my control for a year or so, but you know what they say…amateurs study tactics, professionals study logistics. My…” he gestured widely at the barbarian horde at his heels, “associates, are sick and tired of ratburgers and grilled seagull. The whole city’s a bit of a mess. We can’t drink seawater, and there’s not enough fresh to go around. The harbor is too polluted for crabs or fish. To be frank, it’s appalling. And ‘ere you are, quietly hoarding the ocean’s bounty. I’m hurt.” 
 
    “They don’t look much like fishermen, Gaunt,” I observed. “They look more like people who’d burn a village, then rape the women by firelight.” 
 
    “Hah, this…mob?” Gaunt laughed. His voice twisted. “I suppose it would be more romantic that way. No, I just came to see if the rumors were true, that a few old Teledyne troops had made themselves warlords of the islands, and to handle them if they had. And ‘ere you are.” 
 
    “Enough chit chat, Gaunt. Are we going to do this?” 
 
    “Quite,” he responded, and quick as a viper, he flung a throwing knife at me, underhanded. I dove aside and came up to my feet, blade ready. He was laughing, and he allowed his marauding savages to rush us again. They pressed me back onto the bridge, all the while weathering the ranked volleys of arrows fired at them by my Komainu. 
 
    With the three of us partway across the bridge, sections of Komainu advanced to hold our flanks and plugged the footpaths to hold the line. It became a battle of attrition and exhaustion. Arms grew tired of holding shields steady, and thrusting spears and swords were slower and had less power. Arrows from our archers fell short of the bridge. I heard Marcus shouting orders far behind me, rotating out our spear hedges for rest and keeping the lines fresh. Fighting by moonlight meant lots of mistakes, and we lost too many good people. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We fought all night. I was slashed, stabbed, and cut several times, but never seriously. Their sheer number had pushed us back, further and further. We were losing ground a foot at a time. Ten yards from the end of the first bridge, Kael ordered an orderly withdrawal to the far side of the second bridge. The archers collected the few arrows they had left. We’d already brought up barrels full of arrows from the second defense point, but we’d never expected an entire night of fighting. They’d redoubled the pressure, and we’d fallen back again. His barbarian army now occupied the length of both bridges. 
 
    Kael and Ayame were holding the line as sunrise finally pierced the shadows. I’d rotated off to tend to an injury and get some food downrange. I cinched another bandage on my calf and threw away the damaged shin guard. The nanites coursing through my blood would clot the wound quickly, but it was a ragged wound from a jagged spearhead, and it would need some time to heal.  
 
    As I made my way back down the center of the bridge, I heard a shout and a curse. Evidently Gaunt had had enough of buying ground with his troops’ blood, and he came forward on his own. 
 
    Kael was down, crawling backward with one hand and pressing the other tightly over his ribs. Ayame had dropped her spear and her ball-and-chain was sizzling through the air, creating a whirlwind even Gaunt couldn’t advance through. I scooped Kael up and got him down from the wrecks, behind our shield wall. From there, I fireman-carried him to the rear at a run and left him with Marcus and Karisa. 
 
    “Make ready for FPF,” I snapped. Marcus opened his mouth to object, but Karisa nodded. “When I give the order. No matter what.” 
 
    “We will, Daimyo.” 
 
    I returned to the line and found that Gaunt had backed off enough to be out of range of Ayame’s whirling mace, and he had the army at his heels. Our troops backed off as well, reforming at the south end of the bridge. He smiled when he saw me coming, hands clasped behind his back, standing on the roof of an old Escalade as though he were giving a speech. 
 
    “This is your fault, you know,” he called. “This whole…end-of-the-world mess. Teledyne launched the nukes; Kojima held the codes.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I snarled. 
 
    “Why would I lie, Rikimaru?” 
 
    “Because you’d stab a man in the gut just because it’s a miserable way to die, you sonofabitch.” 
 
    “True,” he conceded, “but, also true: I had a run at stealing the codes from Kojima before our op in Salt Lake. We weren’t into outright warfare yet, and they needed an operative who could be rational, a man like you. There’s a reason they didn’t send your man, Mikael, to Utah. They didn’t trust him to let bygones be bygones and get the job done. Tell me, when you fled the city, did you or did you not get more notice than anyone else?” 
 
    It had been two decades, and I couldn’t be sure what I knew—what I remembered—anymore. 
 
    “Ayame, check in with Marcus and Karisa. See to Kael.” I pointed to the bridge, where the rest of my troops waited, safe for the moment. “Stephen and I are going to settle this once and for all.” 
 
    I drew my katana and stepped down onto the hood of an old F175. Gaunt held the knife loosely in his hands as he brought them out in front of him, and I watched his shoulders for movement. We clashed, and despite my reach, my reflexes, and my skill, he deflected my katana with his blade and buried the knife to the hilt in my side.  
 
    That hurt. 
 
    “That’s for the gut quip, Specialist,” he snarked, and he produced a second knife, identical to the first. This wasn’t going to end well. “Are you going to run home to mummy? Watch us sack your little island, put it to the torch, and carry off Kojima’s head on a pike? Or are you going to work for me? Everyone has a price, Rikimaru. What does your loyalty cost?” 
 
    At the end of the north bridge, movement caught my eye. A new group marched down the highway, a standard bearer with the fanged catfish leading the way. The Onamazu pikemen lowered their spears into a deadly thicket, trapping the host on the bridges.  
 
    Gaunt couldn’t be allowed to ruin my tiny patch of order in a sea of chaos.  
 
    Everyone had a place, everyone in his place, and my place was out in front, protecting my people from the likes of Stephen Gaunt. 
 
    “Final protective fire now,” I ordered. The explosions began at the north end, sundering the bridge supports, dropping girders, asphalt, wrecked vehicles, and his troops 150 feet into the rocks and ocean below. Gaunt had just enough time to give me a strange look of approval that said, “well played,” as the last demolition charges blew. We plummeted into the frigid ocean water, and I lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 A Winter’s Day by David Carrico 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gus Allen lifted his oculars to his eyes and scanned the little valley that lay below the rise he was standing on. A cold breeze bent its way around the mesquite tree he was standing in front of and blew down the collar of his heavy coat, bringing a definite chill to his spine and causing the hairs on his neck to bristle. Eastern Montana in late January wasn’t the most hospitable country. It was often the textbook definition of cold. His saddle horse, a big gray gelding named Ranger, stomped a hoof and whuffled. “Yeah, me too,” Gus muttered. Fortunately, the snow that the clouds had been promising all day hadn’t started yet, and he was hoping to make his kill and be home before that happened. 
 
    He touched a control on the oculars, and the focus locked in so he could see the deer herds clearly. There were two groups: one of close to a dozen does, most heavy with fawns that would be born in May or June, and some distance away, a small group of bachelors with a pretty good-sized stag, a couple that looked to be about three years old, and a couple of young bucks that were more than yearlings but not quite two years, Gus judged. He’d been hunting for over ten years, and his dad and granddad had both done a good job of schooling him in the art and craft of the hunt. 
 
    Gus lowered the oculars and looked at them. Teledyne models—not quite as good as the comparable units from Obsidian, but they’d gotten a better deal on the Teledynes when they’d bought a case of them. And since the Teledyne/Obsidian corporate war had ended so badly a couple of years ago, they’d have to be happy with what they had. Neither one of the big megacorps would be designing new products for quite a while…if ever. They’d gutted each other in the war, and destroyed much of North America besides. Their liberal use of nukes had devastated all the major cities and most of the smaller ones. So, just about everyone was now in a mode of salvage, scavenge, and make do, which to a great extent explained why Gus was out hunting, and on horseback, to boot. Long distance transportation networks were shattered. Food wasn’t plentiful now, and fuel was downright scarce. The game rangers had all lost their bosses when Billings was nuked. Most of them had either taken off their badges and gone home to the family farm or ranch or had gone to work for their local sheriffs. And the sheriffs had all quietly stopped trying to enforce the game regs. They were just as hungry as the people they were trying to protect, and a slice of venison or bison fried up just as well as a slice of beef or horse. And the few refineries in the region had become fortified camps, according to what Gus had heard. 
 
    He put the oculars back in their pocket and lifted his rifle. Time to be about it. He put the scope to his eye and sighted down the valley. The big stag swam into view, and he spent a moment focused on him, admiring his rack. “Surprised you’ve still got that, pal.” He knew the antlers wouldn’t last much longer. Most bucks in Montana lost their antlers in January, and no later than February. 
 
    Gus felt the urge to take the shot but kept his finger off the trigger. “Not looking for a trophy today, buddy,” he said to the buck. “You just keep making fawns.” He made a mental note to come back this direction in the summer to look for the shed antlers, then he swung his rifle to the right until he picked up on the three-year bucks. He’d decided to take one of them because they had more meat on them than the yearlings, and with six people and two dogs at the compound, they needed the meat. They were similar in size, but he focused on the one that had a misshapen antler. Cull the herd, his grandpa would have said. Take the weakest first. 
 
    He lined up the shot, laid his finger on the trigger, and squeezed slowly. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gus cursed as a fat snowflake landed in his eye. It melted immediately, but it caused a pinpoint moment of intense cold, which caused his eye to water. He rubbed the back of his deerskin glove across his eyes, then looked up, blinking. The snow had held off until he’d field cleaned his kill and loaded it up on his pack horse. It began just as he started back to the compound, and he decided that if you’re going to go riding through a snowstorm, even a light one, you shouldn’t be surprised if you got some snow in your eyes. 
 
    The falling snow was actually a good thing, as it meant the weather was being influenced by a low pressure system. High pressure systems, with their clear skies and bright sunlight, invariably produced weather that could only be characterized as frigid, especially after the widespread use of nukes by the megacorps in the recent war had almost triggered a nuclear winter. Every “expert” who was supposedly in a position to know had sworn for years that wouldn’t happen, because modern weapons were extremely clean and wouldn’t produce fallout. Problem was, post-war analysis indicated that everyone who was in a position to know had underestimated the extent to which big explosions, even clean ones, would kick a lot of dust and debris into the air, not to mention causing firestorms with attendant smoke. Burning cities put a lot of particulates in the air. And even small nukes qualified as big explosions by anyone’s standards. So, winters had been noticeably colder the last couple of years, and although the prospects of starting another ice age weren’t serious, the revised forecasts all pointed to the effects of colder weather hanging around for a while longer. 
 
    Gus shrugged his shoulders under his coat. He was dressed for really cold weather, and he knew how to handle it, but it didn’t break his heart that he wasn’t having to. His hunt had been easy, and he really didn’t want to push his luck. The snow was just a light dusting at the moment, nothing approaching a major storm, much less a blizzard, and that didn’t bother him. If it was all the same to whoever was in charge of the weather these days, he’d just as soon be home and in the house with a big mug of something warm before anything major dropped from the clouds. 
 
    He turned his head enough to check on his packhorse out of the corner of his right eye. She was still trailing along. The old mare, Ellie, had gotten a bit skittish when Gus loaded the tarp-wrapped deer carcass on her back—smell of blood, probably—but she settled down almost immediately. She was still following in Ranger’s tracks. All good. 
 
    As he turned back around, Gus’ gaze ran across a patch of ground that caught his eye. There was a bit of wind-drifted snow in the lee of a hummock of grass, and therein was a recent hoofprint—a horse’s hoofprint—not a deer’s—headed more or less in the direction he was going—toward the family compound. Glancing around, he could see evidence of other hoofprints to both sides. 
 
    The after-effects of the war were being felt all over North America, but so far, the northwestern states had mostly gotten off lightly. Well, lightly if you considered that Billings was the only town in the state that had been nuked. The population in Montana was low compared to other states and was heavily decentralized, which meant they would mostly survive the war. And they were, by and large, pretty self-sufficient, although food was a bit tight in some areas. The suburbs around Billings, those that were still standing, were mostly ghost towns, but the outer towns—smaller towns and county seats—were making do. 
 
    The big ranchers had lost a lot of stock since the war, between the crash of the transportation network and the really cold winters. They couldn’t ship stock out or feed in, and even moving hay around was a major issue. Modern stock didn’t do really well on a diet of winter grass. Gus was a bit envious of the ranchers who were running longhorns or bison. 
 
    But food wasn’t the only issue Montanans faced. Gus and his dad had talked about the recent war and the implications rising out of the destruction it had caused. Gus had been a bit blasé about the risks, figuring they knew their neighbors. But now, seeing several horses’ hoofprints coming from a strange direction had put a knot in Gus’ stomach, and it occurred to him that, maybe, he should have spent more time listening to his dad and less time arguing with him. He nudged Ranger with his heels and chirruped to Ellie. The two of them broke into a trot. 
 
    Meanwhile, Gus unbuttoned his jacket and pulled out his oculars. He quickly scanned the area ahead of him...nothing. He thumbed them to thermal...small blobs in the grass from wildlife. Even at their most distant setting, the oculars weren’t showing larger returns. That didn’t necessarily comfort Gus. He tucked the oculars away and nudged Ranger to a canter. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A quarter hour later, Gus pulled Ranger to a stop by a stand of three cedar trees that marked the northwest corner of the berm around the family compound. Gus’ grandfather, the retired marine sergeant, had come home after retirement a changed man from the youth who’d left the ranch twenty years before. He’d seen too much action in too many strange locations, and he’d seen too much politics, even in his own country, to make him comfortable with what he saw the future portending. He hadn’t become a political fanatic, but he had come home with plans, and constructing the berm had been the most visible of them. The Rocking A Ranch had more equipment than most of the others, and their supply storage went a lot deeper. Grandpa’s military retirement had paid for a lot. And he’d raised his descendants to take the long view. 
 
    The horseshoe tracks Gus had been following had veered toward the main gate in the southern face of the berm. Gus was feeling a bit paranoid, so he decided to come in from a different direction. He hoped he just ended up looking foolish. 
 
    Dismounting, Gus loosely tied the two horses’ reins to low branches, then pulled his com unit out of an inside pocket. The national communication networks had all dissolved, between the damage caused by the war and the breakdown of the power grid. The lack of available parts and replacement units to fix the damage didn’t help. But the compound still had electricity, partly from the solar panels on the roofs of all the buildings, and partly from a generator fed by an old gas well located a half mile away that they had been extracting gas from before the war. How long either of those would last was anybody’s guess, but they were providing power now. 
 
    The compound’s local wireless network was still up and running—as long as the router was up—and Gus was close enough now that he could check it. They couldn’t talk to each other over it, but they could send texts. It took a moment for the com unit to synch with the network, but then he got a message: X☹X. The lump in Gus’ stomach turned to a ball of ice at the sign for trouble. He responded with ??? and bit his lip, waiting. 
 
    It took over a minute for an answer to come back. 
 
    6-8X 
 
    Between six and eight intruders. Not good. 
 
    IN/OUT? He sent. 
 
    Response was quicker. 
 
    Y 
 
    The knowledge that some of the intruders had entered the house made the ball of ice in his stomach grow to the size of a soccer ball. That wasn’t going to continue, if he could do anything about it. 
 
    COMING. G. 
 
    BC was the response. Gus snorted. That had to be his mom. BC was her standard shorthand for Be Careful. That wasn’t going to be high on his list of concerns for the next little while, though. 
 
    Gus put the com unit away, then made sure his pistol was secure in its holster and his knife was still tucked into his boot. He pulled his rifle from its saddle scabbard. It was a venerable AR-10 platform—older than he was, probably older than his father—that had been tweaked to perfection by his grandfather, who had turned gunsmith after retiring from the Marines. It was his favorite hunting gun, because its .308 round was heavy enough to stop almost anything except a grizzly bear and the magazine held twenty rounds. Since he’d only used one round in the hunt, the magazine was almost full, and he had another in his coat pocket. Unlike his father and older brother, Gus wasn’t a revolver fan. He liked having more rounds, so his pistol was a 10 mm with a 15-round magazine, and he had two spares in his other coat pocket. If he ended up needing more firepower than that, he was in trouble. 
 
    Gunfire sounded from inside the compound. Gus dropped his hat on his saddle-horn and sprinted around the trees and along the face of the berm. When he got close to the midpoint, he angled up the side of the berm, dropping to his belly to slither through the dry grass the last few feet. He stopped when his eyes barely cleared the crest of the berm. He pulled the oculars out and quickly scanned the interior of the compound. 
 
    The compound inside the berm only measured about ten acres, so it wasn’t huge—about 660 feet on a side. It was big enough, though, to enclose the house, three large structures, and a couple of small ones. His grandfather had planned well when he’d built the berm a lot of years ago. 
 
    From where he was, Gus could see the back sides of the hay and equipment barns, the two major outbuildings in the compound, and most of the central stockade and open areas north of the house and east of the horse stable. He could see three saddled horses standing loose between the stockade and the house, reins on the ground—a couple of nondescript bays and a tall, lean dun. They were all geldings from the look of it. The horses weren’t any of the family stock, so they had to be what the intruders had ridden in on. From what he could tell, they weren’t phenomenal pieces of horseflesh, but they weren’t walking dog meat, either. 
 
    More shots sounded from the other side of the house while Gus was making a second scan. His mouth tightened. Self-defense mode was now in order, he decided. He’d been avoiding that thought, but now it was forced upon him. 
 
    He couldn’t see anyone standing around, and the garage and workshop doors to the back of the house still seemed to be closed and locked, which was good. That meant the intruders must have gotten in through the front door, and they were in the family part of the house, which wasn’t good. 
 
    It looked like there might be a couple of bodies on the ground between the stockade and the house. The ice in Gus’ gut spread through him. He couldn’t tell who the bodies were from where he was. The thought that they might be his father or brother tore at him. He had to get inside and get a better vantage point. 
 
    Gus put the oculars away and pushed back from the crest of the berm, sliding through the grass until he knew he was well below the point where he could be seen, then he rose to a crouch and moved back toward the west, toward the corner where he’d left his horses. About halfway there, he dropped to his hands and knees and crawled back up to the crest. Great. He was right behind the hay barn. No one was there, and no one could see him from the rest of the compound. He crawled over the crest and slunk down to stand against the back wall of the barn beside the only door. 
 
    The door looked like metal, but it was actually a high-tensile ceramic that would resist almost anything. One of his survivalist grandfather’s provisions. The door handle was mainly for show. Gus peeled the glove off his right hand and rested his palm against the upper right corner of the door. The cold bit through his skin and settled into his muscles, but then he felt the click of the latch releasing. He pulled on the handle and slipped through the opening just before the door closed and the latch re-engaged. 
 
    Gus pulled his glove on and stood motionless for a long moment, listening, breathing in the sweet smell of hay. When he was satisfied no one else was in the barn, he slid along the wall until he reached the stairs to the upper level. He moved up them as quietly as cowboy boots would allow, just in case he was wrong about the barn being unoccupied. 
 
    The second level was packed with hay bales. Gus’ family had always preferred the square bales to the huge, round ones that had become so common in previous generations. One of the reasons was that they didn’t need heavy equipment to move the square bales around. He was glad for that, now, as the building was full and somewhat warmer than outside. Moving down the outside aisle, he turned the corner into the center aisle and made his way to the ladder that led to the third story cupola. He slung his rifle and climbed up, blessing whichever one of his forebears had included it in the building design. 
 
    Once he arrived, he pulled out the oculars and scanned the compound again. After a quick look around didn’t show anyone moving, he focused on the area between the stockade and the house. Yeah, there were bodies down there. The one in the center of the compound was partially covered by the body of Rowdy, their male Rottweiler/German Shepherd mix, who would not have taken well to strangers advancing on the house, especially if guns were out. “Good boy,” Gus whispered around the lump in his throat. It was good that Rowdy’s mate Princess was at the vet with a problem pregnancy. If she’d been there, she’d probably be dead, too. 
 
    Gus moved his gaze onward. The sight of the body that lay in the grass before the steps to the back porch froze him through and through. He couldn’t see the face, but he could see that it was wearing his older brother, Ben’s, favorite shirt. No one else on this side of the state had one like it. Gus examined the immediate area...there...that was Ben’s favorite pistol, a Ruger revolver, lying in the dirt by his hand. “Shit!” If Ben was down… 
 
    Gus closed his eyes, throttling down the fury surging up. After a moment, when he was sure he could talk, he set down the oculars, lifted the intercom handset, and punched the button for the house. He heard it buzz a couple of times, then he heard his father’s voice. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Me,” Gus said. “I’m in.” Stupid. That he was in was obvious given that the intercom panel would tell where he was calling from. 
 
    “Good. We’re pinned inside, but Ben and Rowdy are out there somewhere.” 
 
    Gus’ heart sank as he realized his dad didn’t know. “They’re dead, Dad. I can see them from where I am. But they took at least one of the bastards down with them.” Gus felt both fire and ice inside him at that moment. 
 
    “Shit.” His father was silent for the time it took to draw a deep breath and release it. His voice, when he spoke again, was considerably colder. “That changes things.” 
 
    “Yeah.” The coldness in Gus’ voice matched his father’s. He pushed his emotions down. Time to focus. “I can see three loose horses by the stockade. How many are there?” 
 
    “Security cam, before they shot it out, showed six riding in the main gate, but I’m not sure if that’s all. There are at least three different guns shooting at us inside the house, and a couple of rifles from outside. If you say there’s one down out there, that leaves five.” 
 
    “Where are you?” He heard a flurry of shots through the intercom. “Dad!” 
 
    “Mom and I are pinned in the kitchen and front den. They keep trying to spook us out, but we’re not budging.” 
 
    The den had one of the family gun lockers in it, so Gus knew they had plenty of firepower and ammunition. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Mom is. I’ve got a crease in my left leg, but nothing serious.” Knowing his dad, the fact that he’d mentioned it meant it was not a minor wound. But he was probably functional. Gus’ father was almost as tough as his grandfather had been, which was saying something. 
 
    But something else was worrying Gus. Someone hadn’t been mentioned; someone very important. 
 
    “Dad, where’s Margo?” 
 
    There was a long moment of silence. 
 
    “I don’t know, Gus. She’d gone upstairs to lie down before these yahoos showed up, and since the ruckus started, we haven’t seen or heard from her.” 
 
    The ice ball in Gus’ stomach ballooned at the thought of his brother’s wife in the hands of these men. 
 
    “I’m coming in, Dad. I’ll take out the outsiders, then I’m coming in by the east door.” 
 
    “Gus, don’t be stupid. You…” 
 
    “I’m coming in, Dad. Where do you think the outsiders are?” 
 
    His father was silent for a moment, then he sighed. “All right. There’s at least one by the south end of the stable. Shots keep coming through the west windows, but he might be by the well house.” 
 
    The stable was west of the house, and the well house was south of that, so someone lurking by either one could put bullets through the house’s western windows. 
 
    “Right. I’m coming in. Be ready.” 
 
    Gus hung up the intercom’s handset. Moments later, he was outside and charging over the crest of the berm behind the hay barn. Once he was far enough down the outside of the berm, he veered to the east and jogged along the side, muttering curses that he was wearing cowboy boots. They weren’t the easiest things to run in, especially along a slope. 
 
    In a few moments more, he turned the corner of the berm and moved along the east side. He needed to get a good look at that side of the property. He stopped about a third of the way down the side and eased back up to the crest, stopping when his eyes barely cleared the top enough so he could see the ground at the bottom of the berm. He looked to the right and saw no one along the backside of the equipment barn. From this angle, he could also see all the space behind the building. He looked forward and saw nothing along the short face of the building, nothing in the space between the building and the house, and nothing on this side of the gazebo. 
 
    Gus pulled down, moved further south, then climbed back up to take another peek over the crest. The south side of the gazebo was clear. He pulled the oculars out to make sure. Another three mounts were wandering loose—another bay, a dark roan with white socks, and a scrawny pinto that wasn’t much bigger than a pony. But there were no people. 
 
    He scanned the front of the house. Gus’ mouth tightened when he saw the front door standing open, but he already knew there were people inside. He had to clear the outside first. There was no one in sight. Fine. 
 
    Gus backed down from the crest, then moved to the bottom of the berm and started jogging around the perimeter to get to the west side. He clenched his teeth. He was about to bring some pain to someone. 
 
    Taking the long way around took a while longer as he had to travel over a quarter mile, but he avoided passing in front of the main gate. Odds of five to three weren’t great, and he didn’t want to risk being seen. 
 
    “Stupid boots,” Gus muttered as they slipped on the snowy grass when he started back up the berm. More gunshots sounded, and ice spread through Gus again, burning like fire. He wanted to charge the house, but his grandfather’s voice sounded in his head: “Boy, you don’t ever run into contested ground without scoping it out first. Especially if you don’t have a team at your back. You hear me?” 
 
    “I hear you, Grandpa,” Gus whispered. He flattened at the crest, pulled out the oculars, and resumed his scan. 
 
    He finally spotted two more strangers, one by the stable and one by the well house, peering around corners toward the house. They weren’t tense; just standing loosely, rifles halfway to their shoulders but not ready to fire. They seemed to be confident they had things under control. “You just keep thinking that, assholes,” Gus muttered. 
 
    Still frozen inside, Gus considered. There were probably three inside. He definitely needed to reduce the odds. He put the oculars back in his pocket, flipped the caps off the rifle scope, and brought it up to his eye. First, he found the man by the stable. He looked at him closely. He looked familiar, but Gus didn’t have a name for him. He set the crosshairs on the man’s ear. He could take him now. He wanted to. But he wanted to get both of them. So, he swept the rifle toward the well house, found the other man, and studied him for a moment. That one he didn’t know at all. Gus went back and forth between them three times, deciding which order to shoot them in and feeling the smooth adjustment. 
 
    He heard more shots from inside the house. Gus bit down on his anger. The well house guy lifted his rifle and fired at the house followed by a shot from the guy by the stable. Gus heard the sound of breaking glass, and that was all he needed. Self-defense had just become real. He focused on the well house guy, set the crosshairs just in front of his ear, put his finger on the trigger, breathed out, and squeezed slowly. 
 
    Blam! 
 
    The instant the rifle fired, Gus moved his aim toward the other man, only to catch him sprinting toward the well house and ducking around the corner. He had been smart enough to move when he heard the shot. Gus almost took the second shot, but he didn’t have a chance of making it, and he decided not to waste the ammo. His inaction might leave the intruders guessing, which wouldn’t be a bad thing. He looked back at the first target, who was undoubtedly dead. Head shots that left big blood patterns on the sides of buildings tended to be fatal. So, counting the one in the back, two were down—at least four to go. 
 
    Gus crawled to the right to put the well house between him and the house’s main door. He rose to a crouch, moved over the crest of the berm and hustled to the well house, where he put his back against the west wall and pulled his pistol out. After a long, silent moment, he moved to the south, stepping over the corpse and kicking the dead man’s rifle out of the way in the dust. He stopped at the corner, looked behind him to make sure his back was clear, then did a quick head dart to peer around the corner. Nothing was visible at the other corner of the well house or up on the front porch. There was no movement in the main doorway. 
 
    Gus’ mind was composed and ticking with icy logic. He kept an eye on the house while he tried to figure out what his next move should be. He’d used two shots out of the magazine—one taking the deer, and one on the dead man—so he still had eighteen rounds in the rifle. “No need to swap out yet,” he muttered. “No backup out here. If this doesn’t go down the way I want it to, I might be in deep kimchi,” he whispered to himself. As usual, hearing his Marine Corps veteran grandfather’s favorite expression brought a bit of a grin to his face. More shots from inside the house wiped the grin away, though. He slung his rifle, barrel down, and ghosted back along the wall until he came to the northern corner. He quickly peeked around the edge. No one in sight. So, the missing intruder must be somewhere along the east wall. 
 
    “Fred! Elliott! Que pasa?” The gravelly voice came from inside the house. Gus said nothing, hoping the intruder that was outside would respond. His hope was rewarded. 
 
    “There’s someone else out here!” a nasal tenor voice sounded from the other side. “I think he got Elliott!” 
 
    “Shut up, you idiot!” 
 
    Too late, Gus thought with a grin. He went around the corner, pistol leading the way along the short wall to the next corner. He didn’t stop there, but flowed around that corner as well, and as soon as he saw the intruder, he opened fire. 
 
    Blam! Blam! Blam! 
 
    Gus had caught the intruder off guard, and he dropped without getting off a shot of his own. Gus didn’t try to check on him. He just pivoted and began running north to get out of view of the front door and porch, crossing the distance to the stable in just a few moments, then angling toward the back of the house. He slowed to a fast walk after he passed the corner of the house. “Three down, three to go,” he muttered. He came to a stop and knelt by the body of his brother, Ben. 
 
    “Sorry, bro,” he whispered, touching the hair on his brother’s head. Then he reached out and picked up the revolver lying in the dust by his brother’s hand. “Might need this,” he said and stuck it in his belt. 
 
    A moment later, Gus was on his feet, moving toward the other corner of the house. Once there, he paused, then peeked around the corner. No one was on the porch. Good. He slid around the corner, kept his back against the wall, and looked around carefully. There was no one in view anywhere. Double good. A few soft steps, and he was on the porch, hand on the east-side door handle. 
 
    The sound of more gunshots from inside made Gus freeze for an instant as he fought down the urge to burst through the door with pistol blazing. “Be smarter than the other guy,” he remembered his grandfather saying. “Right, Grandpa,” he whispered. “Smarter and harder.” 
 
    Gus eased the door open, slipped into the dark utility room, and closed it with care, making sure the latch didn’t click loudly. The door into the rest of the house was open, and he stopped beside it to listen. He could hear a couple of voices mumbling. Sounded like they were in the main living room. Good enough. He slipped into the hallway and headed that way, pistol in one hand and an extra magazine in the other. 
 
    He stopped near the opening to the living room while he was still in the shadows. He could only see two men from where he was standing. The third man was out of his range of view, or he was somewhere else in the house. Either way, that was worrisome. As the two men rose from behind their furniture barricades to aim toward the den and kitchen, Gus leveled his pistol and stepped forward. 
 
    Gus didn’t know what gave him away, but one of the men turned his head, eyes wide, and shouted, “Behind you!” as he tried to shift his aim to Gus. Gus didn’t give him time, shooting three times and putting him down on the floor, limp and bleeding. 
 
    He tried to shift his aim to the other man, but he hadn’t tried to turn, instead he’d ducked and leapt out the front door a split-second ahead of the bullet Gus sent his way. Gus hurried forward, dropping his pistol’s aim to put a bullet in the head of the first man as he stepped over him. “Always make sure,” he heard his grandfather say, and his mouth quirked. 
 
    Gus could see the running man trying to control one of the horses long enough to mount it. He put his pistol back in the holster with one hand, dropped the spare magazine from the other, and unslung the rifle and brought it around. A moment later he put the scope up to his eye and focused on the man, only to see the horse swing around between them. 
 
    Without hesitation, Gus put the crosshairs on the horse’s head and fired. The horse collapsed, leaving the intruder standing on open ground. “Wait, wait...” the stranger began, trying to raise his hands just as Gus fired again. An instant later, Gus was the only man left standing. 
 
    For a moment, Gus stood there as it started to sink in that he’d shot four men. He’d never really believed he’d need all the training his grandfather had given him, but sure enough, he had. “Guess you knew best, Grandpa,” he muttered as he backed up against the wall next to the front door. 
 
    “Dad!” he called out. 
 
    After a moment, he heard, “That you, Gus?” 
 
    “Yeah. You all okay?” 
 
    “Nicked here and there, but we’ll be fine. What’s what out there?” 
 
    “I can only account for five of them, Dad. You guys stay where you are. I’m...” 
 
    Gus heard the sound of boots thundering down the stairs from the second floor, then the sound of fast moving feet inside the house. 
 
    “He’s going out the side,” his father yelled. 
 
    Gus started moving to the east, across the porch, when he heard the side door bang open and whoever’d run out it whistle shrilly. Just as he cleared the corner of the house, he heard two loud shots—Boom-Boom. The stranger pointed a big revolver Gus’ way as he ran down the side steps. 
 
    Gus decided later that the stranger hadn’t had the luck to gun him down, but he’d had the next best thing. The first bullet slammed into the rifle’s receiver and tore it from Gus’ hands. The second hit his left foot as he was taking his last step, knocking the foot out from under him and sending him sprawling on the porch. 
 
    From where he lay, momentarily stunned, Gus could see the scrawny pinto cantering across the yard toward the stranger, who holstered his revolver and reached up to grab the saddle horn. He ran alongside the horse as they turned for the main gate. Gus drew his pistol and fired at the stranger who had leapt up and was swinging into the saddle as his horse began to gallop. After two shots, his pistol jammed. He didn’t waste his breath on curses as he rolled to his knees and scrabbled for Ben’s Ruger. He fired three shots from the revolver before the hammer fell on a spent cartridge. 
 
    The pinto was faster than it looked, galloping through the gate and jinking to the right and out of sight. 
 
    “Shit!” Gus spat, thrusting the empty revolver back in his belt, then looking around. He didn’t see any blood, so maybe he hadn’t been shot. He pushed up from his knees to his right foot, then almost fell over when he tried to stand on his left foot. He looked down, then lifted his foot, and damned if that fool hadn’t shot the heel off his left boot. He hopped over to the wooden deck chair sitting on the porch and sat down to pull his boots off. Standing in his socks, he limped over and picked up the rifle and pistol in one hand while holding the boots in the other. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    He looked up and saw his dad standing in the front door, revolver hanging in his right hand and blood splotches on his left thigh and forearm. “Luckier than I have any right to be. That last guy shot at me twice, but he didn’t hit me.” He held out the rifle and turned his boots upside down to show his father the heel. 
 
    His father whistled. “Damn, son, I’d say you done used up your share of luck for some time to come.” He looked around. “Did you get him?” 
 
    Gus felt a snarl appear on his face. “No. This happened,” he shook the rifle, “my pistol jammed after a few rounds, and Ben’s Ruger only had three shots left in it. He and that little horse of his got out of the gate before I could nail him. I’ll be looking for him as soon as I can get some shoes on.” Now that the immediate fight was over, the rage in Gus seemed to expand like a fireball. He wanted somebody to hurt, badly. 
 
    Then a thought crossed his mind. “Dad...Margo?” A heavy look crossed his father’s face, and the ice in Gus’ midsection expanded to fill his whole body. “No...” he whispered. Not Margo, not on top of Ben. 
 
    “They rushed the house, and Mom and I barely got to the den. We couldn’t get her. It looks like one of them ran upstairs and caught her as she was starting to wake up. He pistol-whipped her pretty hard. He cut her some...I’m guessing he was trying to rouse her to ask some questions or something. From the look of her, she never roused from the beating.” 
 
    Gus looked at his dad. He could tell there was more to it. “What else?” When his dad hesitated, he grabbed him by his sound arm and shook him. “Come on, Dad, what else?” 
 
    His father sighed. “I’m almost certain that at least one of them raped her, and before he ran out the side door, that last fellow stabbed her. Left a knife between her ribs.” 
 
    Gus dropped his boots and turned and slammed his fist into the side of the house. He felt the skin split over his knuckles, but he didn’t care, and he pulled his fist back to do it again. 
 
    His father grabbed his forearm. “Stop it, Gus!” Gus struggled to get his hand free, only to feel his father’s fingers sink deep into his flesh. “Stop it. That won’t do anybody any good, and you’re going to want that hand in good working order. Grandpa expected better out of you than that.” 
 
    That got through to Gus. He stood still for a long moment, breathing deeply through flared nostrils as he fought his rage and despair, forcing them down, down, down, until he could put a lid on them. He finally dropped his hand. “All right, Dad. You’re right. I’m going to need that hand, and I don’t want to think about what Grandpa would say to me if I did something that stupid.” He bent and picked up his boots. “Let me get some other boots on, and I’ll bring Ben in. Where do you want him?” 
 
    The expression on his father’s face darkened. “Bring him to the dining room. I’ll put a plastic cloth on the table.” 
 
    Gus entered the house and made his way through the kitchen to the garage. He dropped his cowboy boots in a pile to one side of the door, then crossed over to the other side and picked up his old, weather-beaten hiking boots that he usually didn’t wear in the house. Today it didn’t matter. He carried them over to an old stool by a workbench and sat long enough to pull them on and lace them tightly. His cold feet got colder for a moment, but then they began to warm up as the leather enclosed his heavy wool socks. The support of the high tops helped him walk on his wrenched left ankle. He reached up and popped the garage door opener, then walked through the open door to where Ben was lying. 
 
    He knelt beside his brother and rested his hand on his head. “Sorry, bro. Wish I’d been here. But most of them are dead, and the one that got away won’t live much longer. Promise, bro.” 
 
    He rose to his feet and turned his brother onto his back, then took his hands and pulled him up high enough to get his arms around him and lift him onto his shoulder. He resolutely avoided looking at Ben’s face, although he did get a glimpse of the slack, lifeless features, and that made him swallow hard. 
 
    Walking back through the garage and into the house was difficult. He negotiated the narrow doorways and made it to the dining room, where he found his father waiting to help him ease Ben down and lay him on the plastic-covered table. Gus had to swallow again when he saw his father’s hand tremble a bit as he touched Ben’s cheek. For the first time, he realized that his father was aging, and that cut through the ice that filled him. He turned away to wipe moisture from his eyes. 
 
    After a moment, Gus felt a hard squeeze from his father’s hand on his shoulder. “Come on, son. We’ve got business to tend to.” 
 
    Gus followed his father back into the den and over to the old CB base station. He flipped the power switch on, and after a minute picked up the microphone and keyed it. “Rocking A Ranch, here. Any of you ranchers on?” He released the key and waited. 
 
    After half a minute, he repeated the call. This time there was an immediate response. “LRJ Ranch here. What’s up, Phil?” It was followed by a couple of other voices, “Triple C Ranch,” and “Flying K, here.” 
 
    “Spread the word, folks. We had a gang hit us, tonight, to try and take over the ranch.” His dad released the key, and noise exploded from the receiver. After a moment, one voice could be heard outshouting the rest. 
 
    “Pipe down! All of you.” Gus thought it was George McKenzie, who owned the spread just to the west of them. Silence fell, and George clicked on again. “What happened, Phil, and what do you need?” 
 
    “Ben and Margo are dead. Maria and I have some grazes.” 
 
    “Shit,” came through the receiver. “What do you need, Phil?” 
 
    “Y’all need to watch your backs. That said, I’ll not lie, we could use some backup. We’ve got five dead gangers here, but one got away. Gus is the only one of us in one piece. We need you to spread the word. Who knows if there are more of them, or where they’ll show up. We’ve talked before about what things could turn into. You know how my dad felt. It damn sure looks like things are heading that direction. Guard your own, but if a few of you could spare a man or two to ride over here and help watch, we’d surely appreciate it.” 
 
    “Me and two of my boys will be in the saddle as soon as we’re done here.” 
 
    “Much obliged, George.” 
 
    “The rest of you,” George said, “Phil’s right. We all need to be alert, spread the word down the line, by rider if we have to.” 
 
    “What about the sheriff?” someone asked. 
 
    Gus’ dad clicked the mic on. “We don’t have time to wait on him, even if you could reach him, which you won’t. No, this is on our shoulders. I hate to admit it, but my dad was right. In what this world is turning into, no one is going to look out for us, even if they wanted to.” 
 
    There was silence for a long moment, that was finally broken by, “I got real tired of listening to your dad preach that sermon, Phil. Wish now, I’d done a better job of listening to him.” 
 
    “Agreed,” and “Amen,” came from a couple of other voices. 
 
    “Yeah,” Gus’ dad replied. “After tonight, y’all need to tell everyone else—it ain’t business as usual anymore.” 
 
    After a short pause, George McKenzie came back on. “Okay, that’s enough for now. Phil, we’ll be there in a couple of hours or so. Y’all just hang tight until we get there.” 
 
    “Right,” Gus’ dad replied. “Main gate’s going to be closed when you arrive. Bring a flashlight to shine at the windows, so we’ll know you’re there.” 
 
    “Don’t blame you. All right, I’m gone. Luck to all of you.” 
 
    There was a chorus of goodbyes and 10/4s from the speaker, then all was silent. 
 
    His dad reached out and turned the power off. “Who knew these old radios would ever be useful again?” 
 
    “As long as we can recharge the batteries, and as long as they don’t break,” Gus replied, “they will be.” 
 
    “We’ll take what we can get.” His dad looked around. “Guess we’d best start cleaning up.” 
 
    Gus didn’t track the time, but it was fully dark by the time they’d finished catching the horses and stabling them, unloading the deer he had shot, dragging the gangers into a pile in front of the house, and setting up a tripod to hoist and gut the dead horse. “Waste not, want not,” his dad had said. “If nothing else, it’ll make good dog meat. Princess and the pups will be home soon.” They dumped the guts outside the berm to keep the coyotes from coming around. 
 
    Once he’d stabled his horses, Gus took a bucket and went to the pile of corpses, where he emptied their pockets and took their jewelry, watches, and belts. When he was finished, he headed for the porch. 
 
    “Dad,” he called as he closed the door behind him. 
 
    “In here,” came the reply from the breakfast nook. 
 
    Gus walked in and saw his mom and dad seated there, each with a half-glass of rare, pre-war whiskey sitting before them on the table. Seeing his mom with a glass rocked Gus a bit—she didn’t ordinarily drink—but given what they’d gone through, maybe it wasn’t so surprising. They both looked as bad as he felt, which wasn’t good. 
 
    He set the bucket on a chair, rummaged around inside, and pulled five wallets out. He tossed them on the table. “Let’s see who these bastards were.” 
 
    He placed four old driver’s licenses on the table. He picked up the fifth wallet, wondering what it contained. It fell open in his hands. “Shit!” He turned and showed it to his dad. 
 
    It contained a sheriff’s deputy’s badge. 
 
    Gus watched his father’s face turn cold and stony. He knew his own mirrored it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Two days later, Gus was beside his dad at the head of a long column of ranchers riding west along Highway 12, a/k/a Montana Avenue, into Baker, the county seat. They turned south on Highway 7, then west, again, on Fallon Avenue before pulling up in front of the county buildings. Gus, Phil, George McKenzie and three more of the chief ranchers dismounted and handed their reins to those who were remaining outside. Gus followed his dad into the building and down the hallway to the sheriff’s office. The secretary looked up and swallowed hard when she saw half-a-dozen grim-faced men lining up in front of her desk. 
 
    “Can...I help you, gentlemen?” she said in an almost-normal voice. 
 
    “We’re here to see Sheriff Gordon,” Phil said. 
 
    At that moment, the door to the sheriff’s office opened, and the sheriff walked out, coat on and hat in hand, saying, “Marge, I...” He stopped, took in the sight before him, and straightened. “Phil, George, gents.” He nodded at them. “What brings you here? I’m headed for lunch. You want to join me?” 
 
    “Probably not, Ethan,” Phil said. “You’d best hear us out, because you may lose your appetite.” 
 
    The sheriff frowned slightly. “Well, come on in, then, and let’s get it worked out.” 
 
    “We’ll just stand right here, Ethan,” Phil said. “And just so you know, there’s about eight more men sitting outside, waiting on us to come back out.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound very friendly, Phil,” the sheriff said. 
 
    “We’re not feeling very friendly at the moment, Ethan.” 
 
    The sheriff nodded curtly. “Say your piece, then.” 
 
    Phil nodded in return. “The short version is, two days ago, six men rode into my compound and tried to take over my ranch, telling me they were part of the new world order, and they needed my spread and compound for their headquarters. Gus was out hunting, so there were just four of us at home. By the time Gus got back, Ben and our dog, Rowdy, were dead, Maria and I were wounded, and Margo was either dead or close to it. Gus cleaned them up. We had five dead gangers by the time he was done, and the last one rode off hell-for-leather.” 
 
    The sheriff’s face whitened. “God...Phil, I had no idea. Why didn’t you call or come in before now?” 
 
    Gus stepped forward and pulled the wallet out of his pocket. “Because,” his voice grated, “one of them was carrying this.” He held the deputy sheriff’s badge up before the sheriff’s eyes. The sheriff’s jaw dropped, and his eyes widened. He reached for the badge, but Gus pulled it back. “Nuh-uh. You don’t get this, until we’re sure you’re not part of it.” 
 
    The sheriff stopped short. His jaw snapped shut, and his gaze flitted from one hard face to another. “You’re serious. You honestly think I could...would...” 
 
    “What are we supposed to think, Ethan?” George McKenzie snapped. “With all the hell that’s broken loose the last couple of years, and with the way all the lines of organization and communication have broken down, it wouldn’t be the first time a man in authority set himself up as a tinpot dictator or warlord. That,” he pointed at the badge still in Gus’ hand, “is pretty damned hard to overlook.” 
 
    The sheriff’s jaw muscles clenched. For a long moment there was silence. No one in the office said anything. Finally, the sheriff took a deep breath, let it out, and said, “All right, I can see why you would be worried about something like this. And I do appreciate your not coming in with your guns drawn.” He stepped forward, and Gus stepped back, lowering the badge. As he set his hat down on the secretary’s desk, he continued, “But as God is my witness, I had nothing to do with this. I’m sorry as hell it happened, and sorry as hell it happened on my watch. Gus, what’s the number on that badge.” 
 
    “37,” Gus said after looking at it. 
 
    “Marge?” The secretary was typing on her computer. She looked up with a sick look on her face. “That...was Fred Gillespie’s badge, sir.” 
 
    The information shook the sheriff for a moment, then he braced his shoulders and looked at them. “I fired Fred last week for petty theft and general bad behavior, but he, somehow, got out of the building with his badge.” He looked around at the office staff and deputies. “Did any of you know about this?” Headshakes all around. “Any idea what Fred might have been thinking?” 
 
    A big, blocky deputy named Jerry Flint, who claimed to be a full-blooded Lakota Sioux, pushed through from the hallway and stepped around the ranchers. “He said something a couple of times about talking to somebody from Teledyne. I saw him a couple of times talking to a stranger who rode west, out of town, a couple of days ago.” He shrugged. “Just figured he was blowing smoke like he always did. Maybe he wasn’t this time.” 
 
    Gus pulled something else from his pocket. “He was carrying this, too.” He handed the sheriff a thin metallic rectangle, almost like a business card, that had the Teledyne name on one side and a multi-colored hash-worked barcode on the other. 
 
    “Shit.” The sheriff’s voice was hard. He looked up. “Any of you been approached by them or Obsidian?” Headshakes all around, again. “Good. Let me know, pronto, if you are.” He looked back at the ranchers. “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “If you want the bodies, send someone to get them, elsewise we’ll plant them in a big hole someplace.” 
 
    “I’ll send a wagon to your place tomorrow, Phil,” the sheriff said. “They’ll keep in the cold, I’m sure.” 
 
    “They’re piled in front of my porch at the moment,” Gus’ dad said. “Not the prettiest lawn decorations, but I do take a certain satisfaction in seeing them there. You’d best send someone soon, or I might put their heads up on fence posts.” 
 
    “You going barbarian on me, Phil?” 
 
    “We all might be, Ethan,” George McKenzie said. “We’re too far out. You can’t get to us like before. It would take you two days by horse to get to Al’s place, for example, and you used to be able to drive that in an hour and a half without breaking the speed limit. This just brings it home to us. We’re a lot more on our own than we used to be. We’re going to have to get used to it. And so are you.” 
 
    The sheriff sighed. “You’re right. Come on in, and let’s talk about it. Marge,” he said to the secretary, “get ahold of Judge Morgan and tell him I need him to come to my office right now. It’s important.” 
 
    The sheriff started to turn away, but Gus held his hand up. “Just a minute. I need to say something before y’all start all the talking.” He turned to Jerry Flint. “Jerry, the guy who got away was pretty lean, had a mother-of-pearl belt buckle, carried a hand cannon of a pistol, rode a scrawny pinto that was fast as shit, and could ride like a circus performer. You got any idea who that might be?” 
 
    Jerry tilted his head for a moment. “Maybe. Why you asking?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that Ben and Rowdy got the man that killed Ben. But this one, I’m certain he raped Margo, then stabbed her right before he broke out of the house.” 
 
    Jerry’s eyes widened, and he stepped back a step, while his boss stepped up beside him. “You looking for some vigilante justice, Gus?” the sheriff asked. 
 
    Gus ignored him, and his eyes bored into Jerry’s. “You got a name for me, Jerry?” 
 
    After a moment, the big deputy said, “You’d find out just asking around town and the bars. That sounds like Julio Enriquez. He floated into town, riding that pinto, a couple of months ago, wearing an old .44 magnum on his hip. He did a little trick riding to impress people and get them to buy him drinks. Claimed to be part Kiowa, but I got my doubts about that. Him and Fred used to drink together a bit.” He paused for a moment. “Come to think of it, him and that Teledyne guy spent a little time together too.” He pursed his lips, then said, “Ain’t seen him in a couple of days.” 
 
    Gus looked at the sheriff. “You look for this man, Sheriff, and if he’s in town and you think you can bring him in, go for it. But if he’s not in town, or if you don’t want to try to bring him in, let me know. All of you,” he looked around the room, “you let me know. Because he’s mine.” 
 
    Gus could feel all the eyes in the room staring at him. He didn’t care. They just bounced off the ice that wrapped his soul. 
 
    He suspected he was going hunting again, real soon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 King of the Mountain by Kevin Steverson 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir, Mr. Boudreaux,” Rylik King said into thin air.   
 
    He wasn’t really speaking into thin air. It just appeared that way to anyone paying attention to him. At that moment, nobody was. The people near him were engrossed in the one-man band playing in the corner of the eating area. He couldn’t blame them. The guy was pretty good. He seemed to specialize in stuff forty years old or older. The last number was a big hit in 2018. 
 
    After listening again through the earpiece, a device nearly invisible to others, Rylik said, “I’ll be there. Headquarters, Next Monday, May 2nd. Bright and early, I got it…sir?” 
 
     He listened to the other side of the call a moment longer. “No, sir, they say I’ll stay me for this one. They already gave me some of the new partial imprints, something along the lines of those temporary vacation ones. They don’t replace me, they just add a few skills and things I could learn, given time. Along with my guerrilla warfare and survival skills, I now understand the basics of farming coffee on a mountainside, repairing windmills for power, and building water pumps that work. I’m scheduled to get the Spanish language imprint, along with a few others, when I get to HQ.” 
 
    Once again, Rylik listened to the caller. “I know, sir, but it’s fine by me. When I finish my actual leave time, I get to go to South America for a mission that will seem like another vacation. Hey, I’m just glad I’m one of the few Agents with a farming background. The mountains of North Georgia aren’t the same as the mountains in Colombia, but my background landed me the sweet mission coming up. If the Corporation wants to control all the coffee farms, far be it from me to say no. I don’t mind leading the team to take out the cartel leaders and gain the locals’ trust. JalCom left it a mess. If we can gain a foothold before Teledyne tries to move in, it will make it easily defendable. Yes, sir. Talk to you Monday.” 
 
    After the call ended, Rylik walked back to his table and sat down. He had stepped away from the crowd and faced a wall to keep his lips from being read. He drank the rest of his beer, a strong German dark lager, listened to the music, and signaled the waitress for another. It was good to be back home, even if it was just for a long weekend. 
 
    He was glad Helen, Georgia, was right around the corner. It was a tourist town with a Bavarian theme. The town’s architecture was like something from a village somewhere in the Alps. There were all kinds of shops selling everything from knives and swords, rocks, gemstones, and arrow heads, to wooden bowls and pottery. Great food, good beer, and good times happened year ‘round, and it was really busy during Octoberfest. You could take a horse and carriage ride or walk along the riverfront running through the valley. There was one road into the town and one road out through the foothills of the mountains. 
 
    Rylik King grew up on his grandfather’s farm in the Sautee-Nacoochee Valley, a few miles from where he sat now. He was an only child, raised by his grandparents after losing his real parents in the Dellik war in 2043. Both were members of the Obsidian Corporation Forces. They weren’t frontline soldiers, but a successful mission behind the Dellik lines cost them and several others in their support unit their lives. He was four years old at the time. 
 
    The grandparents that raised him were both long gone. Three years ago, an aggressive cancer took his grandmother, and a year later, his grandfather passed. Rylik still thought a broken heart caused the heart attack that took Wilfred King. Several times a year, Rylik made it back to his farm, though crops hadn’t been planted on the 28 acres since his grandfather passed.  
 
    He’d received offers for the prime real estate, a hillside and part of a fertile valley, but Rylik wouldn’t part with his childhood home, and money didn’t matter. He had plenty. Successful missions and bonuses as an Agent of Obsidian Corporation paid well. 
 
    Rylik was enjoying his second beer and the music when he received another call. This one he could take where he sat. It was Lena. He smiled as he answered, “Hey, you.” 
 
    He was listening when he stopped his hand in mid air, then put his beer down. “Slow down. Let me call you back, it’s kind of crowded in here. I’ll call you when I get in my truck. Give me five minutes.” 
 
    Rylik walked quickly to his truck, an antique left to him by his grandfather. The fifty-year-old truck fired right up like it did every time he turned the key. In addition to farming and basic carpentry, his grandfather had taught him how to turn a wrench. Together, they had restored his grandfather’s prized four-wheel drive Chevy. He called Lena back and put the call on speaker. 
 
    “Ok, I can talk to you now,” Rylik said. “Where are you? It sounds like you’re driving.” 
 
    “I’m an hour out of Charlotte, coming your way,” she told him. “I threw everything in my SUV and left.” 
 
    “But, it’s Thursday,” Rylik said confused. “I thought you were coming tomorrow, after work.”  
 
    “I’m calling in tomorrow,” she explained. “I have days built up. I need to exit, traffic is heavy this time of day. I’ll see you in a few hours.” 
 
    Rylik thought about the call as he drove the few miles to the old farm. It was unlike Lena to take a day off of work. As an intelligence specialist in the Obsidian Corporation, she rarely took full weekends off, much less weekdays. The war with Teledyne had been going on for two years. Between his missions and her job at the corporate offices, their time together was limited. Whatever her reason for taking an unprecedented day off, he wasn’t going to complain. In hindsight, he probably should have. 
 
    Two and a half hours later, lights flashed through the front window curtains and across the wall of the living room as Lena pulled into the yard. Rylik put down the book he was reading—one from his grandfather’s collection of ‘How to Build’ books on solar power. Years ago, as a Mother’s Day gift, he had helped his grandfather build a small greenhouse powered by solar energy. His grandmother had been thrilled to be able to grow a few miniature tangerine and lemon trees so far away from their normal climate. Rylik still pruned them back every year in her memory. 
 
    Rylik stepped off the porch to help Lena carry her overnight bag, when he noticed there was far more in her back seat than an overnight bag or two. She opened the door, stepped out, and walked straight into his arms. Surprised, he held her. They were an item, spending time with each other when they could, but neither had expressed a desire to take the relationship to a truly emotional level, so this was unusual. It was then that he noticed she was shaking, crying, and trying to hold back her sobs. 
 
    Rylik stepped back and held her at arm’s length. “What’s wrong? Are you ok?” He brushed her long, dark hair away from her face. 
 
    Lena Coldstream looked into the eyes of the man she had promised herself she wouldn’t fall in love with, no matter how much time they spent together. That promise had been a lie. She wouldn’t lie to him now. 
 
    “I’m not…we’re not,” Lena said, her voice barely above a whisper. 
 
    Rylik heard her plain as day. He also heard the tremor in her voice. The nanite treatment he had received as an Agent not only enhanced his bone density and muscle mass, it heightened his senses. He could see the details of her face even though the light from the front porch put her in shadows. 
 
    “We?” Rylik questioned. 
 
    “Us…the whole world,” Lena said, her words coming in a rush. “It’s happening, and there’s nothing they can do about it. It’s going to snowball until there’s nothing left. Nothing.” 
 
    “Slow down,” Rylik said. “Come in and tell me what you’re talking about. We can get your things later.” He glanced at the full backseat, still wondering about it. 
 
    Inside, she told a tale that truly scared him. Her high-level job in intelligence gathering and data analysis made her part of a team that was attempting to determine whether a recent Agent’s report was true or false. According to the report, Teledyne, the corporation Obsidian was at global war with, had an issue with their weapons of mass destruction, specifically their nuclear weapons. A missile had accidentally been programmed to launch on May 1st, and though they were trying, no amount of reprogramming could stop the countdown clock. 
 
    Every member of the team, except Lena, believed it was a ruse by Teledyne to get Obsidian to place their nuclear weapons in safe mode. They were currently set to automatically retaliate should a launch come from the other side. If that happened, Obsidian’s subsidiaries would launch, causing the same reaction from Teledyne’s subsidiaries. It would be global nuclear war, and civilization as the world knew it would cease to exist. 
 
    Lena didn’t believe the report was fake. The Agent who sent it in sent it directly to her system as instructed. The last part of the message sealed it for her. It was real. 
 
    “What was the last part of the message?” Rylik asked. 
 
    “The rest of the team thinks it’s code of some sort,” Lena answered. “They want to work on it on Monday. Tomorrow, there is a planning session for the South American mission, so they don’t want to be bothered with it until then. That’s after the 1st.” 
 
    “Do you know what it said?” asked Rylik, understanding from the look on her face, she did. 
 
    “It said, tsiwanihu toeu,” she said softly. 
 
    Lena Coldstream was a quarter Cherokee. She was raised in the western tip of North Carolina, just a few hours from Rylik’s farm. Her grandparents, who were both half Cherokee and on the rolls of the Eastern Band of Cherokee, had ensured she spoke it fluently like her father had. He was gone now, and she was the last in her family to speak the language. It was a rarity these days.  
 
    Rylik didn’t speak Cherokee, though his grandmother had been one-eighth Cherokee, and he was one-thirty-second Cherokee. His family was not included on the rolls due to Tribal Law and the old US Government Registry, but it was enough for him to know where he came from and to respect it. He didn’t know what she said, but he recognized the sound and cadence. 
 
    “I speak the truth,” she translated for him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Rylik sat in his grandfather’s favorite chair and looked at Lena sitting on the couch with her legs curled under her, hugging a pillow. She had stopped crying. Being able to tell him, knowing he would believe her, had helped. There was nothing they could do, but at least they were together. 
 
    Rylik stood, the chair creaking as his heavier than normal frame got out of it. At six feet, he had weighed about 180 pounds before the nanite treatment. He now weighed a little over 350 pounds. He began to pace, thinking. “Whoever sent that to you has to know you’re Cherokee,” he surmised. “How?” 
 
    “The same way I know that three of the people working in their headquarters are from the Cherokee Band in Oklahoma,” she explained. “The bands talk to each other, and those of us that work for corporations hear things. It’s not something that’s discussed outside the bands, not even within the corporations. That’s why I couldn’t tell them it was written in Tsalagi, the Cherokee language.” 
 
    She was right. They would have arrested her, and an Agent or two who specialized in interrogation would have questioned her. She didn’t betray the corporation, so they couldn’t get anything out of her. But if she didn’t tell them anything, it would anger them, and she didn’t have the benefit of nanite enhancements. At five-foot-five and 120 pounds or so, she would not have survived the sessions. 
 
    “Well, shit,” Rylik said. “Get up. We have a lot to do and only a couple of days to do it.” 
 
    “What can we do?” Lena asked. “It’s going to happen; the apocalypse is coming. The infrastructure will come crashing down. There’ll be no power, and food will be scarce. The rule of law will be thrown out the window. I don’t doubt people in the cities will start eating each other within months.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Rylik agreed, “but we don’t have to take it sitting down.” He explained his plan. 
 
    That night, before the stores closed, Rylik and Lena went in two different directions. They bought all of the 9mm, .45, and .380 rounds in four different Walmarts. They bought all of the shotgun shells as well—twelve gauge, twenty gauge, and the few sixteen gauge Rylik lucked upon. They also purchased all of the .30-06 and .30-30 rounds they came across. They spent several thousand dollars on ammo alone.  
 
    Next came canned and dry goods. They filled grocery carts with bags of rice, flour, sugar, dry vegetables, canned meat, and cornmeal. Lena swiped an entire armload of spices into one of her carts along with all the salt on the shelf. They spent thousands more. Both of their vehicles were overflowing. 
 
    When they got back to the farm, they unloaded everything into the antique 30-foot travel trailer in one side of the barn. The trailer was half full, and Rylik hoped the tires would hold. He then sent Lena south toward Cleveland, Georgia. Cleveland had a CVS Pharmacy and a Walgreens, and both were twenty-four hour stores. She bought all the tape, band aids, bandages, pain meds, cold meds, feminine products and antibiotics she could fit in her SUV. He stayed behind, broke out his grandfather’s tools, and headed for the greenhouse. 
 
    By the time she returned, all the panels of the greenhouse and its heater and solar system were stacked neatly beside the trailer. They were both exhausted and fell asleep in their clothes, trying to catch a couple of hours before they continued with their plan. 
 
    The next morning, they split up and headed to two different gun shops. They each bought several pistols and rifles to go with the ones from the farm. Rylik purchased a sweet Barretta 50-caliber rifle with a tripod and a scope, along with all of the ammunition for it. Like Lena, he didn’t have to wait for a background check once he showed his corporate ID. 
 
    “You looking to start a war?” asked the owner of the gun shop. 
 
    “No, there’s already one on,” answered Rylik. “Let me get those four pairs of binoculars. You have any bear traps and trail cams?” 
 
    When they returned to the farm, they unloaded their vehicles. Rylik noticed that Lena had purchased several bows and crossbows, with boxes of bolts and arrows, along with fishing poles, spools of line, hooks, and a few lures. She had even bought two trot lines. He wished he had thought of that. They stopped to eat lunch and discuss the next part of the plan. 
 
    “My savings account is almost empty,” Lena said. “I don’t earn as much as an Agent, you know.” 
 
    “Here, I went by the bank and withdrew what I could,” Rylik said. He handed her ten thousand dollars. “Use this to buy winter gear, boots, and clothes, if you can find any this time of year. I’ll need the rest. I have an idea.” 
 
    “I can find them,” she assured him. “In thrift stores, if I have to. I can also get a lot of used pots and pans there. What idea?” 
 
    “When I go to buy the generators and gas cans, I have to drive by the Mountain Trails Ranch,” Rylik explained. “On the way back, I plan on buying a few trail horses and one of the wagons they sell. And they may still have those Belgians for sale. Eventually, there will be no fuel and no way to get any. Granddad had those old plows behind the barn with his collection of antique farm equipment. We might have to use them if things go the way I think they will.  
 
    “As much as you weigh, you’d better buy a Belgian,” she laughed. “You’ll need a big, strong horse if you plan to ride.” 
 
    “Now, it’s fat jokes,” Rylik laughed. “Do me a favor, stop by a nursery and buy all the heirloom seeds they have. It doesn’t matter what kind; we’ll figure out what to plant later. And buy several bags of grass seed, fertilizer, and potting soil. They’ll load it for you.” 
 
    They went their separate ways again, spending money like they didn’t need it for the future. Rylik bought three generators, filled ten gas cans, purchased cases of oil, and even bought five ceiling fans of various sizes. He pulled into a farm and feed store parking lot and had them load a boxed windmill kit into the bed of his truck. It hung over the tailgate, so he taped red ribbons to the box and headed to the farm. On a whim, he bought a cage and twenty chicks. By the end of Friday, they had everything Rylik thought they’d need. Saturday would be for buying the things they wanted. 
 
    Saturday in Helen was busy, like always. They went into town in Rylik’s truck so they could load the back. They went straight to the shop that sold knives, throwing knives, throwing stars, hand axes, swords, and spears to tourists. Rylik went through, picking out items that were exceptionally well-made. Some of the things in the store were only for show. Others were made by real craftsmen, like the battle axe and longsword combination on the wall behind the front counter. It came with a helmet and shield. The proprietor was reluctant to sell them; they were more for display than anything else, but five thousand dollars was an amount he couldn’t pass up. Rylik bought the pair of long-handled hand axes under the counter for another thousand. 
 
    He placed them all behind the seat of his truck. The stack nearly reached the window. He turned and saw Lena with her arms full. He took her packages from her and discovered several bags of stones. 
 
    “What are these?” Rylik asked. 
 
    “Flint mostly,” she answered, “and blade sharpening rocks. I need you to come back to that shop with me. They have an antique, foot-pedaled, spinning stone for sharpening plow blades, axes…whatever. The store owner didn’t want to sell it, but for the amount I offered her, she had to. It’s heavy, and I couldn’t carry it.” 
 
    “Nice,” Rylik said. “Lead the way.” 
 
    As they walked down the side street to the stone shop, Rylik saw an old friend. When they arrived at the shop, he lifted the heavy axe sharpener with a grunt, then they headed back the way they came. He crossed the street and set the assembly down to speak to his friend. 
 
    “Pete!” Rylik called out. “Shmitty!” he called loudly enough for the man to hear him. 
 
    Pete Smithers stopped pounding the horseshoe he was making and looked up. A huge grin spread across the big man’s face. He motioned to his wife to turn off the generator powering the mobile furnace’s blower. Behind him sat his farrier truck, filled with all sorts of tools for his trade. He set the horseshoe and hammer down on the open tailgate. 
 
    “Rylik King, as I live and breathe,” the big man said as he pulled his glove off and walked over to shake Rylik’s hand. “I didn’t know you’d be in town this weekend.” 
 
    Rylik had grown up near Pete, and they had gone to initial training together when they graduated from high school. Pete did his initial six years and got out of the service to return home and learn the family trade. His father had run a small blacksmith shop for years as a tourist attraction in Helen. Pete closed the shop after his father passed, but he earned a living as a farrier and all-around blacksmith using his mobile rig to work farms and fairs. 
 
    “If I had known you were working in town, I would have let you know,” Rylik said. “Let me introduce you to Lena…Lena, this is Pete Smithers and his wife, Ellen.” 
 
    “Hi,” Lena said, shaking hands with the pretty redhead. “When is the baby due?” 
 
    Surprised, Ellen said, “I’m only eight weeks along. How did you know? Am I fat already?” She ran her hand over her stomach. She wasn’t showing, yet. 
 
    “I get it from my grandmother,” Lena said and smiled. “I can just tell. The eyes, the face, it’s something, but I don’t know what. She was a medicine woman. She said I had the gift, whatever that means.” 
 
    “Oh, are you Cherokee?” Ellen asked. “They’re the nearest tribe, I think. I thought you had Native American in you. It’s the hair, so beautiful and straight. Not like this mess.” She reached up and ran her fingers through her natural curls. Both women laughed, immediately at ease with each other. 
 
    “How long are you going to be here?” Rylik asked. 
 
    “Just long enough to make this shoe for the Clydesdale pulling one of the tourist hacks,” Pete said. “Then, we’re going baby shopping. A crib, a highchair, and boxes of diapers to start. Why?” 
 
    “We’re going to go buy all the vodka, white whiskey, and legal shine from the package store, then we’re heading to the farm. Can you meet us there?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Pete said, “but I’m not drinking at your party. I promised Ellen I’d quit since she can’t drink. It sucks, but it is what it is. I have a pint jar of my last batch of apple pie shine staring at me from a shelf in the fridge, too. I can make four jars at a time with my countertop set up.” 
 
    “See you in an hour or so,” Rylik said, and he picked up the sharpening wheel. 
 
    “Did he say…all the vodka?” Shmitty asked his wife as he watched Rylik walk away with an armful that even he would have trouble lifting and carrying. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “You’re shitting me, right?” Shmitty asked. 
 
    “I wish I were,” admitted Lena. 
 
    “You saw the horses in the back yard,” Rylik said. “Grandma would tan my hide if she knew I let them back there with her flowers.” 
 
    “I saw ‘em,” Shmitty said. “I thought you’d figured out a way to cut the grass without sweating. When I saw the wagon full of hay bales, I wasn’t sure if you owned them or borrowed them.” 
 
    “I bought them,” Rylik said. “I suppose I could have waited a few days and taken them, but that doesn’t seem right. The folks that owned them are good people.” 
 
    “It’s really going to happen?” asked Ellen, with true fear in her voice. “Pete, what about the baby?” 
 
    “We’ll figure something out, Honey,” Shmitty said, reaching over and holding her hand. He looked at Rylik. “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “Pack what you can and come back. We can’t stay here,” Rylik said. “This place is indefensible. I hate to leave it, but we need to go somewhere safe.” 
 
    “Into Helen?” Shmitty asked, thinking hard about the problem. He and his wife lived in Cleveland. Their home was the absolute wrong place to be if things became lawless. It was in a subdivision with several entrances.  
 
    “No,” Rylik said. “Helen is not bad, as far as defense goes. There are really only two roads—the main one into the valley and the one leading out—and both run through gaps in the ridges. There are a few small roads through the mountains, but they could probably block those off if they wanted to. The town folk should be okay if they do it right. I plan on occupying Brass Town Bald.” 
 
    “The mountain?” Ellen asked. 
 
    “The mountain,” Rylik confirmed. “The whole area is a national park. The visitor center and overlook tower at the top are a fortress. There are four-foot stone walls all the way around the top, so tourists don’t fall. It’s about a two-mile drive on a winding road up the mountain to the visitor center and parking lot and another half mile or so up to the museum and overlook tower.” 
 
    “Genuis,” said Shmitty. “There is a spring at the edge of the parking lot. A pump moves water from there to a holding tank at the top. Gravity does the rest for the buildings up top and the buildings and restrooms near the parking area. I did a report on it in high school. And there is a huge septic tank behind the restrooms.” 
 
    “I remember,” confirmed Rylik. “I plan on using the buried power lines to send power from a windmill on top back down to the pump. If nothing else, we’ll have a good water and sewer system.” 
 
    “How soon do you think the power will go out?” Shmitty asked, standing up. 
 
    “The first launch will happen at eleven in the morning on the west coast,” Lena said.  
 
    “Corporate headquarters, major subsidiaries, and a lot of cities will get hit,” Rylik said. “The whole world will go dark that day. There is no telling how long it will last. Years, at least. Small pockets will find a way to get power back, but a lot of places will be dark in the beginning.” 
 
    “The ones that get power back will get overrun,” Shmitty observed. “During my tour, I got a taste of how people can turn into monsters, with no cares except their survival, any way they can achieve it.” 
 
    “Does it have to be just us?” Ellen asked quietly, looking back and forth from Rylik to Lena. 
 
    “Who do you have in mind?” Rylik asked. He felt bad about not asking earlier. He and Lena had no immediate family left. Shmitty either, for that matter. But Ellen’s parents were still alive and living in Clarkesville, Georgia, a town about 20 miles southeast of Helen. She was an only child, so she was close to her parents. 
 
    “Mom and Dad,” she said, “I can call them and tell them to come here, now, in their RV.” 
 
    “They have an RV?” Rylik asked. 
 
    “Dad bought it last year,” Ellen said. “He said he’s been busting his ass all these years, building fences, so it was about time to wind down, think about selling the business, and see the country. They’ve been to the beach a few times so he could fish off the piers, and they went to some lake in Oklahoma so he could enter a catfish tournament, of all things. Mom caught a bigger one than he did. She won’t let him live it down.” 
 
    “He said he was going north to try his hand at moose hunting next winter,” Shmitty added, “I don’t think that’s going to happen now.” 
 
    Rylik reached for his phone, “What’s his number? My phone will scramble the call. It’s a perk of my position in the Corporation.” 
 
    Jason Helton answered the call expecting it to be a potential customer. It was, after all, a number he didn’t recognize. Ellen spoke to him on speaker phone. At first, he thought she was pulling his leg, but when Shmitty spoke, and Rylik confirmed, he became serious. Rylik explained what he needed him to do. It included loading clothes, food, weapons, fishing gear, and anything else they thought they may need into the RV and getting to the farm as soon as possible. Before they disconnected the call, they heard him calling out to his wife. 
 
    “Thank you,” Ellen said, tears in her eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t think about them sooner,” Rylik apologized. “You two need to go. Stop at the new Walmart and buy a crib and all the diapers you can. Load the back of the truck with all sizes, or do they only come in one size? I have no idea…I’ve never dealt with a baby before. Aw, hell, Lena, follow them. Load your SUV too. Get some toys or something. Here’s some money. If you see sleeping bags and tents, grab several of those too. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Lena asked. 
 
    “I’m going to see a man about a dog,” answered Rylik. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    When Lena and the Smithers got back to the farm, they pulled up the drive and saw Rylik playing with four puppies. Two of the odd-colored dogs were decidedly older, but they were still puppies. Shmitty stepped behind Lena’s SUV to check the straps holding his old dirt bike on the small trailer behind it. When they were teenagers, he and Rylik had ridden on mountain trails. Lena walked over to Rylik. 
 
    “What do you have there?” Lena asked as she knelt to pet the puppy jumping up against her leg. 
 
    “They’re Catahoula Leopards,” Rylik said, grinning. “I bought them in Clarkesville. There’s a guy there who breeds and trains them, but these are too young to be trained. The big brindle is from the Wright line of dogs. I call him Big Un. He’ll be at least ninety pounds when he’s full grown. The other three are what they call Blues. They are from two blood lines, both different from Big Un’s. Don’t ask what they cost, not that it matters.” 
 
    “I still have some money left,” Lena said. 
 
    “I filled up my truck and the corporate sedan,” Rylik said. “Grandpa’s tractor has a full tank, and I filled two of his old cans with diesel. Why don’t you take the money and fill your SUV and Shmitty’s work truck and spare cans? When Ellen’s parents get here, we’ll convoy up to the visitor center. We’ll have to bust the lock on the gate, but it shouldn’t be a problem. We’ll unload my truck, then you, Shmitty and I will come back, hook up Grandpa’s old travel trailer to my truck, the horse trailer to your SUV, and the wagon to the tractor. It will be a slow process, so it will take us a while to drive the 18 or so miles back to Brass Town Bald.” 
 
    “Is the travel trailer full yet?” Lena asked. 
 
    “No, why?” Rylik asked. “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “You two are going to help me load mattresses, blankets, quilts, the table and chairs, the rockers, all the cooking utensils, the grill, the curtains, and anything else I can think of from the house.” 
 
    “We might as well get started,” Shmitty said. “Ain’t nobody sleeping tonight anyway. Let’s load your dirt bike on my trailer first, though.” 
 
    Just then, Ellen’s parents pulled up and parked along the road just past the mailbox. Jason Helton was driving a shiny, new RV. It was thirty-six feet long, pulling a trailer with a small johnboat loaded to overflowing behind it. Everything was held in by a blue tarp strapped to the boat. His wife, Faith, pulled in behind the RV in his work truck, a large Chevy 3500, towing a long trailer loaded with the small construction bobcat he used to clear and level land in his fencing business. Surrounding the bobcat were stacks of fence poles and barbed wire. A built-in diesel fuel tank, a generator, and several of Jason’s workboxes were stacked around the gooseneck in the back of the pickup. 
 
    “Looks like you brought everything you had, Mr. Helton,” Rylik said, shaking his hand. 
 
    “I did,” he admitted. “I figured some fencing couldn’t hurt. If it gets as bad as you say it will, going all the way back to Clarkesville will be out of the question for a while. I brought farm fencing, not chain link. It’s lighter, and I was able to load more rolls on the trailer. Oh, and call me Jason.” 
 
    That evening, they received a few stares from some tourists drinking outside the eating area as they convoyed through Helen on Highway 17, heading north. After a few twisted miles, they slowly crossed over a mountain pass, the RV and Jason’s truck straining under their loads. Several miles on the other side, in another valley, they turned left on Highway 180. When they reached the turn off for Brass Town Bald, Rylik got out with one of the sledgehammers from his Grandpa’s farm and busted the lock on the swinging gate. Slowly, the procession made its way up the mountain. 
 
    After unhitching the trailers, they headed back to the farm. It took a few minutes to move the horses into the trailer, as they were not used to being loaded at night. Rylik placed the four saddles he bought in one of the vehicles, then Rylik and Shmitty manhandled the antique one-horse pull plow and put it in the wagon with the hay. It was late when they got back to the entrance to the visitor center. 
 
    Rylik stopped the tractor and walked back to the green sign pointing the way to the visitor center. With several hard pulls and one mighty heave, he yanked the sign out of the ground and put it in the back of the wagon, then he pulled the one facing the other way. Looking at the brickwork entrance, he saw yet another sign indicating Brass Town Bald and the visitor center, and he had an idea.  
 
    He climbed back on the tractor, then turned and bumped the weights mounted on the front of the old Massey Ferguson against the brick wall. The bricks finally gave way, and the structure collapsed in a pile. Shmitty, realizing Rylik’s intent, kicked some of the bigger pieces over and turned others, so it was hard to see them in the growing grass. A half hour later, they finally made it up to the parking area. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Lena asked as she handed him a cup of coffee from the pot Faith had made in the RV. “Wait for them to hit? There’s a chance I could be wrong, you know.” 
 
    “Do you really think you’re wrong?” Rylik asked. He had not questioned her belief, and he wasn’t now, but if she wrong, they could have some problems. Like, empty bank account problems. 
 
    Lena looked up at the stars, for a moment, then back at Rylik. “No. I don’t,” she said with conviction. 
 
    “Well,” Rylik said, “then we still have work to do.” He turned to Shmitty and Jason. “We need to haul the bobcat back down, at least below the switchback, and push a couple of trees over. We can hook a chain to them and park the bobcat up around the bend. If we need to leave, we can move the trees, but I don’t think we will. And, we can always take the dirt bikes.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Jason said and held up his keys. 
 
    “After the power goes out, I’m sleeping the rest of the day away,” complained Shmitty. “Fat guys gotta rest, you know.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have let yourself go,” said Rylik with a laugh. 
 
    “Oh, I’m still in fighting shape,” Shmitty assured him. “I’ve just got a bit of a gut…like a power lifter, yeah, that’s it, a power lifter.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Rylik said. “Before this is all over, we’ll have to fight to keep what’s ours. You can be sure of that. Let’s go. I think we’ll position several trees so only a bike can weave through down near the entrance and below the switchback. There’s a spot, there, with a cliff on one side and a drop off on the other.” 
 
    The men worked through the night, and by the time the three men pulled back into the parking area, it was one-thirty in the afternoon, and they were exhausted. Rylik knew that if he was that tired, the other men were near collapse. No one said much as they sat in one of the restrooms, away from the windows, waiting. Rylik had decided that was the best place, in case any of the missiles fell close by. He figured Atlanta was sure to be hit. They listened to a popular country station out of Atlanta on a small radio, their position on top of the mountain allowing it to come in clearly. 
 
    “We went up top to look into the museum and the observatory,” Lena said. “Do you know there is a steam locomotive in there?” 
 
    “It was there when we were kids,” Rylik said. “I think we can take the wheels off, fire up the box, put water in it, and use it to heat the whole museum like a green house, and we can probably rig something up to take advantage of the steam power and the spinning axel. We might even be able to attach an alternator to it when we run out of fuel.” 
 
    “Nice,” said Shmitty. 
 
    Two PM came and went. Rylik looked at Lena with a raised eyebrow, and she shrugged. Shmitty sat against the wall with his wife pulled close, their heads together. Jason and Faith leaned against one another. Then, mid song, the early warning buzzer sounded on the radio. All four puppies whined at the sound. 
 
    “Don’t look out the windows,” Rylik said. “Protect your eyes. They’ll use small tactical nukes, but Atlanta is only 100 miles away. We’re protected from the blasts by several mountains and ridgelines, so we should be ok. If these were weapons from 50 years ago, we wouldn’t be.” 
 
    Light flashed outside the windows from the direction of Atlanta. It was as though lightning had struck right outside. As they sat quietly, several more flashes threw shadows across the room. The radio went silent, and the lights in the restroom went out.  
 
    In the near darkness of dawn, Rylik King said quietly, “The world has fallen.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, the first time it happened, Rylik didn’t have to kill anyone. He wanted to, though. Badly. They were down near the highway entrance discussing whether to fell more trees or dislodge several boulders on the ridge to keep vehicles from coming up the road. So far, no one had tried. Rylik figured everyone was busy learning to survive. No news reached them on the mountain, but he could imagine the chaos. 
 
    “Listen,” Rylik said, shushing Jason. “Do you hear that? Several trucks are coming from the direction of Helen.” 
 
    “I don’t hear anything,” admitted Jason. The older man reached down and loosened the pistol in his holster. All of them had been carrying weapons since the day the nukes fell. “Maybe they’ll go on by.” 
 
    Rylik glance up the road toward the visitor center. He couldn’t see it. The women were up there working in the garden he had planted, hoeing the first weeds. The first few days after the nukes fell, the three men had used the tractor and the bobcat to break up the parking lot and push the asphalt into several piles. They pushed away the gravel and spread dirt over a flat area. They built fences to corral the horses and planted grass in some relatively flat areas. They moved the RV and the trailer against the back of the observatory, away from the road, so they were out of sight if anyone got that far.  
 
    At the moment, Shmitty, who was on duty, was up top looking through the 50’s scope or one of the huge, mounted, tourist binoculars. For the last several days, they had seen smoke rising from Hiawassee to the north. The town seemed to be burning to the ground. But that was not the first indication of fire they had seen. 
 
    “Take the bobcat up the road and pull it out of sight,” Rylik instructed. 
 
    Jason didn’t hesitate. He jumped into the seat, fired it up, turned it around, and headed up the road as fast as it would move. Rylik stepped out of the road, hid behind a tree, and ducked low. 
 
    Three trucks turned in and pulled up to the first fallen tree. Two men, in their early twenty’s, Rylik surmised, hopped out of one of the trucks. They each held a bottle in their hand. More men climbed out of the other two trucks. Rylik counted seven, two of which were no older than sixteen. One of the older men held a young girl by her arm. She tried to jerk away several times, and she was crying. 
 
    “Bitch!” shouted the man jerking her arm, nearly dragging her down. “I said stand still.” 
 
    “We can’t go up there, Willy,” one of the other men slurred. He took a drink from his bottle. “What are we gonna do? You said we could play with her once we got up top.” 
 
    “Well, shit!” Willy said. “I reckon the blasts knocked a few trees down.” 
 
    “Like they flattened Atlanta,” one of the men laughed. “Serves them City Slickers right.” 
 
    Several of the men grunted or laughed in agreement. Rylik’s sensitive nose picked up on the fact that none of the men had bathed recently. Probably since the power went out two weeks ago, he thought. He waited to see what would happen, suspecting he already knew their intentions. 
 
    “We’ll just have to get a little right here, then,” Willy said. “Drop that tailgate. I’m first. After we’re done, she can walk back.” 
 
    Rylik stood and stepped away from the trees. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    His appearance startled the men. Several took a step back. One of the young ones moved toward an open door. 
 
    “That’s far enough,” Rylik warned the youngster, thinking of the pistol concealed under his shirt. “Let her go, and be on your way.” 
 
    “You need to mind your own business, mister; that’s what you need to do,” said Willy. “We can do whatever we want to. Ain’t you heard? There ain’t no law no more. Ain’t no corporations to enforce anything. Hell, I ain’t seen no deputy since the bombs fell. Folks are doing whatever they have to to survive. City Slickers are coming up, taking people’s food and guns and everything else. We’re taking a little for ourselves, starting with her. Now, you best go on, iffin you know what’s good for you.” 
 
    Rylik stepped toward the men, angling so he could reach the shifty one before he got to whatever weapon he had in his truck. “I’m not telling you again.” 
 
    “The hell with you!” Willy shouted. He threw the girl to the ground. “Ain’t nobody died and left you king! Get him fellers!” 
 
    Rylik felt the adrenaline surge. He was moving before the last word came out of Willy’s mouth. In a blur, he brought his right foot up and kicked the shifty man so hard his face smashed against the truck’s open door, knocking him unconscious. He turned and blocked a slow swing from a second man, and shattered the man’s jaw with a punch. Ducking, punching, and on one occasion, throwing his opponent, it only took him moments to put all seven men down for the count. For good measure, he stomped Willy’s forearm and heard the bones crunch. He was breathing a little heavily, but he had to admit to himself that it felt good to fight…a little…even if it wasn’t much of one. 
 
    “I was born a King,” Rylik King said, emphasizing the word ‘King’ with the last stomp. 
 
    The young girl stared at him with her mouth wide open. Rylik heard footsteps behind him but recognized the sound of Jason’s boots on the paved road. “Are you ok? What’s your name? Did they…do anything to you?” he asked her. He glanced at the men, planning what he would do if they had. 
 
    She shook her head no, still in shock. Finally, she spoke. “My name is Becky. I…I was fishing, and they grabbed me. No one heard me because I was upstream of Helen, near the tube rentals.” 
 
    “What’s Helen like?” Rylik asked, hoping the conversation would help calm the girl. 
 
    “We ain’t got no power,” she said, talking fast. “The mayor says they’re working on it. Something about a paddle wheel. All the tourists left when it happened, headed home. I ain’t never seen Helen with just the locals in it. Some of the farmers and people that live out of town are staying in the hotels. Everybody is sharing with each other.” 
 
    “Any news from outside of Helen, like from Cleveland?” Rylik prodded. 
 
    “No,” she answered. “There was a truckload of men come into town demanding food and stuff. The chief of police and his officers run them off. One of them was sick. Real sick.” 
 
    “It’s already started,” Jason said. 
 
    “Yeah,” agreed Rylik. “Have they blocked off any of the roads?” 
 
    “Yes, there’s a roadblock on 17 down near the mill. Not too many people have come up that way, and if they don’t have anything to share or any kind of skill, they’re being turned away. We only have so much food. That’s why I was fishing. People have planted stuff, but it will be a while before the crops come in. The mayor says we should have enough to last.” 
 
    “You’d better get back to Helen,” Rylik said. “Can you drive? How old are you?” 
 
    “I’m sixteen,” she answered. Rylik saw red. He kicked one of the downed men, breaking his ribs. “I can drive,” she continued, staring at the moaning man on the ground. 
 
    Rylik took a shotgun off the rack in the truck and a box of shells from the center console. He gave them to Becky, put her in the last truck, and instructed her to drive straight to Helen and to be careful on the turns. She assured him she had driven the pass many times, and she would go straight to the chief of police and tell him what happened. 
 
    Then, Rylik started throwing bodies into the back of the second truck. He didn’t care how they landed or what he broke. He slapped the man that seemed the least injured, waking him up. The man tried to scramble backward, away from Rylik, but Jason stopped him with a boot to his back. 
 
    “Where are you from?” Rylik demanded. 
 
    “Young Harris,” answered the man, fearing for his life. 
 
    “You get in that truck and drive,” Rylik said his voice low and mean. “Go back to Young Harris, and don’t any of you ever come south of Hiawassee again. You hear me?” 
 
    “I won’t mister, I won’t,” the man said, climbing into the driver’s seat. 
 
    The man left in a hurry, spinning tires and driving the truck faster than he needed to on the mountain roads. Rylik couldn’t have cared less. Maybe they’ll drive off a cliff, he thought. 
 
    “How did you do that?” asked Jason, after the truck was out of sight. 
 
    “They were all talk,” Rylik said, shrugging. “None of them could fight.” 
 
    “No, I mean, how did you move that fast?” asked Jason, looking at Rylik sideways as he looked over the truck they had acquired. “You never even pulled your pistol. I’ve seen plenty of fights and been in a few myself. I always held my own, if you know what I mean. You moved faster than any man I’ve ever seen, and when you hit that one fella, it was as if you hit him with a sledgehammer. I heard his jaw break, and I was still a good way away, coming down the road.” 
 
    Rylik looked over at his best friend’s father-in-law, who was now a good friend of his. He decided to tell him the truth. “I’m an Agent. We can do…things.” 
 
    “Oh,” was all Jason said. “That explains it.” Many people knew about Agents. Facts, rumors, and half-truths were mixed together in the stories. Agents were superhumans whose bodies had been altered by the Corporation. What he had just witnessed proved a lot of the stories true. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The next time it happened was a month later. This time Rylik killed someone. Several people, actually. So did Shmitty, Jason, and Lena. If Big Un could have gotten off his tether, he might have, too. 
 
    Schmitty and Rylik had torn apart one of the larger generators so they could disconnect the motor from the alternator and voltage regulator. Their goal was to use the windmill or some other device to turn a shaft and produce energy. They were starting to run low on fuel, and they wanted to have it working long before they actually needed it. At least it was cleaner work than running pipe from the RV and the trailer to the waste lines up at the museum. Jason was up top keeping watch. 
 
    Rylik’s head snapped up when he heard a man scream. Big Un dropped low and started growling. Someone had stepped on one of the bear traps hidden beside the road to keep people from sneaking up the mountain. He had no idea if it was a single person or someone in a group of men.  
 
    Rylik drew his pistol and sprinted for the wood line. He shouted at Shmitty to get the women into a restroom right before he leaped the fence. Once he was in the woods, he circled around to the right, moving silently without thinking about it. In the distance, he saw movement. Several armed men, wearing hunter’s camouflage, were advancing on the visitor center. 
 
    Rylik was easing forward to get behind a large tree when a shot rang out. He heard it hit the tree just above his head, and bark rained down on him. Frustrated that he wasn’t dressed in something other than jeans and his favorite red t-shirt, he spun, ducked low, and shot the man in the chest from 20 yards away. The man crumpled to the ground. Rylik dropped into the brush and crawled several yards to place another tree between him and the rest of the men. 
 
    Looking around the tree, he spied another man just as the man saw him. The man’s hunting rifle barked, and Rylik felt a burn across his left shoulder. He quickly double tapped with his 1911, and the man’s face was no more. Pulling back behind the tree, he dropped to his knees and looked for the last man. He glanced at his shoulder and saw where the round had grazed him. Damn, a tear in my favorite UGA shirt, he thought. Damn! 
 
    He heard several shots ring out from the direction of the visitor center. The sound caused the last man to turn away and look uphill. Rylik made his move, sprinting to another tree to get an easier shot. Two more rounds and the last man was dead. Rylik turned uphill and ran as hard as his enhanced physique would let him. 
 
    He ran out of the woods and jumped the fence, landing 15 feet into the newly growing pasture. He rolled when he hit the ground, ignoring the pain in his shoulder, and came up ready to fire. There were no targets left. 
 
     Lena stood over a man in hunting clothes, her .380 in hand. She was near the restroom where two more men lay unmoving. She kicked the shotgun away from the nearest man’s outstretched hand. The other body was missing an entire shoulder. That had to be a shot from Jason with the 50-cal, thought Rylik. Big Un continued to bark and snarl, straining at his collar and cord. The puppy wanted a piece of them too. 
 
    The restroom door opened, and Shmitty walked out, dragging a man almost as big as he was. He threw the body to the ground, its head at an unnatural angle. He looked at Rylik and shrugged. “I couldn’t take the chance a stray round would hit Ellen or her mom,” he said. They came out of the restroom with the other three puppies on leashes, visibly shaken but holding it together. 
 
    Rylik looked deliberately up toward the observatory, waved, then gave a thumbs up. He turned toward Shmitty. “There’s three more dead in the woods. We need to bring them here, strip them down, take what we can, and pile them in the bobcat’s bucket. We’ll go down and find the one in the trap. I haven’t heard him scream in the last few minutes, so he must be dead too. We’ll take them down as far as the bobcat will go, then drag them across the highway and throw them in the ravine.” 
 
    Rylik thought for a moment, then said, “We’ll take their vehicles and put them in strategic places on the road, so we can move them to block it when we need to. Then we’ll push some trees onto that path so it can’t be found from down below.” 
 
    “We need to get that power source working.” Shmitty nodded toward the disassembled generator. “We have solar power for the greenhouse, but we need to recharge the trail cameras and plug in my laptop. We’ll have a continuous video feed as long as we have a power source.” 
 
    Rylik glanced over and saw Lena stripping one of the bodies. They would leave the underwear, but the hunting gear could come in handy in the future. Still shaking, Faith walked over to help her. Ellen mentioned the wash tub and walked toward the other restroom. You couldn’t waste anything in this Fallen World, except someone else’s dirty underwear. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, Rylik and Shmitty sat in the shade looking at their handy work. They had built a small paddle wheel out of scrap wood and placed it in the stream running from the spring. It was enough to create the energy needed to charge the trail camera batteries and the laptop. Some of the chickens scratched the ground around them. 
 
    Rylik grinned at Lena and winked. She laughed, shaking her head. “If you two are done playing with your toys, you could give us a hand canning these tomatoes,” she said. 
 
    Faith had packed several cases of quart-size mason jars and lids. Every year, she canned fresh produce from their garden in Clarkesville, and she had figured out how to make it work, there, with several large pots and the wood-burning grill. They had plenty of tomatoes, with more ripening each day. 
 
    “I’ll give you a hand eating them,” Rylik countered, “but canning is not one of my skills. I lack the imprint. And I burned my hand the other day, helping you can squash.” 
 
    “You really felt that?” Lena questioned with another smile. 
 
    “I…” Rylik started to say something but stopped when he noticed a truck pull up to the first roadblock on the mountain road. “Hey, isn’t that the truck I gave Becky?” 
 
    “Never saw it,” Shmitty said. “I was on overwatch, and it wasn’t within my view. A boy’s getting out though.” 
 
    “Turn the volume up.” Rylik indicated the laptop.  
 
    Shmitty turned up the sound, and they heard the boy yelling. He reached over and blew the horn several times, then continued to yell. The boy banged on the hood of the truck and blew the horn again. Finally, he reached into the truck, took out a shotgun and fired three shots into the air. 
 
    “That’s a distress signal,” Faith said from over near the grill. “Hunters use it.” 
 
    The boy yelled again, and Shmitty turned to Rylik and asked, “Did he just yell what I think he did?” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Rylik said. 
 
    Rylik and Shmitty jumped on their dirt bikes. It took several tries before Rylik’s cranked, but in no time, they were headed down the mountain, blowing blue smoke behind them as their bikes warmed up. They weaved in and out of the barriers and pulled up next to the boy who looked about 15. 
 
    “What’s your problem, and why are you driving Becky’s truck?” Rylik asked. 
 
    “She said you would know the truck, so that’s why I drove it,” the boy explained. “She’s my sister. She said you took it from a bad man named Willy.” 
 
    “I did,” Rylik said. “When you see her, you tell her ol’ Willy got caught in a trap and won’t bother anyone ever again.” 
 
    “You can tell her,” the boy said, remembering why he came. “We need you in town, sir. Becky’s joined the police, and they need you in Helen. Bad.” 
 
    “Whoa, slow down,” Rylik said, raising his hands. “Who needs me and why?” 
 
    “The whole town,” the boy explained. “There’s City Slickers trying to bust through the roadblock on the Cleveland side of town. They’re waiting until they get more people, then they’re planning to come through it. They say they get what they want, and they want Helen.” 
 
    “Why me?” Rylik asked. “Why did Becky send you to find me?” 
 
    “Becky didn’t,” the boy said. “The mayor sent me.” 
 
    “But, why me?” Rylik asked again. 
 
    “Why…you’re King of the Mountain, ain’t you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 A Smile for Napalm by Philip S. Bolger 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucia Frausto smiled. She smiled at strangers, at friends, at the council of Mankato. She’d grown used to wearing her smile, plastered across her bronze features, her teeth immaculately white despite the shortage of good dental supplies. Her healing factor kept her looking young, much younger than the 54 years she’d walked on this Earth; her dazzling smile suggesting, at a casual glance, she was another young, pretty woman without a care in the world. Lucia liked to be perceived that way. 
 
    Her smile had different variants—one for when she saw an old friend, one for when she had to pretend she was enjoying a meeting she detested, one reserved only for her husband, Alan. She tried different versions—a smile to show gratitude, a smile to be flirty, a smile to show pride. She used her smiles as masks, ways to open doors. 
 
    She hadn’t always been Lucia Frausto, though it was the name she’d had since birth. She’d held others—Teresa Reyes, Christina Thorpe, Giovanna Castellano, and of course, the Frost Dancer. She’d learned to smile when she’d been the Frost Dancer, many decades prior to assuming her role as Mayor of Mankato. At the time, it was taught to her as a tool. Smiling put people at ease. It helped them trust you, especially as a woman. Smiles were disarming, and disarmed people put up less resistance. 
 
    The smile she wore on the morning the siege began was a typical smile for her council—a blend of happiness, pride in community, and general satisfaction. At least half of it was a lie, but the council didn’t need to know that. They had enough on their minds.  
 
    There were 12 people plus her in the Mankato City Hall meeting room. In the dim candlelight, she could make out their faces clearly. She knew all of them. They were predictable, salt-of-the-earth types. Joanna Olmstead, the doctor. Greg Stein, the engineer. The three men representing the town militia, wearing their tattered camouflage. The only person missing was Father McClaren, one of the town’s spiritual leaders. Lucia assumed he was at his church. He preferred the company of refugees and the poor to that of the council, in part, she suspected, because it was her council.  
 
    They looked to her for guidance, as they had every day since she rid the town of raiders nearly 10 years ago. Some looked to Lucia with respect. Some with barely-concealed fear. Some with envy. Lucia wasn’t concerned about their motives, as long as they obeyed. 
 
    “In conclusion, Mayor Frausto,” the man said, hat in hand. “The city’s still struggling to keep everyone fed. Twenty years after the Fall, we’re still dealing with the consequences. The radiation, the infertile soil, it’s all rough, and it’s compounding. Each year, our crop yield goes down a little more and a few more fields become fallow, and if we keep taking in refugees, we’re going to stress our systems further. When winter comes, a lot of folks are gonna starve, unless we find new sources of rations.” 
 
    Lucia nodded, once. She dropped her smile at such grim news, doing her best to affect a look of maternal care. 
 
    Hard decisions to make, she thought. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Sorensen,” she said, her voice carrying a hint of long distant Central Mexico. “It’s grim news, but we had to know. Lieutenant Griswold, what’s become of the security situation?” 
 
    Hank Griswold, one of the militia’s representative, stood and saluted. He was dressed in the same camouflage mishmash as most of the town’s militia, though his pinned-on silver lieutenant’s bars gave him a tiny air of authority. He usually wore a bus-driver style hat with a star pinned on it, but now he held it at his side. 
 
    “Ma’am, I’d like to report that Mankato is safe. Our strategic ethanol reserves are low, but we have enough grain to keep the horses fed, and the troops are doing well. Our explosive stockpiles are untouched, and the ammunition plant continues to produce. Right now, there aren’t any major outside threats.” 
 
    “What about the genetically modified crazies in the Twin Cities?” Greg Stein interjected. “Or the rumors of raiders crossing over from Albert Lea?” 
 
    “No sightings, sir,” Griswold said. “There’s been no major activity in the wastes for a bit. The Twin Cities are still in ruins. There’s nothing bigger than a rat living there—and most of the rats are dead. We heard the rumors about the raiders, and our trackers found some fresh tire marks in the wastes, but nothing conclusive. No scavengers, or remnants of the megacorps. Best guess, sir, is that they’ve written off this whole area as destroyed.” 
 
    Based on Sorensen’s food estimate, they’re not totally wrong, Lucia thought. 
 
    “We don’t know, for sure, that there are still megacorps around,” said Doctor Olmstead. “Or any semblance of civilization. If there are, they’re far from here or well hidden. Correct me if I’m wrong, Lieutenant, but it seems to me that most of what you’ve encountered are ruins.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” said Griswold. “Nothing we’ve found around here is permanent. If there are any raiders, they’ve either moved on, or are moving much faster than our men can track. Nothing else around here is dangerous.” 
 
    The lieutenant only understands threats he can shoot at, thought Lucia. Or, perhaps, he has a remarkably blasé approach to radiation. 
 
    The council was looking at Lucia. They did it sometimes, waiting for her approval. Quietly. It drove her nuts, but she adjusted. 
 
    She smiled at Lieutenant Griswold—this smile was mostly gratitude. 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant. I believe that concludes today’s new business. If there’s nothing further, we all have jobs to do.” 
 
    The militia lieutenant nodded once in response, the closest to a smile Lucia would ever receive from the soldier. 
 
    As the various functionaries and council members got out of their seats, the door burst open. A young militia woman stumbled in. She was slick with sweat, and her eyes were wild with panic. 
 
    “Mayor Frausto! Raiders! We’ve sighted raiders!” 
 
    Frausto looked at Griswold, who looked equal parts angry and embarrassed. 
 
    “How far out?” 
 
    “They’re at the gates, ma’am, and they’re calling for you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lucia strode out to the palisade wall. She made sure to smile at everyone she passed, waving hello to those she knew. Civilians hustled inside, and members of the militia trooped down the streets, sergeants barking orders. Closer to the palisade, the militia was setting up a mortar system. Lucia smiled at the mortar team leader as she walked past, heading toward the nearest ladder to the top. She could hear the raiders’ rumbling engines well before she climbed the wall. They sounded heavier than the average post-Fall ethanol engines. The uneven palisade was lined with militia soldiers leveling weapons at the raiders, waiting for direction. A few looked up at her. She smiled at each one. Lucia motioned for one to step aside, and he did. She smiled as she thanked him, taking time to grab an offered set of binoculars from Lieutenant Griswold. As she looked over the gates at the assembled raiders, she quickly analyzed the situation. 
 
    The force of raiders outside the wall wasn’t the largest she’d ever seen, but this long after the Fall, in this desolate part of what used to be North America, it was a veritable horde. 
 
    Seventeen vehicles, each armed with a different crew-served weapon, circled and revved their engines in a show of force. Lucia counted at least one Teledyne Mk. III railgun—if they had ammunition for it, the town’s wooden palisade wouldn’t stand a chance. A few machine guns, an autocannon or two, and a multiple launch rocket system rounded out the formation. The vehicles ranged from rovers made months before the Fall to throwbacks from the mid-20th century, re-tooled and jury-rigged by resourceful scavengers. They belched angry clouds of diesel smoke. 
 
    Raiders with engineering skills, thought Lucia. There’s a nightmare.  
 
    Each of the vehicles had a flowing red banner attached to its antenna or pasted over the hood. A white flame was emblazoned on the banners, the sigil of some warlord, no doubt. The marauders looked hungry for blood. Raiders hung off the sides of the vehicles or sat in the backs. They looked well-fed and well-equipped. They were wearing a lot of leather armor, and many had body armor, whether cobbled together or ripped from a Corporate armory. None of them appeared to be anything other than mundane humans, but Lucia knew that appearances could be deceptive. As Lucia appeared, they hooted and hollered, jeering at her in English…and in Spanish. They called her name, not only her real name, but the name she thought she’d buried in the rubble. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A lone man strode forward from the front vehicle. Lucia thought he looked vaguely familiar. As he walked, the raider vehicles, one by one, cut their engines, still training their heavy weapons on the wall. Several of them dismounted and took a knee, genuflecting to the man. As the man approached the gates, silence gripped the air, punctuated only by the wind. 
 
    “Lucia Frausto!” the man shouted. “I see you, and I challenge you, you coward. Come out and deal with me, one on one!” 
 
    Lucia grimaced. She didn’t like the idea of a raider who knew her, but this challenge didn’t scare her. The man carried himself like he might be an operative or a Specialist. So had many that she’d cut down, including the warlord who’d claimed Mankato after the bombs fell. 
 
    “Lieutenant Griswold,” Lucia said. “Keep me covered. If anything funny happens, open fire.” 
 
    The lieutenant acknowledged as Lucia climbed down and motioned for some men to open the gates. Two militia members started the pulley system, and the heavy wooden gates parted. As they did, Lucia keyed her holo-belt and changed the image to the clothes she was best known for—a blue China poblana dress, accessorized with blue and white ribbons. The ribbons appeared to flow through her hair, a clever visual subroutine she’d coded herself, all those years ago. She strode forward, her hologram raising her arms while she raised her modified Serbu Super-Shorty shotgun under the cover of the hologram, pointing it at the man. The venerable weapon was downright primitive compared to some, but she preferred it for a couple of reasons—the FRAG rounds packed plenty of punch and the weapon’s compact size made it easy to conceal behind her hologram. 
 
    The hologram smiled, but Lucia did not. 
 
    “Welcome. Bienvenidos,” she said. 
 
    The man said nothing, merely puffing on his cigarette. As Lucia got closer, she got a better look at him. His head was shaved, and scars crisscrossed his face. He had an automatic weapon slung on his back and a machete at his hip. Decked out in raider faux-punk chic, he was no different from any other leatherhead. Lucia had put down countless numbers of his ilk. 
 
    “You called for me,” she continued. “So, I’m here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Guess you are.” 
 
    Silence descended. Lucia gripped her shotgun tighter, waiting for the man to draw one of his weapons, but instead, he stood there. His breathing seemed erratic, and he radiated anger, but he made no move. 
 
    “Ok,” she said. “I’m gonna help you out a bit. You demanded I come face you. I’m here. So, the way I see it, you’ve got two options. You can draw, and die like a man, or I can put you down in cold blood.” 
 
    “Cold blood would seem more appropriate,” he said, locking eyes with Lucia. “That’s how you put down my wife and daughter.” 
 
    Lucia blinked, slowly, behind her hologram, which maintained a perfect poker face, though she had the smile fade to a grimace, and the ribbons stop flowing, as if the wind had just been turned off. 
 
    “You’ve got me confused with someone else,” Lucia told the raider. 
 
    “Nah, I really don’t. You’re Lucia Victoria Frausto y Ortega. You’ve got all those idiots behind that wall fooled, but I know who you really were. You killed my family because Teledyne Internal Affairs told you to.” 
 
    Lucia’s voice caught in her throat. Her eyes widened. She dissolved the hologram and faced him. Now he could see that she had her shotgun leveled at him, and her bodysuit was still clearly labelled with Teledyne markings. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    The raider smiled, his teeth yellowed and broken. “My callsign was Napalm.” 
 
    The memories of her sins hit her like a freight train. She remembered a rainy night, many, many years ago, when she made a trip as the Frost Dancer. She remembered the cries of Napalm’s wife as Lucia stabbed her to death. The daughter didn’t resist—would’ve been hard for an eight-year-old to do so. A single shell of buckshot was enough to finish off the child. The message was clear—don’t desert Teledyne. Lucia had executed hundreds of missions, mostly the same, preying on wives and husbands, sons and daughters. It was a job, one that filled Lucia with shame, one that she turned and ran from, just before the old world ended in a thunderclap of nuclear oblivion. 
 
    “I was a different person,” Lucia said, haltingly, her voice betraying her insecurity. “I’m sorry for what I did, but—“ 
 
    “You were just following orders?” Napalm cut her off, pausing briefly to sneer. “I don’t give a fuck. You took everything from me. You took my family and my future, so what? So Teledyne could snag a few more bucks by edging Obsidian out of some worthless fuckin’ mountain range?!” 
 
    He spit and motioned toward the palisade. 
 
    “Was it worth it? All the money they paid you?” he asked. Lucia said nothing. The big raider continued ranting. 
 
    “These fuckin’ hicks have no idea who you really are. There’s no way they do, or you’d be ruling through fear.” 
 
    Lucia thought of all the people waiting behind the palisades. Of the council, of Alan, of so many she’d helped in the past years. 
 
    “It’s a new world, Napalm. Since the bombs fell, who I used to be is irrelevant.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not to me, and not to my boys. Hell, I’d say being able to square up with you is about the only thing that’s kept me going. I’ve been looking for you for so long, and to find you, here, so close to where you murdered Diana and Rosie, it’s… it’s insulting.” 
 
    Lucia paused for a second, considering her words. 
 
    “Napalm,” she said. “There’s no more Teledyne. You’re carrying the corpse of a grudge from a long dead world. There’s no need for this. You’ve got a horde, and you’ve got some engineers. You could live in prosperity. Let the past die and ride away, and we’ll put this behind us.” 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck about prosperity, and I don’t give a fuck about Teledyne!” Napalm shouted. “Teledyne may have given the order, but we both know you were the one who pulled the trigger. I can never leave that behind. We’re gonna square up, and you’re gonna get what I owe you.” 
 
    “So, I get no credit for redemption?” Lucia asked, anger rising in her voice. “I’ve led this city for nearly a decade. I’ve saved refugees and fed the hungry. I cannot be redeemed?” 
 
    He shook his head again. “Nope. I’m going to kill you. Not sure if that’ll be just, but it’ll make me feel better. In a world where so many people have no family and no future, feeling good is about all we’ve got left. I was wondering what kind of woman you’d become, so I’ll give you a simple choice—come out here tomorrow, at dawn, and fight me and my boys. You do so, we’ll spare your town. You hide behind those gates, we’ll hit you with everything we’ve got, and we won’t stop until Mankato’s another faded memory, like Boston, or New Orleans, or whatever shithole you crawled out of in Mexico.” 
 
    Lucia kept her expression calm, determined not to show Napalm any of her simmering anger. 
 
    “I’m already here,” Lucia said. “You don’t want to dance? Save ourselves this ridiculous ‘High Noon’ nonsense?” 
 
    “No, Frost Dancer, I don’t,” he said, his eyes darting toward her shotgun. “Because I’m a man of honor, a man of my word. I had to deliver my ultimatum, to see if you’d grown a conscience in the last few years.” 
 
    Lucia stared him down, looking at the hatred burning in his eyes. He was twitching—probably going through withdrawals from some drug Teledyne had hooked him on years ago, maybe one made by Lucia’s old associates. She glanced at his genuflecting soldiers, at the silent war machines and their crews. She wondered how many of them even remembered the world before the fall. 
 
    She thought about her people, safe behind the walls. Years ago, she would’ve thought of them as a useful barrier between her and the guns and knives of these raiders. 
 
    The funny thing about redemption, though, is sometimes it sticks. Napalm might have some sense of honor, but the looks in the eyes of so many of his raiders, as well as the skulls and bones decorating their vehicles, suggested they had a much more primitive view of what the strong get to do to the weak. Lucia was intimately familiar with that view. 
 
    “I accept your offer,” she said. “I’ll meet you at dawn, just me. You and your men think you can take me down…We’ll see.” 
 
    Napalm’s eyes glowed. “Be there, Frost Dancer, and we’ll spare your town. If you’re even a second late, well…my boys aren’t as patient as I am.” 
 
    Napalm flicked his cigarette to the ground and walked off. As he did, his raiders rapidly stood and climbed into their vehicles. Engines started up one after the other. Within a minute, the horde had departed, leaving Mankato behind. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What are you going to do?” asked Alan. His salt-and-pepper hair was shaggy, groomed as well as it could be in a town that didn’t always have power. His ice blue eyes betrayed what Lucia had learned to read as concern. The two were seated across from each other at the kitchen table in the mayor’s house, uneaten protein paste between them. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m at a loss, Alan.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Alan. “They’re raiders, no different from the ones you defeated, here, years ago. Get out there, do your thing, use all that expensive Corporate training.”
“They’re different,” Lucia said. 
 
    “Different how?” 
 
    Lucia shook her head. “It would hurt too much to explain it to you. I need to talk to a priest.” 
 
    “It won’t hurt me,” Alan said. “I have an idea of what you did, what you used to do, about your time as a Specialist.” 
 
    “You don’t,” Lucia said, a tear streaking down her face. “You have no idea, Alan.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “I can’t.” Lucia wiped the tear away. “I would lose you if I told you.” 
 
    “Nothing you say will make me leave,” Alan said. “I’m here for you.” 
 
    Lucia thought. She wanted to tell him everything—but she couldn’t. She knew he meant well. She knew he wanted to help, but kind, gentle-hearted Alan could not withstand hearing about all the vile deeds she had done. He wasn’t capable of understanding the number of innocents dead at her hand. Because, even in the post-Armageddon scarcity of this fallen world, Alan would choose love and peace. He would not choose survival. It made him incompatible with who Lucia felt she really was. 
 
    So, she fled. 
 
    She got up, and as Alan protested, she walked out, stopping only to pick up her shotguns. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lucia walked around town, smiling at everyone she met, searching for someone to confide in. She didn’t want to tell Alan her secrets, out of fear of losing him. She didn’t want to tell Lieutenant Griswold or Doctor Olmstead or Greg Stein. They all looked up to her, and she doubted she’d keep her leadership position if she revealed her true nature. As she watched, she thought back to her youth in Mexico. There weren’t many people she could trust in the early days, and the older she got, the more guilt she suppressed. She hoped, for her sake and the sake of the town, Father McClaren would honor the confidentiality of confession the way priests were supposed to. 
 
    The Church of the Holy Rosary was filled to capacity with survivors and refugees. As Lucia gently opened the heavy door, the soft sounds of a hymn played on an organ, with lyrics half-sung by people who didn’t know the words, greeted her. She walked inside and saw the packed congregation—the pews had mostly been removed, but that hadn’t stopped Father McClaren. Lucia smiled at a few of her citizens who thanked her for some minor task she’d accomplished. She hid what she felt, kept up the façade, and made small talk with her people as she looked for the priest. 
 
    Father Henry McClaren was ministering to an elderly woman as Lucia approached. The priest was an old man—in his early 70s, though still hale and hearty, with an infectious energy. His wispy white hair and kind green eyes made him seem instantly trustworthy. 
 
    “Father,” she said. 
 
    “Mayor Frausto,” he replied. “I’m surprised to see you here. You don’t strike me as the church-going type.” 
 
    I was, once, thought Lucia. 
 
    “Are you here about my absence from the meeting?” asked the priest. “I’ve been quite b—“ 
 
    “I need someone to talk to,” said Lucia, interrupting him. “Do you have a moment?” 
 
    The priest’s expression briefly flashed to confusion, but quickly turned to compassion. 
 
    “Of course,” Father McClaren nodded. “We can speak in the basement. I have a quiet room down there.” 
 
    She followed the priest downstairs, making sure she smiled at the parishioners and refugees as she passed them, offering a few words of encouragement where she could. 
 
    In the basement, the priest led her over to a converted storage closet. 
 
    “I’ve been using this as a confessional,” he said, smiling slightly. “You are, of course, under no pressure to confess.” 
 
    “It’s been too long, and I’ve forgotten the ritual,” Lucia said. “I need to unburden my soul. I’m sorry that sounds so dramatic, but I’m carrying a weight, Father, and I have to tell someone.”
The priest took a seat, and motioned for Lucia to do the same. 
 
    “Before I tell you,” she said. “Please, no ‘my child’ or anything like that. I only want to talk.” 
 
    “Of course,” McClaren acknowledged. “Where do you want to start?” 
 
    “Los Caballeros Templarios,” Lucia blurted, the words leaping out of her mouth before she finished thinking them. 
 
    “The knightly order?” 
 
    She shook her head. “The cartel. The one that died in the 2010s, then was resurrected in the 2050s. They recruited me. I killed for them.” 
 
    “I see,” McClaren said, his eyes holding no judgment. “And you harbor guilt from that time?” 
 
    “No, well, yes, I mean…” Lucia stammered. 
 
    Silence hung in the air for a second. Lucia wasn’t sure what else she wanted to tell him. She tried to organize her thoughts, but failed. So, she poured it all out. She told him about how her time in the Templars was quick, brutal, and violent, but it was home for an orphan who never knew a family. She told him about drug-running, drive-by shootings, standing watch at brothels and drug dens and gambling parlors, and hurting elderly folks to force them to pay protection. The priest listened, taking it all in. 
 
    “The worst of it, though,” she said, “is that I committed these sins for money. I’ve forgiven myself for my time as a Templar. I was young and desperate, and maybe that’s no excuse, but I was still learning right and wrong. It’s what happened afterward that burdens me. I’m ashamed to my very core about what I did for Teledyne.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked McClaren. 
 
    “Teledyne bought out the Templars,” she said. “Most of the existing leadership was purged. Those of us in the top ranks of the sicarios were given a choice—become Specialists or hit the road and return to the barrios we scrabbled to escape. It was a simple choice, and faced with the idea of poverty, I couldn’t go back, not once I’d tasted the good life.” 
 
    She swallowed. 
 
    “So, I stayed. I joined Teledyne’s Specialist program. I was enhanced—physically and mentally, but not emotionally or spiritually. I did things that seemed near-identical to what I’d done as a sicaria. At first, I was only asked to do routine hits—a scientist here, a security officer there. The war with Obsidian loomed, and Teledyne invested more and more in us. As Specialists became more advanced, Teledyne needed more controls. There were rumors that some Specialists were going rogue. The company couldn’t stand the thought of losing so many expensive assets. So Internal Affairs was established. I had several different titles—Loyalty Manager, Violence Suppressor, Compliance Officer. It was all flowery, trumped-up, corporate bullshit. I was a murderer. It was worse than being a sicaria. As a sicaria, at least, you had a code of honor, and the Templarios were a family. Being an Internal Affairs Specialist was almost like being a robot. The suits on top input the codes, and I did what they said. The company figured out, quickly, that threatening people’s families wasn’t enough—if you wanted to follow through on those threats, you had to act. No one was off limits.” 
 
    Lucia felt tears creeping into her eyes. 
 
    “So I acted. One hundred and seventeen times, I acted. Spread out over five years. I remember every face, every scream. So many dates on the calendar remind me of a murder I committed because I was too frightened to choose any other life. The final murder I committed was my friend and colleague of 10 years, a man who I’m not ashamed to say I loved. He went through the Specialist program with me. He was there when I needed him most. He saved my life at least twice.” 
 
    The tears started as Lucia continued. 
 
    “I killed him, shot him in the back of the neck with a shotgun as he read a map. I didn’t feel anything at the time. I told myself I was different. The department called me the Frost Dancer—because I was ice.” 
 
    Lucia sobbed. She tried to smile, to keep a brave face for the priest, but could not. She broke down into tears. 
 
    McClaren said nothing. The priest reached out to touch the crying woman, but she shrugged him off. 
 
    “And the worst of it,” Lucia said, pausing only to wipe her eyes, “is that I think this raider, the one outside the walls…I think he’s karmic vengeance. I think he’s all my sins manifested, here to end me.” 
 
    “Lucia,” McClaren said, softly. “I know you’re remorseful. I know you have committed many, many sins. But one of the teachings of my God, a God I presume you also believe in, is that no soul is beyond redemption. Do you regret what you’ve done?” 
 
    Lucia nodded, still sobbing slightly. 
 
    “Do you feel remorse? Have you tried to be a better person?” 
 
    Lucia nodded again. 
 
    “Then, I don’t want to get into the theological particulars, but you have set the foundation for who you will be. At this point, you can do nothing about who you were, but you do not have to accept that identity as who you will be. There’s always a chance for redemption.” 
 
    “I thought I had changed,” said Lucia. “I thought I had become better. But the arrival of this…this man, makes me think I don’t deserve redemption.” 
 
    “No,” said Father McClaren. “This is merely a challenge. It’s up to you to answer it.” 
 
    Lucia didn’t say anything. A few rogue tears continued to trickle down her face, but the wracking sobs had stopped. 
 
    She looked at the priest. 
 
    “I’m going to answer it, then.” 
 
    McClaren nodded. “I think you should. The people of this town rely on you. If what you’ve told me is true, and the raiders are here for vengeance, I somehow suspect they’ll take it out on the town. And despite what their leader said, I would not plan on his restricting his rage to just you.” 
 
    “You think he won’t keep his word?” 
 
    “Wrath is, in my opinion, the ugliest of the seven deadly sins. Pride is more damaging, but wrath clouds judgment in such a way that all else ceases to exist. Lucia, this man has been hunting you for two decades. Anger is all he has left. You told me so yourself.” 
 
    Lucia contemplated McClaren’s words. Her eyes had dried. She felt a smile creeping back onto her face, but suppressed it—the priest deserved honesty. 
 
    “I think,” McClaren offered, “that who you used to be doesn’t need to define you, and while many of your skills may have been used for evil, none are inherently evil. You’ve changed. You have a moral, maybe even a spiritual foundation. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t be leading this city. I think you should use your discipline as your advantage in this fight. I would think of this as a challenge of redemption.” 
 
    Lucia nodded. 
 
    “Thank you, Father,” she said after a pause. “I’ll consider everything you said.” 
 
    “I’m glad you came to see me, Lucia. I hope your soul is unburdened. Whenever you feel it is right, I would be honored to hear your confession. If you have any doubt about whether you might perish tomorrow, I’d suggest we formalize it tonight, so you can make your peace with God. If you’d like, I can cut it short and offer you penance now.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Lucia said, locking eyes with the priest. “I have no doubt I’ll be alive this time tomorrow.”
  
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The faint light of dawn crept through the heavy crowd as Lucia walked toward the gate. 
 
    She checked her gear one last time. She had her holo-belt, calibrated just as she liked, to answer commands from her wrist pad. She wasn’t sure she’d have any more batteries after this, but desperate times called for desperate measures. On her right hip, she had a brace of three stilettos—mean little knives she could stab with or throw. In each hand, she held a Serbu Super Shorty shotgun, cut-down. The right hand shotgun was loaded with frag rounds, while the left held buckshot. She had some spare rounds on her belt, near her left hip, but hoped she wouldn’t need them. While the compact shotguns were easy to conceal behind her hologram, reloading them would be a chore. She had a sidearm, as well, a handgun, in a crossdraw holster on her left side, just in front of the extra shells. On her chest harness, she had a mix of grenades—chaff, for disrupting any advanced targeting systems the enemy might have salvaged; incendiary, for destroying heavy engine blocks; and a few concussion grenades. 
 
    She breathed out. 
 
    It was time to kill her past. 
 
    Lucia walked out of the open palisade gate, cueing her holo-belt as she went. She assumed her guise as the Frost Dancer—blue China poblana dress, flowing blue ribbons in her hair, blue-tinged skin, and the sound of a howling arctic wind. She made a few adjustments on her holobelt, and the image multiplied—first twice, then four times, then eight…until there were 100 identical copies. They marched forward, their dresses swaying in the wind and ribbons flowing through their hair—an army of Frost Dancers marching toward their fate in the soft glow of the rising sun. She moved from hologram to hologram with quick leaps that kept her hidden. She activated the jammers on her belt—they would block the enemies’ radios and any thermal optics they had that would see only the Frost Dancer. As she went, she threw down a few puck-size repeaters—valuable microelectronics—the last ones she had. They would broadcast her images and sounds, adding to the enemy’s confusion. 
 
    The enemy was arrayed in a line, their various trucks, cars, and motorcycles braced like soldiers from an ancient war, shoulder to shoulder. Their red banners flapped in the early-morning breeze. The only sounds were the rumbling engines. 
 
    Someone on the left opened up, bullets cascading into the holograms. Lucia keyed a sequence on her wrist pad, and the images began dancing and flickering as the bullets hit. Lucia keyed another sequence, and they multiplied again. One dancer produced a shotgun and fired an illusory bullet. The enemy returned fire, harmlessly impacting the hologram. Lucia made sure it stopped to wink, wave, and smile at the enemy shooter. 
 
    The rest of the enemy fired, and Lucia hit the dirt, her optic camouflage blending her in with the prairie. Her army of holographic dancers advanced. 
 
    One of the enemy trucks drove forward, through the line of dancers. Lucia flickered a few out, then created more. The truck was driving near her, so she palmed an incendiary grenade. She figured Napalm would appreciate the irony. 
 
    The truck sped through the ranks, its gunner spraying bullets indiscriminately, and got closer. She pulled the pin on the grenade and kissed it, for luck, before throwing it overhanded as hard as she could. The grenade went straight through the truck’s passenger window, blossoming in a fountain of flame. The trucks’ occupants screamed in pain. 
 
    Lucia keyed another command on her pad. The holographic dancers stopped their advance, quit dancing, and began taunting. One dancer flipped the raiders off, while another laughed heartily. The pucks she’d thrown around emitted cackling laughter that blended with the wind. Gunfire broke out and bullets hit, some close to Lucia. But with so many targets, only one of which was real, the enemy couldn’t figure out how to track her. She reconfigured the dancers, who resumed their repetitive, advancing dance. 
 
    A dune buggy zipped by, a rider wildly swinging a cobbled-together axe at hologram after hologram. As the buggy came close, Lucia leveled her Serbu, and fired a frag round. 
 
    The round impacted almost immediately, the flak destroying the rider hanging onto the side of the car, as well as the driver. The vehicle spun, right in front of a pair of motorcyclists, who ran into it. Lucia hustled over and put a round into each of them, ending their suffering. 
 
    She resumed her position in formation, mimicking the hand motions of the dancer whose hologram space she was sharing. 
 
    Two cars broke away, driving through the ranks of holograms, heading toward the town, crew-served weapons peppering the palisade. 
 
    As Father McClaren had predicted, the raiders had no intention of keeping their leader’s word. 
 
    Lieutenant Griswold had planned for that. 
 
    The first car drove over an anti-tank mine and exploded instantly, while the second hit a pit that had been camouflaged by the same holographic technology that gave Lucia her dancers. 
 
    The enemy vehicle line was breaking, but not before a lone figure emerged on top of a truck’s cab. 
 
    “Lucia!” Napalm’s voice boomed. “You said you’d fight alone!” 
 
    “I am!” Lucia shouted back, her voice thrown to four different locations by the various mini-speakers she’d placed as she walked. “I’m the only one out here, cabrone! Your boys seem scared. Guess they can’t handle being beat by a girl.” 
 
    Napalm threw his mic down and leaped into the middle of the holographic formation. He threw several grenades, one after the other, flames spiking toward the sky as the thermite ignited. 
 
    “Face me! Face me you cowardly bitch!” 
 
    She could see the veins on his neck straining as he screamed, a paragon of rage. 
 
    Lucia bee-lined toward him, dodging from hologram to hologram as she did. Finally, she was upon him. She drew her matched pair of Serbu shotguns and fired with both barrels. The buckshot tore through Napalm’s exposed skin, but his scavenged body armor stopped the worst of it. Immediately, his skin began healing. Like her, he had the advanced healing package of an IA Specialist. Lucia drew her machete and prepared for a fight. She cued her holograms to draw machetes as well. 
 
    “I’m right here,” she said. “C’mon, let’s go, Napalm, burn me up!” 
 
    Lucia hit the ground and rolled as Napalm turned toward her voice’s last location, leveling his machine gun. 
 
    The big man fired indiscriminately, his bullets going through hologram after hologram. A few hit the circling motorcycles, killing the raiders aboard. Lucia selected a chaff grenade and threw it. It exploded, glitching out the holograms for half a second. She waved at Napalm, and as the holograms came back online one by one, he fired at where she was, but she had dodged in anticipation. 
 
    Napalm was fast, but not fast enough. Finally, Lucia heard what she had been waiting for—the telltale clack of an empty weapon. 
 
    She charged as Napalm was reloading. She swung the machete quickly and knocked the rifle out of the man’s hand. 
 
    Lucia channeled all the darkness she could summon from the depths of her soul. For one last time, one final necessary evil, she gave into the Frost Dancer. 
 
    “You’re gonna die here, Napalm,” she said. “You haven’t fought as hard as your wife, but you lasted a bit longer.” The big man raged as Lucia taunted him. He’d drawn his machete and was swinging, but she was quick. He nicked her a few times, but her healing reagents restored her health in no time. 
 
    “I’ll end you, you cunt!” Napalm shouted as he struck out. Lucia dodged and landed a kick in the man’s groin. He doubled over, but he managed to grab her. Lucia felt her bones being crushed in the Specialist’s iron grip. She struck out at him, but his grip only tightened. Lucia felt her hold on her machete loosen as Napalm grabbed his and struck her. The blade cleaved deeply through her collarbone and got stuck in her upper torso. She drew one of her stiletto knives with her off hand, stabbing it fiercely into Napalm’s gut. He howled and lost his grip. The two disentangled, Lucia with the machete in her shoulder and Napalm with the stiletto in his belly. 
 
    Both of them healed, quickly, looking at each other for a second before circling back. Lucia keyed a command into her wrist link, and her holograms disappeared. Her personal hologram also disappeared, showing her as she truly was. 
 
    Lucia wore no smile. Her expression was blank as she pulled the machete out of her torso and held it down at her side. 
 
    Napalm seethed in anger. 
 
    In the background, his raiders were dead or dying. Their cars, reclaimed and reengineered vehicles, were ruined. The stink of burning diesel, mingled with the smell of charred flesh and the faint odor of cordite, dominated the air. 
 
    Lucia centered herself. She thought about her position as the Frost Dancer. She thought about her enemy—what she knew about him, what buttons she could press. 
 
    He was nearly twice her size and every bit as skilled in close combat. 
 
    But he was enraged. 
 
    Lucia feinted left, then rushed right at him. Napalm didn’t fall for it, flinging her stiletto back at her as he drew his second machete. She caught the blade in the air and flung it back at him, only for him to parry it with his freshly drawn machete. 
 
    She dove down and pulled her handgun from its holster, then fired a couple of shots. They impacted Napalm, and he took the hits, grunting. The rounds were laced with a poison Lucia had made, one that slowed down healing. She raised her handgun to fire again, but Napalm dove forward, striking her with his machete. 
 
    The blade cut deeply into her arm, and she lost control of the handgun. It went spinning into the dust. 
 
    “I’ll have my vengeance!” Napalm screamed at her. 
 
    “Fuck you, pendejo!” Lucia spat back. Napalm swung at her again, and she ducked. She swung with the machete in her off hand. Her healing didn’t stop all the pain she was feeling. 
 
    For a split second, she was overwhelmed—the pure fury of this man was too much to stop. A small part of her wondered if she was wrong, if this was what she deserved. 
 
    She centered herself and gave in to the Frost Dancer. 
 
    As Napalm swung again, she moved into the blow, and absorbed it full on—the blade cleaved through her leather bodysuit, through her right ribs, and into her vital organs. 
 
    Lucia felt nothing. 
 
    The blade was stuck, and Napalm struggled to pull it out. 
 
    As he was, Lucia brought up one of her stilettos. She dug it into his belly, and he howled. She grabbed him with her free hand and brought him close. He tried to resist, but she kept her grip. As he struggled, she drew her final stiletto and struck at his face. He moved an arm up to block, but was too slow. Her stiletto went through his right eye. 
 
    Lucia was aware she was bleeding. She was aware her nanite-enhanced body was having trouble healing; her wounds were too grievous. 
 
    She didn’t care. She hammered the stiletto through Napalm’s eye. The big man clawed and swiped wildly, trying to escape. Lucia held him tight. 
 
    He was stronger, but undisciplined, unfocused. The pain, the withdrawals he was suffering, and the damage from her poisoned bullets were finally getting to him. 
 
    Lucia wasn’t ready to declare victory. The Frost Dancer knew that a wounded animal was still dangerous. She had to finish the job. 
 
    She maintained control over Napalm and twisted the stiletto in his eye, eliciting a scream. 
 
    “You’ve failed, Napalm,” she purred into his ear. “But you’ll be with your family, soon. You stupid, stupid, man.” 
 
    He might’ve said something by way of apology or remorse. Lucia might’ve cared, but the Frost Dancer didn’t. She let go of him, and struck the stiletto with her palm, banging the knife further into his head. He stumbled backward, convulsing from brain damage. 
 
    Lucia calmly picked up her handgun. She pointed it at his head and pulled the trigger until the striker dropped on an empty chamber. 
 
    Only then did Lucia blink, coming back to her senses. As the sense of being the Frost Dancer left, she was overwhelmed by emotion and pain. 
 
    Napalm was dead. His corpse was mangled. The nanites were doing their best to heal him, but many shorted out due to the bullets she’d used. 
 
    Lucia hazily vowed never to be the Frost Dancer again as she stumbled back toward the palisade. A mottled blob spoke to her in a voice like Lieutenant Griswold’s as she lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    She awoke in a clinic. Doctor Olmstead stood by her bed, writing notes on a clipboard. The bright lights overhead alerted Lucia that the town was burning valuable fuel to make sure the clinic had power. 
 
    Damnit, she thought. I should’ve warned them about this. It feels like a waste. 
 
    “We knew you were something special,” the doctor said. “But until today, I wasn’t sure what. What you did to those raiders...” 
 
    The doctor shook her head. 
 
    “The ones that survived will tell the tale to others. I don’t think we’ll be bothered again. I hate to think about what would’ve happened if you hadn’t intervened. I remember the last time raiders ruled the town—the abuse, the destruction.” 
 
    The doctor shuddered. 
 
    “You saved us, Mayor Frausto.” 
 
    Lucia barely heard the doctor. The Specialist looked over at her IV drip. She was amazed the doctor still had saline. 
 
    “You should conserve these,” Lucia said, pulling the needle out of her arm. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Lucia smiled at the doctor—70% reassurance, 30% gratitude. 
 
    The doctor looked surprised, but didn’t try to stop her, watching as Lucia’s healing factor sealed the last of her wounds, then covered it with fresh skin. 
 
    “You can’t possibly be—” Doctor Olmstead began. 
 
    “I’m fine,” said Lucia. “The big guy didn’t have anything that could stop me. Now, I’m sure you have other patients to attend to. If you don’t, cut the generators. Yesterday, Greg said we were running low on fuel.” 
 
    Lucia got up and walked out the door, through the clinic, and onto the streets of Mankato. As she looked at her town, taking it all in under the midday sun, Lucia felt whole. She was happy to bury the Frost Dancer forever; she was content.  
 
    Sometimes, she thought, violence can be cathartic. 
 
    For the first time in years, she smiled for herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 What Passes for Human by Joseph Capdepon, II 
 
      
 
      
 
    The creak of the wagon woke David from his sleep. He jerked up, the nightmare still fresh in his mind, his right hand wrapped tightly around the hilt of the machete he carried, his left reaching for the old rifle slung on the wagon. The nightmare was always the same. The bombs had dropped. He had gotten Alyssa out of the city, but instead of being able to keep her alive, he watched her die slowly as her implants failed her, and he could do nothing to save her. Every night for the last ten years, always the same. He watched as she wasted away, her body betraying her, killing her, and he was helpless, unable to save her.  
 
    He listened to the wagon creak and knew that Alyssa was awake as well. He shook off the nightmare and said a silent prayer that the day would go smoothly. The horses snorted and whinnied at him from where he’d picketed them the night before. He climbed to the top of the wagon and checked on the solar panels he’d installed there. Each one was functioning as it should, though the connections on one were looking as though he would have to replace them soon. He checked the readout, and it was putting out less voltage and amps than the others. Another thing he would add to the list of things they needed to watch for. 
 
    He lowered himself to the ground, and the door on the wagon opened. Alyssa smiled at him, her arms wrapped him into a tight hug, and she kissed him lightly on his cheek. 
 
    “Did you sleep well?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “Did you?” David replied. 
 
    Alyssa said, a slight smile on her face, “I asked first.” 
 
    “As well as any other night my love,” David said. He pulled the feed for the horses from its compartment on the wagon.  
 
    “The nightmare?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “Same as always.” David walked over to the horses, set the feed bags on the ground, and began to inspect each horse. The two larger horses snorted at him as he checked their hooves, legs, and every other part of them. Alyssa laughed as the smaller dappled mare she sometimes rode nuzzled her, almost knocking her off her feet. 
 
    “Alright, alright.” Alyssa giggled. “I’ll get the brush.” 
 
    David smiled at his wife and finished with the two larger horses. He strapped the feed bags on them. They noisily gobbled the oats and other goodies David had mixed for them. He joined his wife and began to inspect the mare’s hooves. 
 
    “We might push them today,” David said. “We are only about eighty miles from that facility at Lake Brownwood. If it is still there, I can probably fix that issue you’ve been having with your leg.” 
 
    “If you think that is best,” Alyssa said. “Though my leg has been fine the last few days.” 
 
    “It wasn’t fine two days ago when we went through the outskirts of Waco,” David said. “We can’t afford for that to happen again.” 
 
    They finished their morning chores, hooked the horses up to the wagon, and rolled out. After almost twenty years, David could not get used to the absence of the sounds of civilization—the hum of motors, the drone of aircraft overhead, the background buzz of electricity. The ruined homes and businesses that dotted the landscape of Texas were a depressing sight. 
 
    Around noon, they pulled their wagon into a shaded area next to a small creek. David climbed down off the wagon and stretched, his body sore from the hours of riding. Alyssa ducked into the back of the wagon and returned with a basket. She reached into it and removed a packet that she tossed down to her husband. 
 
    “Lunch time,” Alyssa said cheerily. 
 
    David opened the packet and grimaced.  
 
    “You’re the only woman I know that can be happy about eating who knows how old survival rations,” David said. 
 
    “It’s better than going hungry, dear,” Alyssa quipped. 
 
    They’d found a cache of survival gear and food beneath the lake house of some corporate lawyer David had known. The house above looked as though a major battle had been fought inside. Collapsed and bullet-riddled walls, scorch marks, and on the second floor, the decomposed bodies of the lawyer and the men who had attacked him. Alyssa had wanted to bury the corpses, at least the corpse of the lawyer, but David had said to leave them be. They traded some of the rations, over the years, for things they needed, or fresh produce, or on a few occasions, a piece of technology David could use to keep Alyssa alive. 
 
    “It’s hard to argue with your logic,” David said between bites. The mare whinnied and David turned around and saw two men step out of the woods. Both were dressed in ragged clothes that had probably been washed the last time it rained.  
 
    “What can I do for you gentlemen?” David asked. 
 
    The two men created distance between themselves as they advanced towards the wagon. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” one said mockingly. “That’s some fancy talk there. You gonna give us that wagon, them horses, and that woman, and we won’t kill you.” The other laughed and produced a large knife from his dingy clothing. 
 
    “Living in a post-apocalyptic landscape does not give you a valid reason to prey upon your fellow human beings,” David said. “The world is a hard place, and scum like you make it harder.” 
 
    The two men stopped, surprised by David’s outburst. They both started to laugh. 
 
    “You’re a funny guy,” the one with the knife said. “Might take you back to camp and have some fun with you.” 
 
    They began to walk forward again, and from above David, the rifle roared. While they were distracted by David, Alyssa and drawn the hidden rifle. The one with the knife collapsed to the ground, the .30-.06 round punching a large hole through the bandit’s lower jaw. The other bandit began to turn, but a knife thrown by David slammed into his neck. His hands reached up to clutch the blade as blood spurted from the wound. 
 
    David walked over to the dying man and yanked the knife from his neck. 
 
    “We would have shared some of our food with you,” David said sadly. David stood over the dying man and stared into his eyes. “All you had to do was ask nicely, but your kind can never ask nicely. You must always take from others.”  
 
    David checked the now-dead man for anything they could use, but all he had on him was a rusty knife and a faded picture of a naked woman. He moved over to the one Alyssa had shot and searched him as well, but again found nothing but a rusty knife. 
 
    “Do you think they were alone?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “I don’t want to find out,” David said. He climbed back into the seat. “Take the reins and get us out of here. Hand me that rifle.” Alyssa handed him the weapon and grabbed the reins. She clucked her tongue, and the wagon began to move. David crouched on the top, trying to watch every direction at once. He did not relax until they were a few miles down the road.  
 
    “Do you think things will ever get better?” Alyssa asked David after they had settled down for the night. 
 
    “I don’t know,” David said. “Civilization has always been paper thin for humans. We’ve always been on the edge of barbarism. I like to think we will find our way out of this, but I really don’t know.” 
 
    “I think I miss air conditioning the most,” Alyssa mused. “I’d really like to have air conditioning again, and toilet paper. I think I miss those two things the most.” 
 
    “A roll of toilet paper would be great,” David agreed. “Remember when we found that box of it?” 
 
    “My butt felt great for three months,” Alyssa said wistfully. “Should have saved a few rolls for special occasions.” 
 
    “There are a lot of things we should have done,” David said.  
 
    Alyssa grabbed his hand and squeezed. 
 
    “No use living in the past,” Alyssa said. “It is dead. We are both alive, and that is what matters most.” 
 
    David sighed, brought his wife’s hand to his lips, and gently kissed it. 
 
    “You are, and always have been, my rock,” he said. “Go to sleep. We should arrive at the Brownwood facility tomorrow, before nightfall, hopefully.” 
 
    The next day dawned with a line of dark, angry clouds on the horizon. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and lightning flashed in the clouds. 
 
    “I’m not a big fan of those clouds,” David said. “Not sure if we should batten down and ride it out or ride through it.” 
 
    “How far are we from the facility?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “Maybe two hours,” David said.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Alyssa replied. 
 
    They pushed on, and the storm reached them. The wind picked up, gusts that shook the wagon. The horses whinnied, but a firm hand from David kept them from bolting. The rain started, light at first, then in great sheets, falling from the sky, obscuring everything. David scrambled to protect the solar panels on the roof of the wagon as hail began to fall. Golf ball-sized pieces of ice pelted him as he secured the protective covers he had made for his precious solar panels.  
 
    “Don’t stop!” David shouted from the top of the wagon. He whooped and screamed at the sky, mad cackles of laughter erupting from him. Alyssa screamed with him, both momentarily caught in a moment of pure insanity as the storm raged around them. Soon, the rain started to slacken, and the wind began to die down. David climbed down and sat next to his wife, both soaked through. 
 
    “I haven’t felt that alive in a long time,” Alyssa remarked. “Also, I’m pretty sure we drove through a tornado.” 
 
    “Tornado huh?” David mused. “That would have been a hell of a way to go. Probably cleaner than how we will die.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be so negative all the time,” Alyssa said. 
 
    “I’m not negative, my love,” David replied. “I’m realistic. I don’t know how I’ve managed to keep us alive this long. Every day we are on this side of the dirt, I consider a win.” 
 
    David stood up and looked around. The heavily overgrown roadway they were following stretched off into the rising mist as the sun beat down on them from the clearing sky. He motioned for Alyssa to stop the horses and hopped to the ground. 
 
    “There should be a turn off somewhere around here,” David said. “It turns off, there is a gate, then a long driveway before you reach the facility. I don’t think we passed it. Shit!” 
 
    Alyssa watched David as he took a machete and started trudging along. 
 
    “Want me to follow?” Alyssa called to him. 
 
    “No, give me a minute,” David grumbled. 
 
    He walked a few hundred yards down the road and Alyssa saw him start to attack the underbrush and foliage. She picked up the reins, clicked her tongue, and the horses pulled the wagon forward. She pulled them to a stop as they came up next to a sweating, cursing David. 
 
    “I assume you found it?” Alyssa asked sweetly. 
 
    David paused from murdering the greenery around him and glared at his wife. 
 
    “Want to help, or are you going to watch me clear this path for the horses and wagon?” David asked. 
 
    Alyssa leaned back, a small smile on her face. “I’m enjoying the show,” she said, her voice a soft purr.  
 
    “Don’t you start,” David said. He wiped sweat from his face and smiled at his wife. “We’ve got a lot to clear if we want to get there before nightfall.” 
 
    “The facility is not going anywhere, David,” Alyssa said. She let the skirt she was wearing slip to the ground. “Plus, we really need to let these clothes dry.” 
 
    David smiled at his now-naked wife, looked back at the wall of greenery, back at his naked wife, and dropped the machete. 
 
    “Can’t argue with that,” David said and took his wife in his arms. 
 
    Later, David extricated himself from the tangle of sheets and his wife’s limbs, and quietly exited the wagon. He stretched and looked up at the night sky. An immense field of stars blazed overhead, a sight that still took his breath away now that there was not any light pollution from the metropolises. The night was alive with the sounds of insects, the calls of mating frogs, and in the distance, the sad, haunting cry of a coyote. He walked over to the horses and gently stroked each one’s neck, while checking that their leads were secure for the night.  
 
    “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m getting tired of being on the road,” David mumbled to the horses. “Don’t really know how much longer I can keep going.” 
 
    The mare nuzzled him and whinnied softly. He wrapped his arms around her neck, scratching her behind the ears. 
 
    “I know, girl,” David said soothingly. “You should get some rest tomorrow.” 
 
    He made his way back to the wagon and climbed onto the roof. He lay back and watched the stars. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alyssa poured the bucket of water over David, eliciting a yelp of surprise. 
 
    “Are you trying to kill me, woman?” David exclaimed. 
 
    Alyssa dropped the bucket and laughed. 
 
    “I must have worn you out old man,” Alyssa teased. “You were snoring so loudly, I’m pretty sure bandits heard you in their camps, miles away.” 
 
    David grumbled and pushed himself to his feet.  
 
    “Now I have to change clothes,” David said. 
 
    “Should have slept naked,” Alyssa replied. 
 
    “And have the mosquitoes carry me off?” 
 
    “Maybe if you actually slept in the wagon instead of on the ground or on top of it,” Alyssa said, “you wouldn’t have to worry about the mosquitoes.” 
 
    They had the path cleared by mid-morning, and David maneuvered the wagon through the hole in the foliage. It took some doing, but they managed to get the gate open with the liberal use of foul language and a lever. Down the overgrown driveway, the horses pulled the wagon and its occupants. The long driveway ended in a clearing. The rusted, decaying corpse of some vehicle, a small tree growing from it, sat to one side of the entrance to the facility. The entrance was overgrown with vines, weeds, grass, and all other manner of vegetation. David handed the reins to Alyssa and hopped to the ground. He removed the rifle from its place and pocketed two of the compact magazines for it. 
 
    “Stay here,” David said.  
 
    “Where else would I go?” Alyssa quipped. 
 
    David approached the entrance slowly, his rifle at the low ready. A rabbit darted out of the grass and rocketed past him. David stumbled backward and almost dropped the rifle. 
 
    “Damn it!” David shouted. 
 
    “What is it?” Alyssa called, alarmed. 
 
    “Nothing dangerous,” David said. “Unless you’re one of Arthur’s knights.” 
 
    “You know I don’t get that old pop culture stuff,” Alyssa said.  
 
    “It was a rabbit,” David said. “A damn rabbit startled me.” 
 
    “So, is it safe for me to come down, or is it going to explode or something?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure rabbits don’t explode, but I can’t really be sure what the Corporation was cooking up, out here, before the bombs dropped,” David said. 
 
    “I wasn’t talking about the rabbit, but now I’m not really sure I want to join you,” Alyssa said.  
 
    “I’m kidding,” David joked. “Mostly. Let me see if I can get it open.” 
 
    David let the rifle hang and took his machete to the overgrown entrance. In a short time, he had the grass and weeds hacked away. A dull grey metal door was recessed into poured concrete, a keypad and palm reader next to it. David walked up to the keypad and entered a code. Minutes passed, then a light came on over the door. The keypad beeped twice. 
 
    “Please place your right hand on the reader and input your authorization code,” a synthesized female voice said. 
 
    David followed the directions, and the door opened with a hiss and a puff of cool, antiseptic air. 
 
    “Welcome to the Lake Brownwood Research and Development Facility, Dr. David Navarez,” the female voice said. 
 
     David stepped out of the shadow of the entrance and waved to his wife. Alyssa jumped down from the wagon and joined her husband. 
 
    “It still has power?” Alyssa asked, amazed. 
 
    “I’m kind of surprised as well,” David said. “Though they had some of these places running on buried power sources that could keep them going for decades, all of it automated. For the kinds of research they were doing, they needed lots of juice, and that was the best way to achieve it.” 
 
    “What kind of research?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “Mostly weapons research,” David replied. He pushed the door further open and led Alyssa into the cool interior. The door hissed shut behind them. “Though there were other projects they would sink money into. My research being one of them. If only they hadn’t dropped those damn bombs. I can’t imagine where I would be today with my research.” 
 
    They descended two flights of stairs and emerged onto a carpeted landing. A bank of elevators stood to one side, with hallways branching off to the left and right. A directory lit up as they approached. They were in the main lobby of the facility on the top floor—ten. The floor contained some offices, the cafeteria, and a vehicle bay. Below them were labs, dormitories, a gym, storage, the power plant, hydroponics, and an armory.  
 
    “How is this place empty?” Alyssa wondered.  
 
    “Most of the people who knew about it probably got caught in one of the cities,” David replied. “Or they tried to get here and were killed along the way. I’m going to see if I can get the vehicle bay open and the wagon inside. Why don’t you head to the cafeteria and see if there is anything edible left?” 
 
    David left his wife to explore the cafeteria and headed toward the underground garage. David was surprised to find the garage empty. The company usually had a few vehicles available for use by the research personnel. He stopped at one of the vehicle bays and took a closer look. A briefcase was pushed against the wall, almost hidden by the shadows. Shell casings littered the ground. 
 
    “What the hell?” David muttered to himself. 
 
    He grabbed the briefcase and grunted at the weight of it. He moved it into the light, placed it on the ground, and opened it.  
 
    “Whoever left this behind is going to be upset,” David said, looking at the neatly stacked gold bars. He closed the briefcase and carried it close to the door he had come through. “Now, let’s get that wagon in here.” 
 
    An hour later, David had the wagon in the garage and the horses fed and rubbed down. He lifted the briefcase of gold bars into the back of the wagon and spread them out, hiding each one in a different spot. He made his way back to the cafeteria and found Alyssa happily cooking in the kitchen.  
 
    “Can we stay?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “For a little while,” David said. “But only long enough to give you a check up and fix the problems.” 
 
    “Why can’t we stay—just put down our roots here?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “Because we can’t,” David said. “We can’t stay in one place for a long time, at least not a place like this. There probably won’t be anyone else coming here, but there are some who, if they did survive and they find their way here, won’t be as understanding as we would be in sharing the riches of this place. I would rather we keep moving and not end up like that poor bastard where we found the toilet paper. It’s safer.” 
 
    Alyssa looked hurt but nodded her head.  
 
    “What have you made us?” David asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “Beef stew!” Alyssa said excitedly. “Everything was freeze dried. There is a whole larder full of stuff. Before we leave, we should stock the wagon.” Alyssa ladled stew into two bowls. “There’s even crackers!” She pulled a box of crackers from beneath the counter and placed them between the bowls with a flourish.  
 
    “Beef stew and crackers,” David said. “Haven’t had that in a very long time.” 
 
    “Almost forgot,” Alyssa said. She placed a jug of yellowish liquid on the counter. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” David whispered. 
 
    “Yep,” Alyssa replied, smiling. “Lemonade.”  
 
    David whooped in joy, grabbed his wife in his arms, twirled her around, and kissed her deeply. 
 
    “Make sure a case of that mix makes it into the wagon,” David said laughing. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Over the next week, David and Alyssa worked themselves into a routine. He would run diagnostics on her cybernetic implants and, while he studied the readouts, Alyssa would cook, read, exercise in the gym, or go for a swim in the indoor pool. Later in the day, David would put her in one of the operating rooms and fix whatever problems the diagnostics had found. 
 
    “I’m feeling much better,” Alyssa told David after their last session in the operating room.  
 
    “We’ll run one more test tomorrow, but I think this should be it,” David said. “The implants all look good. Your leg won’t be bothering you anymore. I replaced a few things with newer parts.” 
 
    Alyssa hugged him and kissed his forehead.  
 
    “You’re the best husband a woman could ask for,” Alyssa said. “I think I’ll take the mare out this evening for a ride.” 
 
    “That would be good for her,” David said. “She hasn’t had a lot of exercise since we arrived here. I should probably take the other two out at some point and run them as well.” 
 
    “You could join me,” Alyssa teased.  
 
    David typed away at the keyboard, his eyes glued to the screen. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” David replied, distracted. “After I’ve finished this.” 
 
    “That will be there tomorrow,” Alyssa said. “You’ve done nothing but worry about me this past week. You need a break.” 
 
    “I’m fine, darling,” David replied.  
 
    “David Navarez,” Alyssa said, her voice serious. “You will saddle up one of those horses this evening, and you will join me on a ride around the lake. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    David looked up at his wife and couldn’t help but smile. She stood, hands on her hips, her head cocked to the side, her face serious. He stood up and embraced her.
“Alright,” David said. “No need to use my full name. I’ll come.” 
 
    That evening, they saddled the mare and one of the draft horses and rode out into the woods. The sun was a couple hours from setting, and the sunlight gave the leaves of the trees a golden glow. The cicadas sang their haunting tune, the noise echoing through the woods. They rode the horses down to the lake and dismounted, letting them drink some of the cool water.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Alyssa said. “I can’t remember the last time we were able to enjoy something like this.” 
 
    “Neither can I,” David said. “I’m glad I came.” 
 
    They sat and watched the lake for a while, the setting sun reflecting off the water, the occasional ripple as a fish or turtle surfaced. They forgot about everything that had happened since the world ended and lived in the moment. 
 
    “We should be heading back,” David said. “Sun will be setting soon.” 
 
    They let the horses amble along, losing themselves in small talk about the world that was, remembering the good times before the bombs fell and the world changed. The sun dropped lower in the sky, casting long shadows, and the woods around them began to come alive with the sounds of night—the chirrup of insects, the croaking of frogs looking for a mate, and the song of the birds that feasted in those twilight hours.  
 
    Alyssa smiled at David. “Catch me if you can,” she shouted. 
 
    She pushed her horse into a gallop with a yell of joy, and they rocketed down the path. David laughed and pushed his horse to follow. Down the darkening, wooded trail they rode, trying to beat each other back to the facility. Alyssa pulled ahead with a whoop and disappeared into the gloom. 
 
    The scream of the mare from the darkening wood tore into David. He bellowed, unlimbered the rifle slung across his back, leaned forward, and dug his heels into the sides of the horse. They raced through the twilight landscape and burst onto a clearing. The mare lay on the ground thrashing, whinnying in pain. Four men, dressed in robes, were dragging Alyssa into a cart. 
 
    David roared and brought the rifle to his shoulder. He squeezed the trigger, and one of the men fell, his face ruined as the heavy rifle round entered the back of his head and exited the front. The other men looked up in alarm at the sudden attack. Two of them broke off from dragging Alyssa and charged toward David, their crude weapons raised above their heads. 
 
    David slid from the horse, which darted away from the clearing and into the woods. He brought the rifle around and fired again, taking one of the charging men in the chest. The man stumbled, fell, and rolled across the ground. The other man reached David and brought the axe he was carrying down in an overhead slash. David brought the rifle up and caught the axe on the heavy synthetic stock. The impact jarred the axe loose from the man’s hand. 
 
    David brought the rifle around, the butt slamming into the man’s jaw, while slipping a leg behind him. The man tumbled to the ground, his lips smashed, blood pouring from his face, unconscious. David looked up frantically, but the cart, Alyssa, and the man were gone. David ran toward where the cart had been and followed the trail into the woods. He eventually gave up, as the night closed in.  
 
    Back in the clearing, the unconscious man started to stir. With a groan, he opened his eyes to find David standing over him, pointing the rifle at his face. 
 
    “You’ve got some questions to answer,” David said, and brought the rifle butt down onto the man’s face, knocking him out. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The man woke up strapped to an exam table in an operating room, various electrodes attached to his body and head. Overhead lights washed out everything around him in a blinding white glare. He strained against the bindings holding him, grunting with the effort. 
 
    “You won’t get out of those,” David said behind him. 
 
    “You’ll pay for this, sinner!” the man screamed. “God’s judgement will come for you!” 
 
    “I try to be a good man,” David said. “Before the bombs fell, I tried to be a good man. I did my best to give my wife a good life. I love her with my whole being. If the accident hadn’t happened, we’d have had kids, and I would have devoted myself to them utterly, but the bombs fell.” 
 
    The man strained against the bindings, muttering about God’s judgement. David walked out of the shadows and stood so that he could look down into the stranger’s face. 
 
    “Even in this fallen world we live in, I try to be a good man,” David continued. “I help those I can, putting my skills and knowledge to use to alleviate some of the suffering. I only kill when I have to, when I am forced to by evil men.” 
 
    “You are the evil in this world,” the man spat. “God brought his judgement down on your kind with his holy fire, and we will continue that holy work.” 
 
    David pressed a button on the control pad he carried in his left hand, and 50,000 volts of electricity shot through the man’s body, making it strain against the bindings, as every muscle contracted at once. After ten seconds, David deactivated the voltage, and the man sagged back onto the exam table. 
 
    “You only talk when I ask you questions,” David said. “Understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” the man said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “This is really simple,” David said. “You are going to tell me where they took my wife, and I won’t hurt you. If you fail to do this, I will hurt you. Eventually, you will tell me where they took my wife. If you lie, I will hurt you, and yes, I can tell when you are lying, so right now, the truth is the most important thing in your life.” 
 
    “I’ll never tell you where they’ve taken her, filthy tech whore!” the man spat. 
 
    David pushed the button and opened the circuit so the electrical current raced through the man’s body. He slowly walked a complete circle around the table before turning it off. The man’s body sagged back onto the table, and he panted in pain. 
 
    “I can keep you alive for a very long time,” David said. “Tell me where my wife is, and this can end.” 
 
    “Your wife goes to be judged, to see if she is worthy to accept the grace of our Lord,” the man said. 
 
    David pushed the button and electrocuted the man again. 
 
    “Where did they take her?” David demanded. 
 
    “To the House of Judgement,” the man gasped. 
 
    “Where?” David said and pushed the button again. 
 
    The man arched against the bindings, a groan of pain escaping out of his clenched jaws. 
 
    “Where?” David demanded. 
 
    “Five miles to the east,” the man groaned. 
 
    “Good,” David said, looking down at the display on the tablet he carried. “You are telling the truth. Now, how many of you are there?” 
 
    “We are legion!” the man screamed. “We will cleanse this world!” 
 
    David pushed the button again and watched the man writhe on the table. 
 
    “Tell me, and it stops,” David growled. 
 
    “Thirty,” the man managed to scream. David stopped the flow of electricity and looked the man in the eyes with a cold smile. 
 
    “How are you armed?” David asked. “Do you have firearms, or is everyone armed as you four were?” 
 
    The man turned his head away from David and prayed. 
 
    “You know what happens when you don’t talk,” David said. “Why not make this easy on yourself? You don’t have to suffer.” 
 
    “My suffering is nothing, compared to the suffering you will experience when my Brothers and Sisters send you to Hell,” the man spat. 
 
    “Thirty is quite a lot of you in one place,” David said to himself. “Well, twenty-seven now. Yeah, this is doable.” 
 
    “Our Lord protects us!” the man ranted. “You filthy technologists brought down the doom upon your heads. It is our duty to cleanse the world of your evil, and we shall.” 
 
    “I’m really starting to get annoyed by all that,” David said. “Now, what should I do with you?” 
 
    “Free me, and we will let you live, after you have atoned for your sins,” the man said. “I will take you to your wife, and both of you can join us, to live your life as the Lord intended, free of the evils of technology.” 
 
    David glared down at the man. 
 
    “I think my cyborg wife would disagree with that,” David said. 
 
    “Unholy abomination!” the man shrieked. “They will cleanse her of the evil, so she may enter the kingdom of our Lord with a pure soul.” 
 
    “That won’t do,” David said. He approached the exam table, set the tablet on the instrument tray next to it, and picked up a syringe filled with a dark green liquid. He very gently pulled the cap off the needle. 
 
    “When you go and stand before God,” David said. “Don’t be surprised when he is a bit pissed by your behavior.” He pushed the needle into the man’s neck and depressed the plunger, pushing the dark green liquor into the man. 
 
    “What was that?” the man asked, panicked.  
 
    “Death,” David said.  
 
    The man started to ask a question, but his body was wracked by a violent spasm. His mouth clamped shut, his teeth cutting the tip of his tongue off. David cringed as he heard the man’s teeth grind and begin to crack as the toxin killed him. The man’s body strained against the bonds, and blood trickled from his ears, eyes, nose, and mouth.  
 
    Crackling and a snap caused David to wince, but the man’s body sagged back onto the table, his eyes wide, staring off into space. David picked up the tablet and checked the man’s vitals to be sure he was dead. The toxin had worked just as the chem-warfare guys had told him it would, all those years ago when he was a young research scientist getting his feet wet, right out of college. 
 
    He pushed the exam table toward the wall, where a door opened to a chute that led to a furnace three levels down. David opened the chute door and used the controls to tip the body into it. 
 
    In the armory, David looked at the array of rifles, shotguns, handguns, explosives, grenades, drones, and other types of weapons whose function he wasn’t sure of. He donned body armor and added a webbed vest over it, which he filled with magazines for the rifle and handgun he picked out. Into a bag, he stuffed frag grenades, more loaded magazines, a battle medic’s kit, and a case of attack drones. 
 
    “I’m coming,” David whispered. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alyssa watched the strange men and women gather round the pyre from the cage they had placed her in when they brought her into the compound. There were other people in more cages—men, women, and children. Most of the men were injured, and a few of the women sported busted lips or bruised faces. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Alyssa whispered to the man in the cage next to hers. 
 
    “Getting ready to sacrifice us to their god most likely,” the man hissed back. “Gods be damned Ludds.” 
 
    “Ludds?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “Luddites. They hate technology,” the man whispered. “Blame it for the bombs dropping. Believe that once they eliminate all of it, God will return and turn the world into some kind of Eden for the true believers to live in.” 
 
    “That’s insane,” Alyssa said.  
 
    “There ain’t a whole lot in this world that ain’t insane lady,” the man said. “Don’t know where you are from, but the Ludds are big trouble around here. Moved in from somewhere farther north and west. Destroy any technology that goes beyond things humans can do for themselves if they run across it.” 
 
    Alyssa looked at the men and women praying around the pyre and shivered. 
 
    “What if you have implants?” Alyssa asked, her voice low and scared. 
 
    “I’d recommend fighting and making them kill you,” the man said sadly. “Heard stories about it. They pull the implants out and leave the person. Say that it is up to God if they live or die.” 
 
    The blood drained from Alyssa’s face. She turned away from the man, hiding her face and the tears that started to fall.  
 
    “Why?” Alyssa whispered. “Why would they do that? Because we have a machine, a piece of technology inside of us that helps keep us alive, that somehow makes us less than human?” 
 
    “Sorry, lady,” the man said. He tapped his chest. “I got an implant. Happened before the bombs fell. I’ve been on borrowed time anyway. When they come to take it out of me, I’m going to make them work for it.” 
 
    Alyssa tried to sleep, but the night was filled with the screams of those the cultists took from the cages. They would come, open a cage, and take the person inside. They would take them into a building, sometimes for minutes, sometimes for hours, but there were always sounds of pain coming from the building. Eventually, they would leave the building, either walking and wearing the clothing of the cultists, or they would be returned to their cage, beaten and bloody. 
 
    Alyssa finally fell into a fitful sleep, filled with nightmares of her body being ripped apart in a bloody barn by figures dressed in odd clothing. She jerked awake and stared up at the night sky. The sky was ablaze with stars, a few clouds flying across that infinite landscape. The compound was quiet, except for the sound of the children in the cages that were awake and crying.  
 
    Alyssa tried the door of the cage she was in, pushing her cybernetic arm harder than she ever had. Slowly she could see the bar begin to bend. She stopped when a man walked out of the adjacent building. He walked down the line of cages, peering into each of the occupied ones.  
 
    “Please, let me go,” one of the children pleaded. “I miss my mommy. Please, let me go see my mommy.” 
 
    The man stopped and kicked the cage, making the child cringe in terror. 
 
    “Your mother doesn’t matter any longer, child,” the man said harshly. “Only our Lord.” 
 
    The child curled himself into a ball and wept. The man shrugged and walked on, checking some of the locks. Alyssa watched his mouth move as he counted each of the occupied cages as he passed by them. He reached the man who had been talking to her earlier in the day and stopped. 
 
    “Wake up, old man,” the cultist said with a kick. 
 
    The older man in the cage stirred and looked up at the cultist. 
 
    “What do you want?” the man asked. 
 
    “Are you ready to accept the Lord and his truths?” the cultist asked. 
 
    “Boy,” the man said, “if your momma was still alive, she’d be ashamed of you.” 
 
    The cultist savagely kicked the cage, and the older man laughed. 
 
    “Why don’t you let me out of the cage, son, and I’ll show you that your old man can still kick your ass,” the man said. 
 
    “I’m no longer your son,” the cultist said. “You’ll be the first into the Redemption Shed tomorrow, old man.” 
 
    Alyssa stared at the older man as the young cultist walked away. The man stared back, his face hard. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Alyssa said to him. 
 
    “Why?” the man said. “You don’t know me. Don’t feel pity for me lady. It’s not often a man gets to know when he will die.” 
 
    Alyssa started to respond, but the man rolled over and quickly went back to sleep. Alyssa sat against the bars of her cage and wondered if she could bend them enough to allow her to slip through. She started to bend another bar when another cultist exited one of the crude buildings and walked past the cages. She spent a fitful night waiting for the right time to try to force her way out, but there was always at least one cultist watching them. 
 
    A kick against the bars of her cage woke her in the morning. A female cultist passed her a small cup of gruel through the bars, as well as a cup filled with water. Alyssa looked at the slimy substance in the cup and dumped it out. She sniffed the water before letting a bit pass her lips to wet her dry mouth and throat. The older man next to her downed the gruel and water and tossed the cups back through the bars. 
 
    “Not the best last meal a man could ask for,” the man joked. 
 
    Three cultists, one of them the man’s son, exited from what his son had called the Redemption Shed. They walked over and stopped in front of the cage the man sat in. One of the men bent down, unlocked the door, and motioned for the man to crawl out. 
 
    “Guess you grew some balls after all,” the man spat at his son. 
 
    The two cultists attempted to grab the man’s arms. He slipped by them and delivered a vicious kick to his son’s crotch. The two cultists bumped into one another, and the man’s son crumpled to the ground with a yelp of pain. The older man bent down and scooped up the club his son had been carrying. 
 
    The two cultists untangled themselves and charged the man. He took a batter’s stance and swung the club. The crack of the club as it impacted one of the cultist’s skulls made Alyssa wince. The other cultist slammed into the man, bringing him to the ground. They rolled around, exchanging punches, until the older man bit the cultist’s ear and tore it in half in a splash of blood. 
 
    The cultist rolled away, clutching his bleeding ear. A female cultist raised the alarm, and others began to charge over. The man stood up, picked up the club, and brought it down on the head of the cultist who’s ear he had torn in half. The crunch of the skull being fractured sickened Alyssa. The man turned and approached his son, who was pushing himself to his feet. Two other cultists approached the man from behind, but before they could lay hands on him, he brought the club around in an overhead swing and connected with the side of his son’s head. 
 
    The man dropped the club and turned as the two fresh cultists slammed into him, the three tumbling to the ground. The two cultists bounced to their feet and started to kick the downed man. Other cultists soon joined them, kicking him and beating him with clubs, until an ancient looking woman appeared at the door of the Redemption Shed.  
 
    “Enough!” the old woman said. Her voice carried over the shouts of the men and women, and they quickly stopped what they were doing. The old woman walked toward them, and they parted for her, exposing the man, beaten and bloody on the ground. 
 
    “Does he live?” she asked. 
 
    One of the cultists crouched down and touched the man on the neck. He looked up and shook his head in the negative. 
 
    “Take his body to the pyre,” the old woman said. “Tonight, we send those that will not repent to our God to be judged.” 
 
    Three of the male cultists picked up the corpse and carried it to the pyre. Alyssa pressed herself against the back of the cage, keeping her head down. 
 
    “No more interruptions,” the old woman said. “Bring me the next sinner.” 
 
    For the rest of the morning, Alyssa watched the cultists take the others into the shed, one at a time, the scenario playing out the same as the previous night. Some went free, the clothing of the cult in their arms, others were returned to their cages. The old woman’s words echoed in Alyssa’s head, and she looked in terror at the pyre, and those that were returned to their cages. 
 
    Finally, they came for her. They opened her cage, and she crawled out. For a moment, she thought about fighting them, but she decided not to. Maybe, if she could grab the old woman, she could use her to get out of here. They led her into the Redemption Shed. Inside, the old woman sat in a simple wooden chair. Directly across from her, another simple wooden chair sat empty. Three large men and two large women flanked the old woman. 
 
    “Sit,” the old woman demanded. 
 
    Alyssa sat and kept her eyes down. 
 
    “What is your name?” the old woman asked. 
 
    “Alyssa.” 
 
    “Are you a sinner, Alyssa? Don’t answer. You are a sinner. We are all sinners. The question you need to ask yourself is, will you ask our Lord for forgiveness for your sins? Will you give up the evil that is technology and live as our Lord God has demanded we live? Will you do that Alyssa?” 
 
    Alyssa looked up at the old woman. 
 
    “I can’t live without technology,” Alyssa mumbled. 
 
    One of the large women stepped up and slapped Alyssa across the face. 
 
    “Speak up,” the large woman demanded. 
 
    “I can’t live without technology,” Alyssa spat and reached out with her cybernetic arm. She grabbed the large woman by the wrist and jerked. There was a loud pop and crack, and the large woman stumbled back, screaming in pain. 
 
    “Abomination!” the old woman screamed, and the world exploded around them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    David watched the camp on the screen of the drone controller. He watched as the mob of cultists beat the man to death and dumped his body with a few others on the pyre. He left the drone to loiter over the area and unpacked the rest of the tiny attack drones from their case, activating them. Seven more drones rose into the air and followed the signal of their counterpart hovering over the camp. 
 
    He armed the drones, entered the attack order, and dropped the controller to the ground. He unslung the battle rifle, double checked that the magazine was set firmly, and flicked the selector to three round bursts. With a grim look, David took off toward the camp. The drones dived in, each one targeting a separate cultist, before they detonated the small amount of high explosive they carried.  
 
    David entered the camp seconds after the drones exploded. Bleeding, broken cultists lay on the ground, dead or dying. Others rushed to their aid. David brought the rifle to his shoulder and stroked the trigger. Three rounds of high velocity lead exited the barrel and impacted center mass of the closest cultist. He managed to kill three more before the others realized there was a threat in their midst. 
 
    A hard-swung club caught him in the upper back and caused him to stumble. He let the rifle drop, its sling keeping it close to his body, and turned in time to take the next swing on his right forearm. He pushed forward, inside the swing of the attacker, pulled one of the knives he carried, and buried it to the hilt in the cultist’s torso. He pushed the surprised, mortally wounded cultist to the ground. 
 
    He brought the rifle back to his shoulder and started to shoot more of the cultists. The cultists fled from the violent onslaught David brought to their camp. Helpless families and people scraping by were easy targets, but an enraged, heavily armed man was another matter. The ones who were willing to die for their god were dead or bleeding out on the ground, while the rest fled into the woods. 
 
    David spun around as a door slammed open behind him. A woman stumbled out of a rundown building, her arm bent at a wrong angle, blood pouring from her nose. A scream of rage echoed from within the building, and a man tumbled out the door, head over heels. David kicked the man in the face, knocking him out, as he entered the building, his rifle at the ready. 
 
    Alyssa was backed against the wall, her cybernetic hand around the throat of an old woman she was using as a human shield. An extremely large man stood with his back to the door, threatening Alyssa with a long blade. 
 
    “Let the Prophet go, and I’ll make sure your death is quick,” the man said.  
 
    David whistled. The man jerked around, startled, and David put a three-round burst into his upper torso. The large man looked down in surprise at the holes that appeared in his chest, started to walk towards David, and collapsed to the ground. Alyssa let out a shout of surprise and threw the old woman to the ground. 
 
    “David!” she shouted. She ran to him and threw herself into his arms. He let the rifle drop and embraced his wife, covering her face in kisses, while he stroked her hair. 
 
    “Never leave me like that again,” David said.  
 
    “I was so scared,” Alyssa replied. “I watched them kill a man. They were going to kill me.” 
 
    David stroked her hair and squeezed her into his body. 
 
    “It’s over now,” David said. “I don’t think these freaks will be messing with anyone for a while.” 
 
    Alyssa pushed away from him and wiped her eyes. 
 
    “It’s not over yet,” Alyssa said. She turned and looked at the old woman leaning against the wall. Alyssa walked over and lifted the woman from the ground. “She has to pay for what she has done.” 
 
    They marched the woman outside and dumped her on the ground in front of the freed captives. David walked along the cages, unlocking them, freeing those still locked up. Alyssa kicked the old woman to the ground in front of them. One of the children, a young boy, approached Alyssa and grabbed her hand. 
 
    “Is my mommy inside?” the young boy asked. 
 
    Alyssa crouched down in front of the boy and took his hands in hers. She stared at the old woman, who returned her gaze with cold defiance. 
 
    “I am sorry,” Alyssa said. “Your mom is gone.” 
 
    “Gone?” the boy asked in a whisper. 
 
    “She’s dead,” Alyssa replied sadly. “This woman killed her.” 
 
    “Why?” the boy asked, tears streaming down his face. 
 
    “Because she is an evil person,” Alyssa said. “Before the bombs, someone like her would have found justice for the crimes she has committed. In this Fallen World, justice is a rare thing. I’m not going to take your justice from you. The old woman is yours.” 
 
    The boy looked from the old woman to Alyssa. 
 
    “I want my momma back.” The boy looked at Alyssa with eyes that had seen more than a child his age should have. He pointed at the old woman. “She needs to burn.” 
 
    An older woman walked out of the crowd and approached the boy. She gave Alyssa a slight nod and put her hands on the boy’s shoulders. 
 
    “We’ll deal with the crone,” the woman said. 
 
    “What about the boy?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “He’ll be taken care of,” the woman said. “I knew his mother. The boy will be safe with us.” 
 
    Alyssa nodded her head, took David’s hand in hers, and they walked out of the camp. The old woman spat and cursed at the crowd as they closed in on her. Alyssa stopped after they were a way out from the camp and turned to look back. A column of black smoke billowed into the air. 
 
    “Now it is over,” Alyssa said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Mr. Smith Goes to Toronto by Alex Rath 
 
      
 
    Part 1 
 
      
 
    I had prepared as much as I possibly could for the end. I knew it would happen eventually, having held the positions I had throughout my career. Sure enough, some idiot had decided they could actually win a nuclear war…moron.  
 
    I sighed as I booted up one of the computers I’d acquired before the end, something most people didn’t have anymore. I was happy to stick to myself. I’d scouted the city since the fall, and it wasn’t pretty. Raw human nature had taken over, and it was survival of the fittest or, at least, the best armed. 
 
    I had taken several years to build the underground compound I now called home, and I wasn’t particularly inclined to share. I had figured it several times, and I had enough supplies to last me until I died at a nice old age. I still went out to hunt now and then—fresh meat was good. I had set up a garden once, but that didn’t last long. I wouldn’t have minded if they’d picked some of the produce and moved on, but the idiots trashed it, and I didn’t have any more seeds. 
 
    Before the end, I’d bought every electronic book there was and every video game I could find. I was determined not to be bored. I was just about to decide which non-war game to play, when a siren caused me to frown. One of the pressure sensors near the door leading down to my compound had been tripped, but that was a final line sensor. Someone had gotten past all the rest. Shit. 
 
    I tabbed over, pulled up the security cameras, and frowned. There were two men in surprisingly clean digital camo and tactical gear. Both had MP-5 submachine guns slung across their chests and pistols at their sides, and one had what might have been the case for a very powerful sniper rifle over his shoulder. They were both looking at a well-concealed pinhole camera. 
 
    I keyed the microphone on the desk. “You know I’m here. What do you want?” 
 
    The man without the sniper rifle did the talking. “You’re a hard man to find Mr.…?” 
 
    They didn’t know exactly who I was, maybe. I’d had many names, so the question could mean several things. “You can call me Mr. Smith. What do you want?” 
 
    “We need your particular skill set, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    I looked at the sensors on the pressure plate to confirm my assumption that they were the kind of people I had hoped would never find me. They weighed twice as much as men their size should, which meant they were either Agents or Specialists, like me. Neither was a particularly good option. 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    They looked at each other for a moment, then back down at the camera. They were both wearing throat microphones, so they could have been talking to each other, and I would never have heard it. 
 
    “Any chance we can talk face to face?” 
 
    I shook my head, even though they couldn’t see me. “I have a good idea of what you are, and you obviously have some idea of who I am, so I’m not sure that’s a good idea. I don’t like the idea of coming up there and getting shot, and I don’t like the idea of letting you down here to shoot me. So, let’s just chat this way for now, eh?” 
 
    “If you know what we are, you know we could come in whether you want us to or not.”  
 
    He wasn’t lying. They knew they’d get badly hurt, or even killed, but I had a bad feeling they were on a mission, which they would accomplish one way or another. 
 
    “Get to the point. I’m busy. What do you want?” 
 
    “There is unexploded ordnance at CFB Trenton, and we need it disarmed.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “There’s likely lots of unexploded ordnance there. Just blow it.” 
 
    “We’d prefer not to blow an unexploded nuclear device, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    I leaned back in my chair. Shit. I’d built my compound here because I knew Canadian Forces Base Trenton would be on the strike list, and I would be in a safe zone. I hadn’t minded when I figured out it hadn’t been hit, but it never occurred to me there was a dud nuke. 
 
    “I’m safe, here, why should I care?” 
 
    “Mr. Smith, there are lots of innocents in range of that device. The war is over. People in Toronto are trying to rebuild some semblance of a normal life. We’ve been tasked with making sure they get the chance to do that.” 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest and considered. I didn’t want to care. I wanted to tell them to be on their way. I wanted to trigger the explosives they were standing on, but I wasn’t like them. Agents were programmed for their tasks. They could be programmed not to care about human life. I wasn’t. I was very good at many things, and I had a photographic memory. I could remember everything I’d seen after the completion of my training. 
 
    “It’s been years. Leave it alone, and it’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    I knew that wasn’t exactly true, if it was the type of warhead I thought it was, but I really didn’t want to deal with it. 
 
    “Not an option. Radiation levels are growing around the device.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “So, you want me to expose myself to deadly levels of radiation? No, thank you. I’ve seen what it does to people.” 
 
    “Mr. Smith, if you are who we believe you are, you’re prepared for that. We have shielding suits which will protect you. And you will recover from any radiation you absorbed over time.” 
 
     They’d done their research, which was troubling. Exactly how much did they know? At this point, it didn’t seem to matter. They knew where I was, and though I could easily kill them, there were likely more, and I wouldn’t survive the week if they decided to take me down.  
 
    “We’ll be waiting at the road to the east. You have an hour to decide, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    With that, they walked off and didn’t trip a single sensor or trap on the way out. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I knew I really didn’t have a choice, so I gathered my gear. It took me a bit to get it together. Over the years leading up to the big boom, I’d had ten shipping containers customized and buried in the middle of the Algonquin Provincial Park, about 150 miles northeast of Toronto. Then I’d added water filtration, well camouflaged solar panels, and other conveniences that would make life underground bearable. 
 
    I decided to use the entrance they knew about, rather than one closer to where they were. No use giving away information. Information could be worth more than gold or safety in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Part 2 
 
      
 
    I carried my duffel bag, which contained my rad suit and tools, out to the road. They were waiting for me with a RG-31 MRAP—a mine-resistant ambush protected—infantry vehicle. So, they had plenty of fuel. That was somewhat surprising, as was the worn Obsidian logo on the side of the vehicle. Was Obsidian still organized and operational?  
 
    I had a Smith & Wesson M&P Shield 9mm on my hip, but they didn’t seem to care. Why should they? One of the men was holding the back door of the vehicle open for me, so I set my gear down on the seat and slid in. 
 
    He closed the door behind me and climbed into the front. He closed his door, and we drove away. 
 
    They knew about me; it was time for me to get some information about them. “So, Obsidian is still operating?” 
 
    The man who had done all the talking earlier shook his head. “No, but there are plenty of us left since the nuke didn’t go off. A member of upper management is still leading the effort to make Toronto civil and livable.” 
 
    “It’s been a few years. Why now? What the hell has he been doing?” 
 
    “Same as you, Mr. Smith. Surviving.” 
 
    “What should I call you? Quiet Man and Talking Man?” 
 
    “You can call me Jim; he’s Scotty.” 
 
    We rode in silence for a while. I looked out the window at the countryside as we approached downtown Toronto.  
 
    “Long way around, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Not all roads are safe; we only control a small area around downtown. And we’d rather not kill anyone we don’t have to.” 
 
    “That’s a first,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    They either didn’t hear me or decided it wasn’t worth replying. Honestly, I didn’t have much room to talk, but I was rather perturbed at having been removed from my home. 
 
    “What’s in this for me? How did you find me?” 
 
    Jim turned around and looked at me through mirrored aviator glasses. “You get to live, for starters.” 
 
    I smirked at him. 
 
    He shrugged and turned back around. “We’ve got orders to bring you back. Anything else is above our pay grade, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    I nodded. Some might have thought he was lying, but information compartmentalization is standard operating procedure in intelligence groups. I should know. 
 
    “Just shut up! You’ll be talking to the boss soon, and you’re starting to annoy me.” The driver finally spoke. He was obviously the muscled backup. 
 
    I could easily have killed them, and they knew it, but I was sure doing so would have been a death sentence for me. I decided to bide my time and see what happened next. I hadn’t been into the city since the war, so I allowed myself to relax slightly and look around. There was a definite armed military presence on the streets. Some looked professional, others not so much. People were going about their business, much as I remembered it from when I was teaching at the University of Toronto as part of my cover. Things were different though. There was fear on the faces of the people who were surviving day by day. They appeared calm, but there was something in the air, and it wasn’t radiation. 
 
    I noticed lights on in many buildings, so they had kept some of the infrastructure operational. Here and there, buildings had been demolished, by conventional bombs or by something else. I really didn’t care. I just wanted to go home. It’s possible that living in isolation for so many years had affected me, because I started getting impatient, which wasn’t normal. 
 
    A few hours later, we stopped in front of the Scotia Plaza Tower on King Street West in downtown Toronto. I had a feeling it was their base of operations.  
 
    Jim got out and opened my door, while Scotty stayed behind the wheel. “You can leave your kit here, it’ll be safe.”  
 
    I shrugged and followed Jim into the building. We passed more than a few well-armed and mean-looking guards. The glass exterior of the building had been boarded up. I guessed it was necessity over function. From what I’d heard on the radio in my bunker, civilization was having a hard time coping, even in areas not hit by bombs.  
 
    We got into an empty elevator. Jim scanned his RFID badge over a reader and hit the button for the 68th floor. 
 
    “Letting me keep my gun?” 
 
    “You don’t appear to be stupid or to have a death wish, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “So, we’re not worried about it.” 
 
    I shrugged and nodded. 
 
    After a few minutes, we got off the elevator on the top floor, and I was escorted to a door flanked by two armed guards, one on either side. I was feeling slightly underdressed in my cargo pants and faded Linkin Park t-shirt. One of the guards eyed the pistol at my hip. 
 
    “He’s the one the boss sent us after,” Jim said. 
 
    One of the guards held out his hand. “The gun stays here.” 
 
    I chuckled and pulled the gun out of its holster using two fingers so they’d know I wasn’t going to use it. I set it in his hand. He nodded and gestured toward the door with his head. “Go on in. She’s expecting you.” 
 
    Jim sat down in one of the comfortable-looking chairs and picked up an old magazine, which I was sure he’d read a hundred times. 
 
    I walked into the room and quickly assessed my surroundings. Everything was clean, tidy, and expensive. The only other door was behind and slightly to the left of the desk, and probably led to a private washroom. It was inconvenient, but expected. The windows in this room were still intact, and the view over the city was breathtaking, or would have been in happier times.  
 
    Once I had assessed the room, I turned to the woman behind the desk. She was no more than forty and had slightly Asian features. She looked vaguely familiar, and she was looking at me as though she recognized me too. Then the pieces snapped into place. This could be good or bad. 
 
    “Have a seat, Mr. Smith. Is that the name you’re using now?” 
 
    I sat in one of the leather chairs facing the desk. “At the moment.” 
 
    She pulled out a large folder and started flipping through the pages inside.  
 
    “Or perhaps, Mr. Stanton?” Another flip. “Mr. Collins?” Another flip. “Mr. Jones?” 
 
    She looked up from the folder and smiled. She’d made her point; she knew a lot about me. 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Mmm hmm. Perhaps you’ve heard of my former boss, Carl Aviers?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Doesn’t ring a bell.” 
 
    I knew very well who he was. He was my last target before I ‘retired’ to my bunker. I didn’t know she was connected to him. So much for a thorough intelligence briefing. 
 
    She stared at me and smiled. 
 
    I sighed. Shit. 
 
    “Okay, fine, I know who he was. Carl Aviers, executive at Obsidian Company. Died a year or so before the war due to heart complications. Tragic. You are Marcy Chow. You were in my Nuclear Reactor Physics course. You were a C student and really didn’t seem to have an aptitude for physics. I had no idea you worked for Obsidian or had anything to do with Aviers. Anything else?” 
 
    “You orchestrated the heart complication, Mr. Smith. You’re an assassin, among other things, for Teledyne Industries.” 
 
    “Was. Teledyne no longer exists. I didn’t think Obsidian did either. Is this what this is about? A stroll down memory lane? Was the dud nuke a ruse to bring me in alive?” 
 
    “No, it’s real. I needed to make sure you were who we thought you were.” 
 
    “We?” I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    A flash of annoyance crossed her face. She hadn’t meant to let that out. Good. That put me slightly ahead for a moment. 
 
    “Look…” I leaned forward in my chair, pushing what little advantage I had. “You and whoever you’re working with not only went to a lot of trouble to find me, but also to find out who I am. That’s pretty damn impressive and not just a little annoying. They’ve left you alone with me, which means you’re expendable. Sure, you’ve got a gun under the desk, but before you can pull the trigger, I’ll be out of this seat and over the desk, and you’ll be dead. I’d be dead shortly after, but the simple fact is that someone doesn’t care if you die for information. I don’t like being toyed with. Maybe they thought I wouldn’t kill a pretty lady. If that’s the case, they don’t know me half as well as they think they do. Who knows? I’m an expert in many things. Maybe I’ve got a chemical weapon with me.” 
 
    I caught a glimpse of fear on her face and knew I was hitting home. So, I didn’t let up; it was time to really push. 
 
    “I’d take the two goons at the door with me. They have basic guard imprints, and I know exactly how to handle them. Jim might be a challenge, but I think his buddy, who is still downstairs in the MRAP, would be tougher. Getting out of the building would be difficult, but not impossible. As for the nuke, I could disarm it, or I could set it off now that I know it’s there. If we’re done screwing around, why don’t you introduce me to whoever’s in charge, so we can get this negotiation going? I’m not going near that nuke unless there’s something in it for me.” 
 
    As expected, we were being watched. Just as I finished, the door behind Marcy opened, and two men wearing tailored black suits walked in. 
 
    “Thank you, Marcy. Mr. Smith, if you’ll come with us, please?” 
 
    Marcy looked relieved as I stood and smiled at her.  
 
    “Good to see you again, Marcy.” 
 
    I followed the men through the door to the private washroom, then through a second door into a conference room. The glass windows were intact, and I pretended to look out over the city, as I studied the room in their reflection. A polished wood conference table with ten chairs, four on each side and one on each end, sat in the center, and there was another door in the far corner. I saw several cameras mounted in the corners, and there were probably a few I couldn’t see. There was also a large, blank monitor on the wall that they had probably used to watch Marcy and me in the outer office. 
 
    The men indicated the chair at the head of the table. “Please have a seat, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    I turned, smiling, and sat down. They sat in the chairs on either side of me. 
 
    “You have me here, and I have a general idea of what you want. What I don’t know is why you came after me rather than imprinting someone with the knowledge to do what you need done.” 
 
    The man on my right spoke first. “Our last imprinter suffered a catastrophic failure and killed the person in it. It’s taken us that long to track you down.” 
 
    “Really? Interesting.” 
 
    The second man grimaced. “I’m sure, at one time, we had intelligence about your location, but some recent incidents destroyed most of our intelligence systems.” 
 
    “You’re being surprisingly forthcoming, which makes me somewhat suspicious.” 
 
    “Mr. Smith, Obsidian doesn’t exist anymore, at least not as an organized entity. Yes, we worked for them. I was an executive in the northern sector. I’m sure you’ve heard my name, Jeremy Kent.” 
 
    I nodded. I mentally called up the file on Jeremy Kent, and the attached picture matched the man on my left if I allowed for a few years of aging. He had been the top man in the northern sector. I turned to the man on my right and searched my memory. After a moment, I identified him as Jonathan Hammond, the former head of intelligence for Obsidian in the northeast sector. 
 
    “Okay, now we’re all acquainted. It’s nice to finally meet you. I’m afraid you were on my target list, but I assumed you’d been wiped out by the nuke, so I didn’t bother trying to track you down.” 
 
    Jeremy grinned and nodded. “We figured as much. We’re hoping that is all behind us.” 
 
    I shrugged. “The war is over. Everyone lost, just like I said they would.” 
 
    He nodded again and sat back in his chair, attempting to look relaxed, though I could tell he was still wary of me, which was perfectly understandable. 
 
    “Mr. Smith, we’re doing our best to keep the people of Toronto safe and alive. In the aftermath of the war, most of the infrastructure was abandoned, but we’re trying to change that. We’ve managed to locate people who can keep the necessities running, but there are lots of people out there who don’t want an organized society. We need help. That unexploded nuke has become a target for the Anarchists Legion.” 
 
    “The who?” I hadn’t really kept up with the goings on outside my bunker. 
 
    Jonathan leaned forward in his chair. “The Anarchists Legion. They’re a cult. Their leader, Star, controls a group of people who are convinced the entire world should have been destroyed in the war, and they want to make sure that nuke goes off to help complete the job.” 
 
    I shrugged. “So, kill Star.” 
 
    Jonathan grimaced. “We’ve tried, but we’re not exactly sure who he or she is. We’ve tried to infiltrate the group, but our agents always end up dead. Somehow, they know. The leader never shows his, or her, face in public. We’ve captured a few of their members and interrogated them, but even they don’t know what their leader looks like.” 
 
    “And, now, here I am.” 
 
    “Correct,” Jeremy said. “Mr. Smith, we want you to disarm that device, then work with us to eliminate the Legion.” 
 
    I leaned back in the chair and crossed my arms over my chest. This was getting better and better. 
 
    “The past few years have made me somewhat anti-social, so I don’t trust you.” 
 
    Jeremy sighed. “Look, all three of us have pasts that contraindicate a compassion for the general public, but times have changed. We can’t let anarchy take over. These people are innocent victims of the system we worked for and propagated. I think we owe it to them to help them live as normal a life as possible.” 
 
    I studied Jeremy for a moment. His body language and his words seemed genuine. He actually did care. Deep down, so did I. I wanted to go back to my bunker and live the rest of my life alone. I’d lost count of how many lives I’d taken because of my orders. Most of the time, I didn’t know who my targets were or why they were on the list. It wasn’t my job to ask why, and I was very good at my job.  
 
    I’d helped design the bomb they wanted me to disarm. After years in the elements, the radiation shielding would be starting to degrade. Bombs weren’t meant to sit around; they were meant to be used.  
 
    I’d pushed for better shielding, hoping the bombs would never be used, but the people above me wanted the cheapest material they could get, and that’s what they got. Now, knowing what could happen and listening to these men, I started to feel the weight of the situation. Maybe there was still a bit of humanity left in me after all. 
 
    I sighed and stared at the tabletop and nodded. “Okay, I’ll help you. I suppose it’s time to help people live, instead of helping people die.” 
 
    Jeremy spoke in a softer voice. “Mr. Smith, make no mistake, there is a lot of violence out there, and death is a part of life, just as it always has been, but we’re doing our best to stop that. It starts with making sure that bomb doesn’t go off.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s do it.” I stood up. “Get me there, and I’ll disarm it, but we’ll need somewhere safe to put the core.” 
 
    Jeremy nodded as both men stood. “Darlington is the best option. It’s no longer operational since there’s no fuel for it, but it’s still solid.” 
 
    “Where do you get your power?” 
 
    “Wind and solar farms. We’re working on reconnecting to the grid from the hydro stations down south, but it’s a long run, and there are several factions in the way.” 
 
    I nodded. “Let’s get this nuke taken care of.” 
 
    They led the way through the washroom and office, which was now empty, back into the open area. Jim stood as we entered. 
 
    “Ready to go?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. “I assume you have a container to transport the core?” 
 
    “We have a Type A container in the MRAP.” 
 
    That was good. Type A containers were small, but rated for radioactive materials, and designed to withstand any accidents along the way. 
 
    We exited the room, and they returned my gun, which I tucked into the holster. I hoped I wouldn’t need it. Still, protection is good in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Part 3 
 
      
 
    We headed out of downtown Toronto in a convoy of military vehicles. There were several armored personnel carriers, as well as troop transport trucks without covers, and all of them were filled with well-armed men and women. Apparently, they were expecting trouble.  
 
    From what I could tell, my bag was untouched, which was good since it was booby trapped. Trust was something they would have to earn, and we weren’t there yet. 
 
    In the old days, it would have been about a two-hour drive. Who knew how long it would take now? I sat back in the seat and looked out the window. The transition after the last downtown checkpoint, as we passed over the Don River on Queen Street, was obvious. Gone were the people walking the streets in relative safety. The buildings were decaying, crumbling in many cases, and the people I saw looked desperate. Several looked up with a glimmer of hope in their eyes as the convoy passed, but we had nothing for them. 
 
    As we were getting on the 401 Expressway, the first trouble cropped up. We came to a stop, and a voice over the vehicle’s radio said, “Barricade up ahead. Sit tight, we’ll take care of it.” 
 
    I couldn’t see what was happening, but after a few moments, I heard gunfire and an explosion that sounded like a small C-4 charge. Neither Jim nor Scotty reacted. About ten minutes later, we started moving again, and I saw what caused the hold up. There was a makeshift barricade, now littered with dead bodies. Rather than moving the logs that were part of the barricade, they had used C-4 to blow through them. It hadn’t been set up to let people through; it was there to stop people and kill them. 
 
    “Is that the new normal?” I asked. 
 
    Jim nodded without looking back. “Pretty much. A new group tries to block access every few weeks, charging a toll or taking everything. We always try to negotiate but, as you saw, it rarely works.” 
 
    “Why not clear it out of the way?” 
 
    “We have, several times, but there’s no shortage of broken-down vehicles and other materials to use to rebuild. People are desperate. One group even used a rocket launcher to take out one of our transports.” 
 
    I shook my head and sighed.  
 
    The next hour on the 401 was uneventful, then we slowed down again. 
 
    A voice came over the radio, “Coming up on Port Hope. Anarchist territory. Stay alert.” 
 
    The top of the VM 90 transport in front of us opened, and I saw one of the men take control of the M2, .50 caliber machine gun—a gun that offered plenty of killing power in a short period of time.  
 
    I drew my 9mm from the holster at my hip and double checked the chamber. It was still loaded, and there was a round in the chamber. I rested the gun on my lap and waited. 
 
    I didn’t have to wait long. About ten minutes later, the voice on the radio spoke again, “Contact, three o’clock.” 
 
    Rounds began harmlessly bouncing off the armored vehicle. Most of it seemed like small arms fire, but a few of the hits were louder, likely from some kind of rifle. The machine gunner opened up, spraying the buildings as we passed. Then he took a few rounds and went limp. I saw someone push his body up and out of the vehicle and assume control of the gun, then I felt the thumps as we ran over the corpse. So much for not leaving a man behind. 
 
    The ambush, if you could call it that, only lasted a few minutes. It was really nothing more than harassment, but someone got lucky, or unlucky, depending on which side you were on. 
 
    “Those are the Anarchists? They don’t seem like much of a threat.” 
 
    “They didn’t know we were coming. Sometimes when we take this route, they’ve got something heavier set up, especially if they got wind of our plans. We cleared the road a few days ago in anticipation of this trip,” Jim replied. 
 
    “I’m guessing it wouldn’t be as simple as sending a strike team to clear them out?” 
 
    Jim chuckled and shook his head as he scanned the area to the right of the vehicle. 
 
    “Afraid not. They move around a lot. We’ve sent teams into the area before, only to find no one there. They’ve got a decent intelligence network.” 
 
    I thought for a moment as I holstered my gun. “There’s probably an Agent in charge.” 
 
    “Or one of yours,” Scotty shot back. 
 
    “Nope. That’s the difference between us. We went through intense psychological evaluations before we were hired and trained. Your folks stuck you in a machine, and boom, you were someone else. The lethality factor is similar, but we always knew who we were.” 
 
    “He’s right, Scotty,” Jim said. “Some of the imprints didn’t exactly come from stable people.” 
 
    Scotty grunted. 
 
    “If you’ll pardon me, I’m going to get a quick bit of shuteye before I tackle a nuclear weapon.” 
 
    “Go ahead. You’ll know if we run into trouble,” Jim said. 
 
    I leaned my head back and closed my eyes. I was never a soldier in the truest sense of the word, but I had learned to sleep whenever and wherever I could. Within a few moments, I drifted off. Sleep can be a valuable commodity in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Part 4 
 
      
 
    I woke up when I felt the vehicle stop and heard the doors opening. My eyes snapped open, and I surveyed my surroundings. We were on the tarmac of CFB Trenton. The nuke was about 100 yards away.  
 
    It was a Teledyne-modified W87 tactical warhead with a yield somewhere around 500 kilotons, 30 times more powerful than the bomb dropped on Hiroshima. At least it was the 87, which had more safety features than some of the others. But, Teledyne had increased the yield and introduced flaws in the shielding. Idiots.  
 
    At one point, it had been half buried, but someone had used a crane to pull it out of the ground. That was good, since I wouldn’t have been able to access the control panel otherwise. The thicker end of the warhead was still connected to the crane by straps. I didn’t blame them for doing what was necessary, then leaving it alone. 
 
    I pulled a radiation meter from my bag and checked the reading—0.45. That was pretty much the new normal, even in areas away from a blast zone. I got out of the truck and started climbing into my radiation suit. The other vehicles were unloaded and moved, leaving a small army of armed men around me. 
 
    “Expecting trouble?” I asked. 
 
    “Always, around here. The Anarchists have tried shooting the nuke more than once, and a few even tried crashing trucks into it.” 
 
    I looked around and saw the burned out remains of several vehicles and more than a few dismantled aircraft—basically what you’d expect from a scavenged air base.  
 
    I finished securing the suit with the help of a couple of people standing nearby. They were meticulous with the seals. The last step was to activate the built-in two-way radio. 
 
    “Audio check.” 
 
    Jim gave me a thumbs up. “Good audio. You ready?” 
 
    I nodded and grabbed a small tool kit from my bag, then headed around to the back of the vehicle to pick up the container for the core. Some men were setting up a decontamination tent, complete with receptacles for the suit and anything else that became irradiated. At least they came prepared. I also noticed snipers on top of several of the hangars and some of the other buildings and in the air traffic control tower. 
 
    “This will take a while. You might want to have your men back up.” 
 
    “Most of them will move out to establish a perimeter, the rest of us will accept the risks,” Jim said. “We’re prepared, just in case.” He tapped a radiation detection marker on the front of his uniform. 
 
    “Trust me, we’ll have no qualms about leaving you if it looks like things are going badly.” 
 
    I smirked. “That’s comforting to know. What’s with the snipers?” 
 
    “They’re for your protection. We expect the Anarchists to try to stop you or to take advantage of the open warhead.” 
 
    “No sense delaying. Move your men back.” 
 
    I started walking toward the warhead as they moved to set up the perimeter. I was somewhat reassured when I noticed that none of them were facing me—they were all facing outward—though I was sure at least one of the snipers was watching me closely. I had no intention of dying though, and the more I saw, the more I wanted to help people survive. I suppose this was one step toward penance for all the things I’d done in the past. I’d always tried to limit my work to my specific target, but I would be fooling myself if I thought innocents hadn’t died because of things I’d done. 
 
    I stood, looking down at the warhead, while I planned how I’d disarm it. I noticed bullet marks in several places on the thicker end of the device and shook my head. Idiots. As I knelt and set my tools and the containment box down, I heard the whine of a bullet hitting the tarmac beside me. I instinctively rolled to the side and jumped behind the warhead for cover, then I heard two shots from somewhere behind me.  
 
    A voice came over a loudspeaker, “Sniper down.” 
 
    Disarming a nuclear device while hoping I didn’t get shot was going to be interesting. 
 
    Because of aging and weathering, not to mention a few more sniper rounds hitting close to me, opening the warhead was difficult. I was very glad it was a windy day and the Anarchists were shitty shots. It took me about 30 minutes, but I eventually secured the core in the containment box. As I expected, the radiation levels were dangerously high, but not as high as I thought they might be. Still, the suit and my tools were going to be trash. 
 
    I stood up and gave Jim an exaggerated thumbs up. I should have given him the mated handset for the suit’s radio. Idiot. 
 
    I picked up my tools and the containment unit and headed toward the decontamination tent. Those around me started to pack up and load the trucks now that the big danger was over. They’d still need to explode or bury the warhead, but the radiation risk was gone.  
 
    I went through decontamination, grateful my suit had done its job, and I didn’t have to totally strip. I really liked my shirt. I placed the container with the core in a second, larger container in the MRAP. I had kind of hoped it would be in another vehicle, but no such luck. The convoy would escort us to Darlington where we would put the container in a large storage bunker or one of the non-functioning reactors.  
 
    Jim handed me a few protein bars and a bottle of water as we got ready to go. 
 
    “I hear being in those suits can really drain you. I figured you might want these.” 
 
    “Thanks. You know, the Anarchists will probably be ready for us, and I don’t want them to get their hands on that core. At the very least, they could make a dirty bomb, and that would be very bad for anyone within a few miles.” 
 
    “We’re ready for them. Don’t worry,” Jim said confidently. 
 
    I started to eat and drink, and I realized how hungry I was. I’d have to see if I could get some decent food after we were done. 
 
    As we travelled down the 401 to Darlington, I saw how prepared they were. Every few miles, we passed an armored personnel carrier or a truck that used to belong to the local Mounties. They took the core’s security seriously, and that was reassuring. 
 
     Darlington Nuclear Generating Station was well fortified and looked like it hadn’t changed. The fencing, razor wire, and security stations were intact, though worn and rusted. It would take a small army to get inside the facility.  
 
    Depositing the core was somewhat anti-climactic after all our preparation, but it was finally done, and we made our way back to downtown Toronto.  
 
    “I don’t suppose there’s somewhere I could get some real food? You guys interrupted me just before lunch.” 
 
    Jim nodded. “You’ll be meeting with the bosses again, and they’ll have something for you. I understand they want your help with the Anarchists.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You guys have a small army. I really don’t see how I can help.” 
 
    Jim shrugged. 
 
    There’s always an element of the unknown in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Part 5 
 
      
 
    We stopped in front of Scotia Plaza, and I got out. This time I tucked my pistol into my bag and re-armed the booby trap. One gun wouldn’t help me much if things went bad, and I could always take someone else’s. Once again, Jim escorted me to the top floor, only this time I was immediately ushered into the conference room. A plate covered by a silver dome and an open bottle of wine waited for me. I hadn’t seen the two guards in the room before. 
 
    “Go ahead and eat; the bosses will be along soon.” 
 
    I shrugged and sat down, uncovered the plate, and inhaled deeply. Steak and potatoes. I knew it couldn’t be beef, but I didn’t really care. It smelled good, and I was hungry. I looked at the wine and frowned slightly. I recognized the label; it was a fairly expensive wine even before the war. Something didn’t feel right. 
 
    Jeremy and Jonathan entered the room and sat. 
 
    “Something wrong, Mr. Smith?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    I looked at the food and the wine, then at Jeremy. “I don’t trust you.” 
 
    He nodded. “Fair enough. I don’t suppose I would if I were you. But we really do want your help with the Anarchists, so killing you would serve no purpose. Besides, if we wanted you dead, we’d pick a much quicker method than poisoned food or wine.” 
 
    I thought for a moment. “Okay. Why the two goons?” 
 
    “For your protection, actually,” Jonathan said. 
 
    I looked at him and raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “Word of your identity has gotten around. People know you’re here, and some of them want you dead. They don’t see the long-term benefits of keeping you alive. Apparently, you killed some of their friends and family.” 
 
    “Shitty internal security you have.” 
 
    Jeremy shrugged. “People talk. Not much we can do about it.” 
 
    I nodded and looked at the food again. I was hungry, and I could have died several times already. Screw it. I poured a glass of wine and took a sip before cutting into the meat. It was real meat. Cow meat. My head snapped up, and I looked at Jeremy. 
 
    He grinned. “Yes, we still breed cattle. When that nuke didn’t go off, some of the farmland was spared. We lost a lot of it to others, but we saved some.” 
 
    I ate like I hadn’t eaten for days which, unless you counted MREs, I hadn’t. I could tell the wine was getting to me after one glass, so I stopped. I hadn’t had alcohol in over a decade, and I didn’t think getting drunk would be a good idea. I finished eating and sat back in my chair with a sigh. 
 
    “Thank you. Best meal I’ve had in years.” 
 
    Jeremy nodded. “Good. Now that you’re full, it’s time to decide. Are you going to stay with us or go back to your hole in the ground? Just so you can make an educated decision, here’s where we are.” 
 
    He spread out a map of Ontario on the table. 
 
    “Everything west of us is a nuclear wasteland. Mississauga and everything west of it that we’ve scouted is unlivable. North of New Tecumseth is gone. CFB Kingston was also hit, so it’s gone. Basically, everything around us is useless. We’ve got scouts checking south across Lake Ontario, and we’ve made provisional contact with a few factions, but nothing concrete. Right now, we have firm control of downtown Toronto from the Don River to Spadina Avenue and north to Bloor Street, Darlington Station, and CFB Trenton. We are doing our best to hold on to the solar and wind farms. Anything outside of that…” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “Help. Our intel says you have an incredibly good memory and an extremely versatile skillset. We have a lot of work to do, and we need the help of skilled, intelligent people. The Anarchists and several other factions don’t want us to succeed. Outside of Toronto, people have set themselves up as local warlords, and they control areas block by block. Some rule with an iron fist, while others are more humane. There are some we think we could work with, but we need help getting started.” 
 
    “I still don’t see how I fit in.” 
 
    “Mr. Smith, we put on a good show for the public, but our supplies are running out. We’re almost out of fuel for the trucks. We’ve drained the nearby refinery, and while we might be able to get it up and running again, we don’t have a crude oil source. We might have enough fuel left for another month, but that’s it. We have access to some electric vehicles, but the batteries are dying quickly, and we don’t have a way to replace them. We’re losing people every day as factions try to take over the solar and wind farms. And we can’t imprint any more Agents. We’re trying to train people the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    “And?” I saw no reason to make it easy for them. 
 
    “Mr. Smith, who were you before Teledyne recruited you? We have a thick file on you, but we have no idea who or what you were before your time with them.” 
 
    I looked down at the empty plate. “I was on my way to becoming a professor in nuclear physics.” 
 
    “So, you know how to teach people. You’re obviously very creative in your approach to things, given that you created a base right under our noses.” 
 
    “Mr. Smith, there’s no simple way to put this. We need someone like you. We need someone who knows how to teach people. We relied too much on our imprinting technology. We know how to run an organization, but we need someone who can motivate hearts and minds,” Jonathan said. 
 
    Jeremy picked up where Jonathan left off. “You can live, here, in the tower. You’ll have full access to everything. Bill and Ted will stick with you to ensure your safety.” 
 
    Despite the gravity of the situation, I couldn’t help chuckling. “Bill and Ted? Seriously?” 
 
    They looked at me, puzzled. 
 
    I sighed. “Never mind.” 
 
    I looked at the map, at all the areas shaded in red that were inaccessible or under someone else’s control, and thought about all the people that had survived. That they had survived was nothing short of a miracle. The warhead should have gone off and killed them. Winter would be coming in a few months, and with low fuel reserves, things would get bad. I’d killed more people than I could count, but I had always convinced myself it was for some greater good.  
 
    “Fine, I’m in.” 
 
    Sometimes, you get a chance at redemption in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Bloody Monday by David Alan Jones 
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday Fulcher wiped sweat from his eyes with a handkerchief and took a swig of cool water from his tin cup. He and Mr. Elmar had finished hanging the last of the slate roof tiles on Elmar’s house an hour before sunset, and the result looked fine in the fading summer light.  
 
    “Never knew you used hooks to put up slate.” Mr. Elmar refilled his cup from the bucket on the sawhorse and drained it. “Where’d you learn to do that?” 
 
    “My father. He worked for Obsidian before the Fall but did odd jobs on the side.” Monday gestured at the roof. “This sort of thing came in handy after the war.” 
 
    “I’ll say.” Elmar, who looked to be in his late forties or early fifties, grinned as he leaned back to take in the repairs. “This is some fine work, Monday. You sure you can’t—” 
 
    “Hello the Elmar house! Anyone about?” The voice, high and feminine, echoed from the front yard. 
 
    Elmar’s grin widened, his blue eyes full of delighted recognition. “We’re round back!” He turned that grin on Monday, who felt his cheeks flush. “Bet I know who that is.” 
 
    A tall, raven-haired woman, slim as a spring doe, rounded the corner, her white sundress flapping in the evening breeze. She smiled when she caught sight of the men and quickened her pace, a covered basket bouncing on one arm. A teenage boy, five years her junior and whipcord thin, trailed after her. 
 
    Despite his best efforts, Monday couldn’t fight his grin at seeing her. 
 
    “Three days’ work and three days’ worth of visits,” Elmar whispered from the corner of his mouth. “I think the girl’s smitten.” 
 
    “Never would have guessed she had a thing for old men like you,” Monday said. “It’s gross if you ask me.” 
 
    Elmar punched Monday playfully on the shoulder before turning to the newcomers, his grin going all toothy. “Laney and Driscoll Berckman, as I live and breathe, what a surprise it is to see you here.” 
 
    Laney’s brown eyes looked at Elmar, but the winsome smile never left her lips. “I’ll have you know, Roy Elmar, I have perfectly legitimate business coming here. We heard Denise is feeling poorly, and Mama sent these.” She pulled back the cloth on her basket to reveal a dozen molasses cookies. Their scent perfumed the air. 
 
    Elmar reached for one, but Laney slapped his hand. 
 
    “These are for your sick wife.” She covered the basket and shoved it into the grinning man’s clutches. “She better get the first one, or I’m telling Mama.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Elmar sketched the old Obsidian corporate salute, straight fingers touching his graying temple. “Thank you, ma’am. Wouldn’t want to cross Mama Berckman, ma’am.” 
 
    Less than a week working for Roy Elmar, and Monday felt he had known the aging farmer all his life. The Fall had been hard on everyone, but while some men fell to avarice and rapine, people like Elmar clung to their humor and humanity to see them through. Life hadn’t always afforded Monday that choice when it came to dealing with people, but of the two outlooks, he preferred the humor.  
 
    “My mama wants to know if you’d like to have supper with us tonight, Monday?” Something fragile replaced the faux sternness in Laney’s expression when she turned to him—fragile and expectant. 
 
    “I’d love to, but I need to clean up first—been working on the roof all day.” Monday knew he smelled, but Laney didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    “We have a tub. Clean up at our house.” 
 
    “And after supper, we can play football.” Driscoll, Laney’s youngest brother, looked as excited about inviting Monday over as his sister did. “We’ll get a game up with the Fishbourne boys. There’s five of them and, sometimes, even their daddy plays if he’s in the mood. We got battery lights. We can make it like a real NFL game.” 
 
    At twenty-five, Monday had never seen an NFL game outside of old recordings. He doubted Driscoll had ever seen those and yet, years after professional sports had died away with the old world, people remained loyal to their teams. He had played the game often in his travels along the gulf coast, wherever enough people had the food and freedom to enjoy it, usually after a good harvest or wedding or some other celebration. 
 
    “Count me in.” Monday gave Driscoll a fist bump, and the boy beamed like a kid half his age. 
 
    “We’d better scamper if you’re going to get cleaned up before Mama’s done with supper.” Laney gestured east toward the town. 
 
    “You good with the roof, Mr. Elmar?” Monday asked. 
 
    “Unless it leaks come the first storm, then I’ll have to track you down.” 
 
    “That might be a month from now. Who knows where I’ll be by then?” 
 
    “I have a feeling I know exactly where you’ll be a month from now—a year from now too, I bet.” Elmar double pumped his bushy eyebrows. 
 
    Monday’s ears burned, and Laney’s smile grew sly.  
 
    Driscoll cocked his head to one side, his brows drawn down. “Where’s that, Mr. Elmar?” 
 
    “Don’t listen to that old coot.” Laney gave Elmar a backhanded slap on the arm and drew her little brother away by the hand. “Bye Roy. Tell Denise I said get well quickest.” 
 
    “Will do. And you take care of Monday. He’s promised to mend some pots for us before he leaves town...if he leaves town.” 
 
    Monday followed Laney and Driscoll through the tall grass in Elmar’s lawn. The old man had an electric mower, but its battery had died years ago. Monday had tried to fix it, but there was no way to replace the cells, and he didn’t know how to make the chemicals for them. Bahia grass seeds clung to his rough pants and the hem of Laney’s skirt. 
 
    The village of Prosperity stood northwest of what had been Augusta, Georgia, some 20-odd years ago. Like all settled areas of any real size, its urban sprawl had become part of the unending cityscape painted across the United States’ eastern coast from Maine to Florida by the mid-2030s. Born a few scant years before the Fall and the Great Corporate War that prompted it, Monday had never known that world. He had grown up in a land of encroaching nature, decaying infrastructure, and the cool winds of nuclear winter that shortened the growing season and sent people to their graves for want of calories. 
 
    Thank God, the cooling had ended over the past several years, lengthening the seasons back to their pre-Fall durations. Though radiation remained a concern, Monday and most people like him understood little enough about that invisible killer to worry about it day-to-day. He knew to stay away from the great metropolises—Atlanta, Miami, Charlotte—but otherwise lived his life. Cancer could strike anyone, anytime, why go around worrying about it?  
 
    They followed a cracked and pitted road, more dirt than asphalt, until they passed under a wooden arch with the words, Welcome to Prosperity, carved into its face. Unlike the road, the arch looked well cared for, its bright yellow letters shining in the slanting light. Houses, both old world and new, lined the street where children ran in happy delight, scampering past horse drawn wagons made from old trucks. Monday took care to avoid stepping in sheep dung left by a herd ahead of them.  
 
    In five years tramping from the gulf coast of Florida to the Mexican border and even up the Mississippi, once, out of curiosity, Monday had rarely seen a town so isolated, yet so full of vigor as Prosperity. Their Chief Executive, CEO Hansen, whom Monday had done some tinker work for earlier in the week, attributed their success to co-op farming and the principle of incentivized trade—what he termed “loyalty to capitalism in its finest tradition.” Monday had refrained from telling the man true capitalism would have seen the co-op disbanded in lieu of individual ownership, but that sort of free market enterprise had died with the rise of corporate governance long before the Fall. Incentivized trade, or the lowering of individual taxes based on a person’s turnover volume in goods and services, had replaced free-form capitalism even in the minds of former Americans during the twenties. Discussing it would have made for an interesting debate, but it wasn’t one Monday was about to start in the small town currently providing his room and board. 
 
    They passed through Prosperity’s central square, where stood a statue of Lars Holden, the founder of Obsidian Corporation, cast in copper. He looked like a brooding man in his twentieth century suit and tie, his metal lips hinting at a perpetual sneer. Monday avoided looking at the statue’s eyes; they always seemed to follow him. He instead gazed about, taking in the bustling town with its happy people. 
 
    “You mind if we make a stop?” Laney pointed to a crowd, made up of mostly kids, gathered in front of Prosperity’s Incorporated Church of God. 
 
    Monday shrugged. “Not at all. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Nothing good.” Driscoll hung his head, his previous exuberance leeched away. He fell back a pace or two but followed them across the church yard dappled with shade from ancient oak trees. 
 
    Laney smacked her lips at her little brother. “Blood rite’s come around. All the kids are taking their turns, and Driscoll’s yet to go. I told Mama I’d bring him by on our way back. She can’t stand watching.” 
 
    “Blood rite?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Laney twisted her pretty lips to one side, watching Monday closely. “You never heard of it before?” 
 
    He shook his head, and a chill walked down his back. 
 
    “It’s a tradition, that’s all.” Laney slipped an arm through Monday’s, drawing him close. Strictly speaking, the church and town council frowned on public displays of affection between unmarried citizens, but Laney’s status as a Berckman gave her some clout. She grinned up at Monday, and he couldn’t help but grin back. 
 
    A few of the gathered teens looked scandalized, mostly the boys. The girls giggled and put their heads together to whisper.  
 
    Someone had flung the church’s double doors, made of two-inch-thick mahogany banded in steel, open so Monday could see inside. A short, dour man dressed in a rough spun suit, complemented by a marigold-colored tie, stood in front of the inner vestibule doors, his face a study in stoicism. Every few minutes, someone would knock from the inside, prompting the tacit man to step aside to admit another kid and his or her parents. The people entering gave him a wide berth as if they expected him to reach out and throttle them if they came too close. 
 
    “What happens in there?” Monday nodded toward the church’s hidden sanctuary. 
 
    “Didn’t they have church where you grew up?” Laney’s dark eyebrows lifted as she turned to regard him. 
 
    “Yeah. My parents took me to church when they could—when we had enough food to eat, and the warlords weren’t battling over who owned what road in town.” Monday took a step forward as another kid moved inside ahead of them. “But that was all singing and praising and passing the plate. We didn’t have anything called a blood rite.” 
 
    “That’s odd. You mean, you didn’t have any blessed souls in your town?” 
 
    Monday shook his head. “What’s that?” 
 
    “I am, for one, and...” Discreetly, like a girl pointing out the thief who has stolen her favorite piece of jewelry, Laney indicated the man guarding the church’s inner doors. “So’s he. His name’s Wyatt Cross, but everybody calls him Crank.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because he’s the strongest man in Georgia.” Driscoll kept his voice pitched low, never looking at the aforementioned Crank. “He passed the blood rite when he was fifteen—made him the way he is now. He can lift a liquor barrel straight over his head, no sweat. That’s 600 pounds.” 
 
    Monday gave a low whistle. He had heard of people who could do that sort of thing, Agents of the old corps—people augmented to be faster, stronger, and smarter than the average person. He had never met one in the flesh though. 
 
    “I take it he worked for Obsidian before the Fall?” Monday took a longer look at Crank and shook his head. “But he doesn’t look that old. How’d he get the nanites?” 
 
    “He’s not that old.” Laney lifted an eyebrow. “And what are nanites?” 
 
    Someone, a girl by the sound of it, screamed in agony behind the vestibule doors, cutting Monday off before he could answer. All conversation ceased. Everyone, including Laney and Driscoll, dropped their gazes to the ground, until the muffled voice ebbed into a raspy moan and eventually petered out. 
 
    “You should look down when they scream,” Laney said. 
 
    Monday, his mouth suddenly gone dry, watched her brown eyes. “Why should any of these kids be screaming?” 
 
    They had neared the door. Laney touched her pretty lips with a finger and nodded minutely at Crank. “Be patient, you’ll see.” 
 
    Driscoll, his face blanched of color, refused to meet Monday’s eyes. The boy looked stricken. 
 
    A strapping young man, and what must have been his father, entered the church next, leaving a confused Monday, a solemn Laney, and a shaken Driscoll facing Crank and his mysterious doors. The man stood maybe 5’5,” a full foot shorter than Monday, but what Crank lacked in height, he made up for in girth. He regarded Monday without blinking, his dark eyes as animated as a couple of river stones. 
 
    Others had filled in the line. It stretched to the church’s wrought iron fence and beyond. Chattering gaggles of teens, accompanied by guardians of every age from young mothers to gray-haired biddies, stood talking in quiet voices. Some appeared frightened, like Driscoll, and others were as giddy as children before a harvest festival, but most looked bored as is the wont of every teenager. Monday assumed each of them knew what lay behind the vestibule doors, yet their varied reactions left him in deepening confusion. What could so excite, frighten, and utterly bore these kids? 
 
    Soon the knock came, and the silent Crank made way. Laney took Driscoll’s hand to lead him like a reluctant puppy to a bath. Monday followed, his heart in his throat. Together, they entered an echoing chamber filled with threadbare pews, their burgundy cushions worn thin by the long application of parishioners’ backsides. The scent of blood hung in the air so thickly it made Monday’s nose wrinkle. 
 
    An empty wooden pulpit dominated the far end of the room, its forlorn microphone glinting in the light cast by chandeliers hanging from the ceiling. Below the pulpit, affixed to a dais, stood an altar made of burnished wood. A rectangle of black cloth lay unrolled on the altar. Eight precisely sewn pockets on the cloth held knives of varying types and sizes, from a scalpel to the type of infantry blade contract soldiers carried during the war years. 
 
    Whereas the previous bouts of screaming from this room had put Monday on edge, the sight of those instruments hardwired a jolt of panic straight into his hindbrain. Nonetheless, he strove to keep his face placid. 
 
    Five people, all of whom Monday recognized as members of Prosperity’s town council, stood in a semicircle behind the altar. CEO Hansen, at the center of the gathering, lifted his eyebrows upon recognizing Monday but gave him an appreciative nod. Laney and Driscoll’s father, Willis Berckman, looked less pleased to see an interloper accompanying his children. The others wore bland expressions that told Monday nothing. 
 
    “Approach, Driscoll Berckman, and those who accompany you,” intoned CEO Hansen in the practiced voice of memorized speech. 
 
    Driscoll shuffled hesitantly forward, his round eyes fixed on the altar, or more rightly, the many knives. A pillow lay before the altar. He knelt, fingers laced and resting on his chest as if in supplication. Part of Monday yearned to take the teen by the arm and drag him away from this place as fast as they could go, but he had a feeling Laney wouldn’t approve. She wore a tranquil expression, eyes half-lidded, fine features unmarred by even a hint of worry. 
 
    “The time of the blood rite has arrived once again, Driscoll.” CEO Hansen looked down his hooked nose at the boy, like a teacher imparting ancient wisdom to a pupil. “Your mother and father assure me you have reached the age of the letting. Are you now 15 years old?” 
 
    Driscoll swallowed, and his throat clicked in the silence. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And have you the scars of a previous rite upon your arms?” 
 
    The boy held his arms aloft, wrists up. They looked as pale and smooth as bone. “I have no scars, sir.” 
 
    All those gathered, besides Monday, mimicked Driscoll by raising their arms in a like manner. Scars, some pink and livid, some faint with the passage of time, marked one or both of their arms, except for Willis Berckman’s, whose arms bore open cuts that seeped blood.  
 
    Laney, her scars on display, looked questioningly at Monday, who hadn’t moved, and he shook his head. 
 
    “Monday wouldn’t know about the blood rite, Laney.” CEO Hansen made a gesture and everyone put their arms down, including Driscoll. “It isn’t practiced outside Prosperity.” 
 
    “It isn’t?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have brought him here. Not without asking first.” Willis Berckman glowered at his daughter. His granite face creased into a frown so deep, Monday thought his forehead might cave in from the stress.  
 
    “She didn’t know, Wil,” Hansen said. “Besides, Monday’s been a real help about town these last few weeks. I have no qualms with his learning about the rite, especially if he’s apt to settle down with your daughter.” 
 
    “That remains to be seen.” Willis fixed Monday with that stern look of disapproval every suitor has faced since humans started walking upright.  
 
    “What is going on here?” Monday asked.  
 
    CEO Hansen held up a hand. “This is holy ground. Not the place for questions. All will be revealed in due time. For now, satisfy yourself with witnessing the proceedings without interference.” 
 
     Monday shut his mouth and gave the town chief a nod, though he refused to make any such promises aloud, not even for the sake of tricking Hansen or Old Man Berckman. 
 
    “Driscoll,” Hansen held a hand out to the boy. “Give us your arm.” 
 
    Slowly, with a noticeable tremble in his limbs, Driscoll proffered his right arm. CEO Hansen straightened it across the table and held it fast by the wrist.  
 
    Without conscious thought, Monday started forward. This insanity couldn’t go on. But Laney stayed him with a touch. He looked at her, incredulous, and she shook her head. Reluctantly, Monday stilled, but his heart thumped in his chest and his nostrils flared. 
 
    While the CEO held Driscoll’s hand in place, one of the other council members, a middle-aged woman with dirty blonde hair to her waist, slowly, almost lovingly, withdrew the scalpel from the assorted knives on the altar. It gleamed in the battery-powered light thrown by the chandeliers.  
 
    Driscoll fidgeted, his body wracked by a series of shuddering tremors. He tried in vain to pull free, but CEO Hansen proved too strong. The boy’s eyes rolled back in his head like those of a frightened horse, his mouth a rictus of horror. He began to cry. 
 
    “Stop this foolishness, boy.” Willis Berckman wrinkled his nose at his youngest child as if he had smelled something rank. “Would you defile God’s plan?” 
 
    Driscoll settled a bit, but seemed incapable of fully quelling his body’s involuntary struggles.  
 
    “Don’t worry, son,” said the woman with the scalpel, “I’ll make this quick.” True to her word, she slashed a diagonal cut across Driscoll’s exposed arm with lightning quickness. The razor’s edge cut so fast and so cleanly the wound did not immediately bleed, as if the boy’s body hadn’t had time to react.  
 
    Driscoll groaned and turned his face away from the wound as blood finally began to well, then spill down his forearm. To his credit, he did not scream or continue to cry, but instead held his breath and bit his lip. 
 
    Paying him no mind, the woman sliced open her own arm with the surgical blade, cutting along a slightly raised scar with the accuracy of long practice. Quickly, like a woman trying to ignite a fire on a windy day, she bent forward and squeezed several drops of blood from her cut into his. 
 
    Monday felt his eyes go wide. Had these backwardass people never heard of germs? Laney, he could understand. She had grown up after the Fall, so maybe no one had ever taught her. But CEO Hansen? Willis Berckman? They had lived in the era of organ transplants and vaccines and all the other medical marvels of the lost age. They knew the risks of sharing blood in such a fashion. 
 
    “Stop this.” Monday started forward. Laney tried to stop him, but he brushed her hands away. “You’ll give the kid an infection doing that. And it’s not like you have antibiotics lying around. You’re going to kill him.” 
 
    Driscoll moaned again and tried to jerk his arm away from Hansen, though he met with as much success as before. 
 
    “Shut your vile mouth.” Willis Berckman rounded the altar to square off with Monday. Though by no means a large man, and old at 53 compared to Monday’s 25 years, Berckman nevertheless carried himself with an undeniable confidence. A leading figure in town, and the richest man by far, he had likely never had someone stand up to him.  
 
    That was about to change.  
 
    Monday didn’t give the older man a chance to keep talking. Whatever words they might have traded would have come to nothing. It wasn’t like Monday could have reasoned Willis or any of the town councilors out of this disgusting ritual. Sometimes, a good thumping beat any words, no matter how reasoned or eloquent. 
 
    It would have been a knockout blow, the right hand haymaker Monday threw from his hip aimed at Willis Berckman’s temple. Monday experienced a moment of intense regret as his knuckles flew. Whatever romance might have been growing between him and Laney would likely wither after he laid her father out on the church carpet. A shame really, he was sweet on the girl, but principle beat emotion. At least, that was what Monday’s father had taught him. 
 
    Willis rocked back a quarter of an inch the instant before Monday’s punch would have struck him. Instead of sending the older man to the floor, the wild miss threw Monday off balance so that he spun half around and almost lost his footing. 
 
    A rare smile creased Willis’ lips. Before Monday had fully regained his balance, the old man pummeled him with a right to the ribs, followed by a left hook that caught Monday on the cheek. His head flew back, and his vision sparkled with a thousand dancing spots in blue and black and green. Monday plopped onto his ass, as shocked and confused as he had ever been in his life. 
 
    “Laney, keep that young buck over there, you hear?” Willis called over his shoulder as he strode back to the altar. “Ain’t none of this his business.” 
 
    “Don’t move. Just watch.” Laney knelt by Monday’s side to fan him with a hymnal she had scrounged from the front pew. The air felt good but did little to assuage the throbbing pain in Monday’s ribs and face or his complete bewilderment. Had a man twice his age put him on the floor with two punches? 
 
    As if this sort of thing happened every day, the rest of the council continued the blood rite. The other two men from the group had taken their turns cutting their arms to drizzle blood over Driscoll’s wound. To Monday’s astonishment, the woman who had taken the first turn showed no sign of injury on her previously cut arm. Her wound had healed to its former white scar. And, even as he watched, the other councilors’ cuts sealed themselves. 
 
    “You’re all Agents?” Monday turned his gaze from one councilor to the next. 
 
    “Don’t be a fool.” Willis Berckman drew a polished hunting knife from the assortment of blades on the altar, his lips bunched into a sneer for Monday. With a workman’s precision, he widened the wound on his forearm and let the resulting blood drop onto his son’s arm. “Not one of us was ever an Agent for any of those goddam, Satan-spawned, imposters.” 
 
    Monday shook his head. “Then how do you have healing nanites?” 
 
    CEO Hansen favored Monday with a look of pity as he traded places with Willis to hold Driscoll still. “The blessed souls you see here have nothing to do with pre-Fall technologies. Your nanites, as you call them, are an abomination before God. We received our blessings through the blood rite from our former pastor, Thomas of Atlanta. He died some years ago, but not before he taught us God’s true message of corporate unification. Some are blessed souls, destined for management, but most will fill the ranks of the great enterprise. In the end, all must serve.” 
 
    Like the others before him, Hansen sliced his flesh to squeeze a few drops of blood onto the shivering Driscoll’s arm.  
 
    Where before the boy had remained still, Hansen’s blood seemed to burn Driscoll. His face turned a livid white, and his eyes grew wide. In agony, he lifted his face to the ceiling and howled.  
 
    “Hah! We might have a taker.” Willis socked CEO Hansen on the arm, and the town leader smiled. 
 
    Monday tried to stand up, but Laney leaned on his shoulders to hold him down. 
 
    “Please don’t interfere,” she whispered. “This is a good thing. I guess it might look perfectly horrid, seeing it for the first time, but Driscoll could become a manager if the blood takes.” 
 
    “This is wrong!” Monday shook his head at her. “It’s not a gift from God. It’s nanites—tiny machines designed for someone else. Passing them this way is dangerous. If the nanites don’t kill him, some infection likely will. How many children die from this?” 
 
    “Only a handful every few years. Most have no reaction whatsoever. But don’t you see? It’s worth it. If Driscoll gets CEO Hansen’s strength, he’ll become an asset to the town.” 
 
    “And if he dies?” 
 
    Laney pursed her lips and looked away. 
 
    Monday pushed to his feet despite her weight. “You’re gambling with these kids’ lives. I don’t know much about nanites—I know they can do amazing things when programmed for a specific body—but forcing them into someone like this is wrong.” 
 
    “Blasphemy!” Willis Berckman’s face went red with anger, the veins in his neck standing out like saplings trapped beneath his flesh. “The holy blood divines God’s will. One day, the leaders spawned in this land shall unite the world under His divine corporate direction.” 
 
    Laney tried in vain to draw Monday back, and though part of him wanted to allow it—her father had outmatched him once already—he couldn’t let this go on. He strode forward, fists clenched at his sides. 
 
     He had underestimated Willis before. He wouldn’t make that mistake a second time. Five years on the road had left their mark on Monday. He knew a thing or two about fighting, about using his strengths to their best advantage. Right now, his main strength lay in his opponents’ underestimating him. Willis had gotten the jump on Monday the first time, and likely as not, the lot of them considered him a pushover.  
 
    Time to prove them wrong. 
 
    “Let Driscoll go.” Monday put as much menace and rage as he could muster into the words without yelling. 
 
    “Not a quick study, are you, boy?” Willis Berckman rounded the altar, jaw set, blood running down his mangled arm. 
 
    “Your nanites aren’t the healing kind, eh?” Monday darted his gaze at Willis’s leaking wound. “Or are they so old they’re worn out?” 
 
    A flash of anger sizzled its way across Willis’s face, and he bared his teeth. “The blessed blood doesn’t work the same—” 
 
    Monday twisted his hips with all his might to fetch Willis a solid left hook to the chin. The sound of it reverberated through the church’s high rafters.  
 
    CRACK! 
 
    Laney yelped behind him, but Monday didn’t look around. Without a second’s hesitation, he twisted back the other direction to deliver a straight right to Willis’s nose, which sounded almost as loud as the first blow. Though the old man was already stumbling toward the altar, Monday refused to relent. He followed his opponent in and buried his left fist in Willis’s ribs.  
 
    Willis choked out a cry of pain, his eyes wide, his arrogant sneer replaced by a look of utter shock and outrage.  
 
    Never one to lose an advantage, Monday took two handfuls of Willis’s hair, drew him in, and delivered a thudding knee strike to his already broken nose. Supposedly holy blood spurted from the wound, and Willis collapsed on the church’s threadbare burgundy carpet like a sack of sticks. 
 
    “Stop it! Please, stop it, Monday!” Laney rushed to her father’s side. The dazed man looked up at her with all the recognition of a snake. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but this can’t go on.” Monday turned his attention to CEO Hansen and his fellow councilors, his natural fear overcome by righteous indignation. Fully prepared to fight every one of them, if need be, he stopped short at what he found. 
 
    From somewhere, Monday guessed a lower shelf on the altar, Hansen had produced an assault rifle. It looked like the sort contract soldiers for the big corporations, Obsidian most likely, carried into battle near the end of modern civilization. Monday had never owned one himself, ammunition was hard to come by outside the private armies run by warlords, but he had traveled enough to see them in action. Set to full auto, that sort of gun could saw a grown man in half, before he could think to duck. 
 
    Monday started to lift his hands in the air, but he never got the chance.  
 
    The rifle coughed three times, producing a sound much quieter than he would have expected. Each blast sent a jolt through Monday’s chest and abdomen followed by boneshaking tremors that reverberated from his skull to his heels. Still, he felt no immediate pain, not even when he crashed to the floor. 
 
    For a moment that was neither long nor short, but merely a moment like any other he had experienced in his life, Monday lay in perfect silence staring at the church’s ceiling, feeling nothing.  
 
    Nothing, until he tried to draw a breath. 
 
    A searing heat exploded in Monday’s chest. Something liquid, yet seemingly immovable blocked his efforts. He could feel it gushing about under his sternum, then up his throat, hot and viscous. The pressure squeezed his airway down to the width of a pea. 
 
    “No!” Driscoll shouted. At last free of his captors, the boy wobbled on unsteady legs toward Monday and sprawled on the ground, his wounded arm leaking blood. Undeterred, he crawled the rest of the way to reach Monday. He stared into his stricken friend’s face, his own complexion as pale as noonday clouds. 
 
    Laney screamed and, turning from her father’s side, leaned over Monday, opposite her brother. Her look of bewilderment so transformed her face, it caused Monday to momentarily forget his pain. She took his hand, tears coursing down her cheeks, and he squeezed with what little strength he had left. 
 
    If Monday was to die like this, at least he knew he had done the right thing. He had defended those who knew no better. Perhaps possessing nanites was something worth risking a life, but only an informed one. Kids like Driscoll didn’t deserve death based on superstitious lies. 
 
    “No.” Laney’s bottom lip trembled. She shook her head as if negating what her eyes plainly saw.  
 
    “Move away from him, Laney.” CEO Hansen had come around the altar with the others in tow. He looked down at Monday with disdain. “He’s a heretic, girl. He profaned our sacred rite, and now he’s paying God’s price.” 
 
    Laney froze like a machine whose battery has been removed. Something steely formed in her eyes, a cold crystalline thing full of icy rage. She lifted that gaze to Hansen. “He speaks the truth, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “No. He’s a liar.” 
 
    “Then why shoot him? If you have the truth, what have you to fear from a lie?” 
 
    Hansen stood mute, lost for words. His gaze darted to Willis who had begun to rouse. “Look what he did to your father, yet you defend him?” 
 
    “I’ll do more than that.” Quick as thunder, Laney had the altar cloth full of blades in her hands. From it, she drew what Monday’s father would have called a fish knife, a thin bit of metal about the length of his middle finger with a razor sharp edge. Before any of the councilors could react, she had drawn the knife down the thin white scar on her forearm. Its edge bit deep, drawing forth a flow of dark red blood that spurted in time with Laney’s racing heart.  
 
    “No!” CEO Hansen threw his rifle aside in a doomed bid to reach the girl.  
 
    Ignoring him, ignoring everything, Laney sprawled across Monday like a lover starved for the object of her affections, her bleeding arm outstretched in benediction. 
 
    Monday watched everything in a daze, the pain in his chest and stomach so immense they had ceased to register with him as signals emanating from his body. They had become something external to his person like a towering mountain, a building storm, a sea stretched out upon a strand. And though he yearned to share Laney’s ardor, his vision had grown dark around the edges. He could feel his consciousness slipping away. 
 
    He shut his eyes against the world, likely for the last time, and drew in a shuddering breath, taking solace in the weight of Laney’s lithe form atop him. Slowly he exhaled, with no plans to breathe again. 
 
    That was when the burning in Monday’s chest transformed. It grew more acute and less abstract from one fluttering beat of his heart to the next. Something akin to acid poured into the wound above his sternum, burning as it spread through his veins. His eyes flew open, and his slowly expelled breath became a scream of agony.  
 
    No longer was Monday’s pain a curious artifact to be examined from afar. The burning chewed into the core of him, far worse than the bullets that had lately taken up residence in his flesh. He would gladly take a thousand bullets if it meant an end to the fire now spreading through his guts and into his extremities. 
 
    “The blood!” Laney screamed to be heard over Monday’s howls. “It’s taking to him. Do you see?” 
 
    CEO Hansen, who must have retrieved his rifle during Monday’s excursion to hell, pressed the barrel to Monday’s forehead. “All I see is a blasphemer.” He pulled the trigger. 
 
    The rifle clicked empty. 
 
    “He is a manager!” Laney scrambled toward Hansen in a weak attempt to snatch his weapon, but he avoided her.  
 
    She must have lost too much blood. Even in the throes of cataclysmic pain, Monday struggled to reach for her, to make her bind her wounds before she could bleed out. 
 
    “He’s no manager, girl. He’s a pretender, a child of the lie. And he will be dealt with as such.” CEO Hansen spun the rifle around in one smooth motion and brought it down like a hammer on Monday’s head. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The cloying smell of turned earth and sawdust filled Monday’s sinuses. With them came a thumping-scratching sound that roused him from unconsciousness into a world of perfect dark. He tried to move, but found himself confined by walls on every side. In a panic, he tried to sit up, but his already aching head collided with a wooden barrier, sending a fresh bolt of pain through his skull and down his spine. Groaning, he flopped back into the dark, his freshet of energy sapped.  
 
    “Monday?” Laney’s muffled voice originated somewhere outside the confines of his tiny cell. 
 
    “I’m here,” Monday croaked. “I can’t see. I can’t move!” 
 
    “Stay still. We’ll get the lid open.” 
 
    Lid? 
 
    Monday pressed a hand against the barrier above him—rough wood, splintery but solid. Try as he might, it refused to budge. His arms shook with fatigue from the effort. Whatever sort of box CEO Hansen and the others had put him in, they must have nailed the top shut. He shuddered, for he could feel the walls closing in on him, threatening to crush him under the weight of the Earth, itself.  
 
    Monday squeezed his eyes shut, taking comfort in the feel of blocking the world from his inner self. Despite his pounding heart, he forced himself to take slow, measured breaths.  
 
    He doubted the Prosperity town council had the means to bury him a thousand feet underground, no matter what horrid images his panicked brain might conjure up. The sound of Laney’s voice proved that much. Yes, he might be in a coffin, an idea that sent chills through his bones, but if so, it was one made of wood and, therefore, fragile. He needed to remain calm, conserve his air, and wait for rescue. 
 
    Something screeched in the dark. It caused Monday to jerk in surprise, until he realized he knew that sound—the whine of nails being pried loose from wooden planks. It came again and again, until his maddened brain thought it might go on forever. When at last it ceased, there came a groan of wood and the blessed scent of fresh air. 
 
    Monday squinted against a blazing light that threatened to sear his eyes. 
 
    “Sorry.” Laney withdrew the lantern in her hand from Monday’s sight so that he stared up at a blanket of stars in the heavens and her alluring outline towering above him. Driscoll’s thin silhouette loomed next to hers, a hammer in his hand. 
 
    “What happened?” Monday tried to firm his voice but couldn’t raise it above a hoarse whisper. 
 
    Laney crouched next to him, setting aside a long-handled shovel. “The CEO thought he had killed you. Your heart stopped, but that happens sometimes when the blood takes hold. Managers always come back.” 
 
    Monday struggled up to a sitting position. His limbs might as well have been made of moss for all their strength. He tried to stand, but couldn’t. 
 
    “Don’t.” Laney pressed him back into the coffin. “You’re bound to be weak. Here, eat this.” She handed him a strip of beef jerky.  
 
    The scent of it made Monday’s head swim, and though he hadn’t noticed it in the darkness, he now recognized the gnawing hunger in his belly. No, not hunger. This feeling went beyond a mere desire for food, it bordered on an insane desperation, a ravening. Hands shaking, breath ragged in his throat, he snatched the morsel and scarfed it down, barely taking the time to chew, so urgent was his appetite.  
 
    Laney handed him a canteen filled with tepid water. He guzzled from it for several seconds, but the need for food outweighed his thirst. “Have you got more?” 
 
    “Lots.” She handed him several more strips along with a hunk of cheese she had brought, wrapped in oilcloth.  
 
    Monday ate them, washing the meal down with gulps of water to slake his thirst between bites. He had never known a meal as satisfying as that first one upon waking in his coffin under the stars. 
 
    “The blood demands sustenance when we’re injured.” Laney took the canteen from Monday and wiped his chin with the edge of her skirt. 
 
    Her words reminded him of the shots he had taken to the chest and stomach. In wonder, he explored those areas with his fingers. The council hadn’t bothered to change his clothes before burying him. He felt the fabric around his former wounds, stiff with his dried blood, and though his shirt evinced the holes left by CEO Hansen’s bullets, his flesh bore no damage he could find. The pain he remembered from his encounter with the town’s leaders had fled, replaced by a mostly quenched hunger. 
 
    He looked at Laney and Driscoll in wonder. “I’m whole.” 
 
    “You’re a corporate officer.” Laney made no attempt to hide the awe in her voice. “Like us.” 
 
    Monday blinked in the darkness, realization bleeding slowly into his thoughts. “You passed your nanites to me...you heal fast.” 
 
    Laney took his hand in both of her own. “And now, so do you.” 
 
    “Help me out of this thing.” 
 
    Together, Driscoll and Laney pulled Monday to his feet. The cool night air filled him with vigor, that and the calories imparted from the food she had given him. He felt new and shiny under the night sky, like a kid who has had enough to eat for the first time in months.  
 
    Monday bounded out of the earth—out of his would be grave—and landed on the dewy grass. Granted, it wasn’t much of a leap. The council had buried him only three feet down, but considering how he had felt on first waking, such a jump astounded him. He reached back and gave Laney a hand out of the grave. Scant moonlight revealed the dirt stains on her dress, under her fingernails, and even on her cheeks. She had tied her hair back, and it shone silver in the night. 
 
    “That’s strange.” Monday spun in a slow circle, his gaze flicking from the ground to the trees to the sky. “I see...” 
 
    “What?” Laney tilted her head, eyeing him quizzically. 
 
    “Everything.” Monday searched the contours of her exquisite face limned in moon and starlight. “It’s not daylight vision, but I see details I shouldn’t. I see the stars in your eyes.” 
 
    She smiled prettily, her dimples creasing under the patina of dirt on her face. “The blood works differently in each of us. Some get strength, some healing, and some get the vision—what you’re describing. I didn’t get that. Sounds like you got them all.” 
 
    Monday nodded, his mind whirling. “Nanites were designed for specific people—specific genetics. But we’re all human, we all share genes. It makes sense they would work in only a handful of people, and then express only certain abilities. Whatever genes you and I share with the original Agent must unlock the bots’ potential for us.” 
 
    Laney frowned in the dark. “I know what you’re saying makes sense to you, but it’s mostly gibberish to my ears.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” Monday shrugged one shoulder. “It’s not like we have any means of controlling or changing the nanites or our genes—not like the old days. They might as well be magic to us.” 
 
    “They are.” Driscoll shrugged as only a teenager can, as if to say it was all out of their hands, so why worry about it. With the fluid grace of a cat, he leaped from the grave to stand with them. 
 
    Monday took Laney’s hands. “Thank you for saving me.” He kissed her, paying no attention to the gritty feel of dirt on their lips. “I worried you might not care what happened to me after I fought your dad.” 
 
    “I love my papa. Nothing will ever change that, but he’s a pig-headed man sometimes. He won’t listen; he’s too stuck in his ways. I never doubted the blood would take in you. The council didn’t believe.” Laney twisted her lips to one side. “Papa didn’t, that’s for sure. But I do listen, Monday. I think what you said about the blood must be true, and the council knows it. They’ve lied to me my entire life. And when you came here preaching the truth about the old-world blood, CEO Hansen shot you for it. That’s not the reaction of a man who has the Truth with a capital T.” 
 
    Monday nodded and squeezed her hands. “Thank you for believing me, even if you don’t know what all the words mean.” 
 
    Laney grinned. 
 
    “You know I can’t stay here, right?” Monday brushed some of the grave dust off his pants and shirt. “If the council—if your father—finds me breathing, they’ll kill me, and this time they’ll make it stick.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re here.” Laney threw an arm around Driscoll’s narrow shoulders. “We’re going with you.” 
 
    Though he had harbored a secret desire to hear Laney say something like this from the moment he heard her voice in the darkness, Monday grew solemn. “You’ve lived in Prosperity all your lives. You don’t know any other place.” 
 
    “Are you saying no?” Driscoll looked as heartbroken at Monday’s words as his sister. 
 
    Monday shook his head. “Not outright. I’m simply warning you, the world out there isn’t nice. Warlords rule the land, especially as you travel north into the old cities. People there have guns and ammunition and borders you can’t cross. And even if you stay clear of those, there are people on the road who will kill you for a coat or some food or for the thrill of doing it, and there’s no one to stop them. What you’re asking for is dangerous.” 
 
    “It’s better than a life of lies.” Laney firmed her jaw, her brown eyes transformed into silver agates by the reflected moonlight. 
 
    Monday nodded, his heart filled with joy. “In that case, let’s go. We’ll pick up my travel pack on the way past Mr. Elmar’s house and put some miles between us and Prosperity before sunup.”  
 
    They started away from the lonely graveyard. From this view, it became clear that CEO Hansen and his ilk hadn’t had the decency to bury Monday with the town folk. His makeshift grave lay several hundred feet from the uniform stones that marked the pre-Fall cemetery. The view, and the thought of death, sparked a thought in Monday.  
 
    “You said people’s hearts sometimes stop for a time when the blood takes.” Monday held Laney’s hand as they picked their way along an overgrown path leading away from the gravesites. 
 
    She nodded. “Most don’t come back from that. Only the strongest of us.” 
 
    “Don’t CEO Hansen, your father, and all the other council members know that? Wouldn’t they think I might come back?” 
 
    “I told you, they don’t believe in you—they never thought you’d become a manager in the Corporation of God.” 
 
    “Not even enough to hedge their bets?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Laney slowed, probably sensing the change in Monday’s voice. 
 
    He drew up short, obliging her and Driscoll to stop with him. They had reached a broken, two-lane access road, leading away from the graveyard, toward the town’s main street. Across it stood a copse of trees shrouded in darkness. No doubt impenetrable to natural eyesight, Monday’s newly enhanced vision showed him four figures dressed in dark colors beneath the trees. As one, they slinked forward into the moonlight, and Laney caught her breath. 
 
    “You two shouldn’t have come here.” Willis Berckman made no attempt at disguising his voice, though he had taken the precaution of wearing a hooded mask with slits for his eyes. 
 
    “What are you doing, Papa?” Laney asked, breathless.  
 
    “They weren’t satisfied with burying me.” Monday edged forward, ahead of Laney and Driscoll. “If I died in the ground, fine, but they wanted to be here in case I somehow escaped, so they could finish the job.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” Driscoll’s voice came out high-pitched, more the boy he had been than the man he was becoming. “Papa, tell Monday you didn’t come here to kill him.” 
 
    “He can’t,” Monday said. “Because that’s precisely what they all came here for.” 
 
    “You’re no blessed soul.” CEO Hansen hadn’t brought his rifle this time, which meant he had probably wasted his only ammunition on Monday earlier. 
 
    Good. 
 
    “Nope, I’m not. I know that, because your church is a lie, just like your disgusting ritual. You’re all old enough to know the truth, but you’ve hidden it from your children. You’ve tricked them into believing your nonsense, all in some misguided plan to bring back the institutions that destroyed the old world.” 
 
    “The church is true,” said a woman standing next to the CEO. “So is the blood. It doesn’t matter if there are nanites in it causing the miracle. God’s work progresses. That is the true miracle.” 
 
    “The tiny machines are true?” Laney asked. 
 
    “Laney, Driscoll, get back to the house, and I’ll forget you were ever here tonight.” Willis stepped forward, his visage made fearsome by the black cloth covering his head and eyes. 
 
    “No.” Laney drew herself up, chin held high. “I won’t let you hurt Monday. He’s done nothing wrong other than tell me the truth, something you’ve never done.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving either, Papa.” Driscoll stood next to Monday, the thin cords of his muscles standing out on his arms. 
 
    “Try not to harm my children,” Willis said over his shoulder to his fellow councilors. “But if they stand in your way…” He turned back to gaze at Laney and Driscoll. “Don’t hold back.” 
 
    Metal glinted in the moonlight as each of the councilors drew knives from their dark clothes, making it seem as if they materialized from nowhere. The female carried the longest one, a blade the length of Monday’s arm. The three men held hunting knives. 
 
    Blood rushed in Monday’s ears as the four of them advanced. The woman moved with a preternatural smoothness the men couldn’t match, though CEO Hansen carried himself well. Willis and the other man, whom Monday recognized as Crank, the door guard, walked forward with natural gaits.  
 
    All this, Monday observed in the first half second of their attack. Whereas he had experienced what his father used to call the “fugue of battle”—a state in which all other concerns fell away except one’s opponent—that feeling couldn’t touch what he felt now. He watched his opponents approaching, not as if time stood still, but as if the quality of time and his experience of it had ratcheted up a thousand fold.  
 
    He knew instantly that Willis Berckman favored his right side; he must have taken an injury in that leg at some point in the last decade. And though he was strong—Monday had already experienced the man’s punches—the nanites coursing through his veins did nothing to enhance that strength from its natural state. They instead gave him incredible speed. CEO Hansen, by contrast, possessed unmatched power in his limbs. Plodding and slow, he might not move as fast as Monday, but if a fight with him came to wrestling, it would be over in seconds. The woman lacked strength, but more than made up for it with sheer adroitness. Her agility would make her a formidable opponent in a melee. Crank shared Hansen’s plodding movements, but something about his scent told Monday he could heal quickly as well, like Laney. 
 
    Fighting all four of these people at once wouldn’t end well, even with Laney and Driscoll on his side. Monday needed some way to even the odds.  
 
    Without taking his eyes off Willis, who had assumed the lead, Monday scooped up a rock from the broken asphalt as fast as he could, which was mighty fast, to his astonishment, and hurled it at Crank. 
 
    The guy never stood a chance. Unused to his newfound strength and speed, Monday put his all into the throw. When the rock hit Crank’s head, it made a sound like an aluminum bat striking a tree trunk. The short man toppled over backward in a spray of blood. 
 
    The sudden move surprised CEO Hansen, who stopped in his tracks to gape at the stricken councilor, but Willis and the woman didn’t flinch. 
 
    Willis stabbed at Monday’s heart with his knife, but Monday had already sidestepped the attack. For an instant, he marveled at his own speed. He had just spun away from a blow that would have killed him yesterday. Now it looked as slow as an old hound hobbling past him. With the confidence of a much younger dog, he grinned and drew back a fist to make the old man pay. 
 
    Before he could unload, however, the woman seized Monday’s upraised arm, pivoted like a murderous ballerina, and flung him over her back. He landed with bone-crunching force on the broken asphalt. 
 
    Monday popped back to his feet and immediately felt an electric shock of pain run through his side. He touched it and his fingers came away bloody, the iron smell filling his nostrils. Somehow, the woman had sliced him open along his ribs with her machete as she tossed him away. 
 
    And she was coming for more. 
 
    Monday backpedaled, trying to assess the seriousness of his wound. Breathing brought stinging pain, but he could still draw a full breath, which meant she hadn’t punctured one of his lungs. Still, the slice hurt like fire, and he was having a hard time lifting his right arm. 
 
    He turned to lift his left for defense and, at the same instance, felt a blade sink into his back just above his hips.  
 
    Monday screamed. So did Laney and Driscoll, who had hardly moved. They looked shocked, frozen in fear. Monday couldn’t blame them. It wasn’t every night you saw a man stabbed to death by people you had formerly trusted. 
 
    “The blood won’t serve you,” CEO Hansen hissed in Monday’s ear. He withdrew his knife, only to sink it home a second time in almost the same spot. 
 
    The pain exploding up Monday’s spine and radiating throughout his body threatened to overwhelm him. His vision narrowed, going gray at the edges, and his knees buckled, but Hansen wasn’t about to let him fall. He heaved Monday upright with all the effort of a man lifting a child.  
 
    That gave Monday a perfect view when Laney belted the councilwoman’s head with her shovel, which made a flat metallic sound, but might have been the finest band music he had ever heard. The woman collapsed on her face, unconscious before she hit the ground, and made no attempt to rise. 
 
    “Laney!” Monday shouted despite what it cost him in pain. Hansen’s grip on him had loosened at seeing the girl’s attack. Taking advantage of the lapse, Monday stomped down with all his might on the town leader’s ankle, then dropped, slithering out of the man’s clutches. 
 
    Never missing a beat, Laney rushed forward, shovel raised like a shogun with a sword. From the ground, unable to twist about due to the stab wounds in his back, Monday couldn’t see Laney’s blow when it struck home, but there was no mistaking the metal smack the shovel made when it collided with the CEO’s cranium, or the satisfying thunk of his body hitting the ground. 
 
    His cronies strewn at his feet, Willis Berckman stood alone to face Laney. His upper lip curled in disgust. “You’re not the daughter I raised.” 
 
    Laney held the shovel before her as if to ward off a nasty dog. “And you’re not the father you pretend to be.” 
 
    Willis took a small step forward, menacing her, though he left his knife by his side. “What are you going to do with that shovel, Laney?” 
 
    Driscoll bent to retrieve Hansen’s blade and stood by his sister’s side. When he spoke, his voice came out clear and firm. “The same thing I’ll do if you come any closer, Papa. Don’t make us fight you. Please.” 
 
    Willis Berckman stood resolute for nearly half a minute before his shoulders slumped, and he dropped his knife. “You want to throw away your lives to go tramping across God’s creation with some tinker? Fine. Throw your virtue at the gates of hell. Just don’t ever show your faces in Prosperity again.” 
 
    Without another word, Willis turned on his heels and strode away into the dark forest, his boots churning the underbrush beneath his feet. 
 
    “I’m sorry that happened,” Monday whispered. He sat with one hand pressed hard to the wound in his back. 
 
    “I’m not.” Laney dropped the shovel’s head to the ground where it bit into the dirt. “Better we know the truth about him—about this whole town—than live in ignorance. I wish I had seen it before now.” Despite her bravado, Monday couldn’t help but notice the tremor in her voice. 
 
    Driscoll crouched beside Monday, his face wan in the sketchy light. “How bad is it?” 
 
    Monday shook his head. “Bad, I think. I’m worried he got my kidney.” 
 
    “Don’t be a baby.” Laney bent long enough to slide an arm under Monday’s shoulder. She lifted, but he resisted her, fearing to stand after the grievous wounds he had received. 
 
    “I was stabbed.” Monday wasn’t one to milk his injuries, but he thought he deserved at least a modicum of sympathy. A man had stabbed him twice in the back. That should be enough to earn a good 15-minute sit down, shouldn’t it? 
 
    “You’ve got my blood in you, honey. He would have had to cut out your heart to stop you from standing up. Even then, it would be a near thing. Come on. We’re leaving this town.” 
 
    Monday let her coax him to his feet, still cautious it might do more damage. Once upright, he blinked down at her, his mouth open in surprise. “It doesn’t hurt. No, that’s a lie. It hurts like hell, but not like it should.” He pressed a hand to the entry points on his back. Yes, the wounds remained open, but oozed only a trickle of blood, and the pain was about that of a stubbed toe or ingrown nail. 
 
    “You’ll need to eat more,” Laney said, drawing him along the road. “A lot more. But in a couple of days you’ll be whole. You’ll see.” 
 
    “I believe you.” Monday looked over his shoulder at the four bodies lying inert where they had left them. “Are you two sure you want to go with me? That’s your father back there. I know he lied, but still.”  
 
    Driscoll followed Monday’s gaze and shook his head. “If we stayed here, we’d become them, and I’d rather die.” 
 
    “Same,” Laney said. “The blood’s a lie, but that doesn’t mean we have to be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Is this the end? 
 
    It’s a burning question I seem to ask myself everyday. There isn’t much left to look upon in this world to give a person hope. Nothing but death, decay, and destruction to greet my weary eyes. It’s a sad reminder of what once was, a distant memory that I’m slowly starting to forget.  
 
    Even out in the middle of nowhere, I can picture bustling metropolitan cities and thriving communities. It’s not real, so I quickly dismiss the memory.  
 
    As I stand in this thicket of trees overlooking a wide plain of openness the sun is baking with its strident rays, I can’t help but wonder what the point of living is.  
 
    Breathing.  
 
    Fighting.  
 
    Killing.  
 
    Then again, that’s all I have known for so many years. It’s who I am. It’s what is imprinted inside my head.  
 
    I’m a soldier in the Corporate Wars that brought about the end of civilization as we know it. The collateral damage that happened all those years ago was more than most thought it would be. So many lives lost. Genocide on a massive level. 
 
    My hands have spilled so much blood, the flesh is tainted with the souls of the vanquished. Sometimes I blink, and I swear I can see the deep crimson color painted on my palms. I know it isn’t real, but at times, it sure feels like it. 
 
    I wish I could erase the horrid acts I committed while working for Obsidian. I was an agent of death, fighting Teledyne Specialists and hunting down part human, part animal Geno Freaks that could easily rip a man in two. It was a fad the rich enjoyed, perhaps a little too much. 
 
    I was always told we were the good guys, that what we were doing was best not only for the United States, but for the world.  
 
    All I am, now, is a man without a mission. 
 
    A soldier without a cause. 
 
    Perhaps in this Fallen World, I can make amends and redeem myself. If that’s even possible. 
 
    I tug at my collar and breathe in the humid air. It feels like I’m breathing in a swimming pool. 
 
    Christ, it’s hot, humid, and muggy. A miserable day, for sure. Feels like rain could be on the way, judging by the amount of moisture in the air. 
 
    The top of my head is wet as my tattered, brown Stetson is keeping any breeze away. I remove the hat and run the length of my arm across my brow. Copious amounts of sweat dampen my skin. The slight breeze brushes over my scalp and brings a momentary sense of relief. 
 
    A subtle noise, nearby, catches my attention. 
 
    What was that? 
 
    I train my ears and focus on the subtle noise. 
 
    Panting. 
 
    Heart racing. 
 
    Footsteps rapidly pounding the earth. 
 
    Whoever it is is not too far away. 
 
    I put the Stetson back on my head, step away from the trunk of the tree I’m taking refuge under, and walk to the edge of the woods. Tall, brown blades of grass tickle my rigid palms. I peer to my left. The expansive plains sweep downward and continue on for miles. My eyes narrow in search of the distressed soul who’s running so hard. 
 
    There.  
 
    I see...her. 
 
    A little girl from the looks of it. I try to get a better look. She appears to be around nine years old, give or take a year, and she has long, dirty, blonde hair. Her yellow, flowered sundress whips about wildly as she sneaks a frightened glance over her shoulder. 
 
    What is she running from? 
 
    I hear someone pursuing her. Two large men materialize from the thicket about fifty yards downwind of me, running hard and fast. They have rifles slung over their shoulders and sheathed knives on their hips. 
 
    Some of the advantages—if you want to call them that—of being a former Agent are the mental enhancements and the physical upgrades. Better vision, hearing, and speed, just to name a few. 
 
    The little girl is heading for an old farm on the far side of the field. She pauses at a barbwire fence, slips through, cuts to the left, and makes for a large barn, then disappears inside. 
 
    Her pursuers remain vigilant, keeping their eyes trained dead ahead, as they continue after her. I reach for the Glock at my hip, but then I stay that thought. I only have a few rounds left, and I don’t know if there are more people nearby. Discharging the weapon would give away my position. I pull my knife from the sheath on my hip. A thin beam of sunlight slices through the thick canopy of leaves overhead and gleams off the serrated steel blade. This will do. This will do, nicely. 
 
    The men rush over the barbwire and make a beeline for the barn. I take off after them in a dead sprint and race across the wide openness of the field, hoping to stop an injustice from happening in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    The surly men vanish from my sight as they enter the large barn. I run hard and fast, my boots hammering the ground as I blaze through the grass. It doesn’t take me long to arrive at the unkept fence. I leap over the strand of coiled wire with barbed tips with ease. I don’t miss a step as I land on the other side and continue toward the barn. 
 
    I slow my pace to keep my presence concealed from the two men. I draw a sharp breath and focus my mind. The imprint I was given was of a soldier with good fighting skills and a knowledge of battle. I’m good with guns. Better with knives. 
 
    I approach with caution and listen for any subtle noises as I hurry over to the right side of the derelict building. I press my back against the rotting boards. Numerous holes mar the walls. I turn and face the structure, peering through the holes in search of the girl and men. 
 
    “Come on out, you little runt,” one of the men says loudly. His voice is raspy, as if he’s swallowed razors. I can’t lay eyes on either of the men, but the sound of this one’s voice comes from my left. “Your parents want you home for dinner. Now come out, before you really piss us off.” 
 
    I quietly shift to the next hole to my right and spot the men. Well, their backs anyway. They’re standing still in the middle of the barn, then they pivot, looking around the inside. They reach for their knives and pull them free of their sheaths. I need to get in there, now. 
 
    I take two hearty steps back and check the building for a way in. I tilt my head from side to side as I look over the rotting wooden boards on the barn’s exterior. There’s nothing. I move to my right, heading for the rear. Pausing briefly at the corner, I sneak my head out to ensure my way is clear. I detect no visible threats, just overgrown grass and the large derelict house to my right. 
 
    The men continue to threaten the little girl, demanding she come out. I move silently through the tall weeds and discover that a section of the barn’s base is missing. I stoop down and part the dense vegetation, further revealing the gaping hole in the wall. It appears to be large enough for me to slip through. 
 
    I lay flat on my stomach and carefully crawl inside. The jagged edges of the busted boards snare my coat and hat. I move my body from side to side, freeing the fabric from the rotting ends. The wood bends and creaks but doesn’t snap free.  
 
    The musty smell of the barn invades my nose, causing it to crinkle. My fingers dig into the dirt, and my arms pull me forward. I pull the remainder of my body inside and get back to my feet. Looks like I’m in a stall or something. It’s small and cramped. I stay in the deep shadows and move. Lurking like a creature in a nightmare, I wait patiently for my chance to strike. 
 
    One of the burly men growls in anger. He tosses a tin pail across the barn. It slams into the far wall with a loud clatter. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this shit,” he says. “Why the hell are we wasting our time on that little bitch? There are more than enough people back in that town. This girl isn’t going to make a damn bit of difference in the grand scheme of things.” 
 
    I raise the hand clutching my knife, as I slither along the wall. Each footstep is carefully placed. My presence is still unknown to the vile men who continue to bitch and complain. 
 
    I stop just shy of the wooden gate before me and stoop down. The men temporarily stop their search and face one another. Standing toe-to-toe, they stare at each other with narrowed eyes. Their lips are pursed, barely visible through their scraggly, thick, black beards. 
 
    They reposition their hands on the handles of the knives they are clutching, then square off. If they want to kill each other, that’d be fine by me. 
 
    The one on the left brings his arm up and points the end of his large blade at his partner. “I’ll tell you what. We’ll forget the little girl and go back empty-handed,” he growls. “When we’re asked where she is, I’ll let you tell them why we left. After all, it’s a waste of time, right?” 
 
    The man pushes down the other man’s arm. “I don’t understand why you’re so scared of that freak. Yeah, it’s mean as shit and all, but he, it, whatever the fuck it is, needs us just as much as we need it.” 
 
    It? 
 
    Are they referring to a Geno Freak? I thought most, if not all of those things, had died off. They’re not known for having long lifespans. The majority of those that survived the procedure were spliced with long-lived creatures like reptiles. Still, I thought they had been eradicated since the Fall. Guess I was wrong. 
 
    Something moves along the far wall toward the entrance. I catch a glimpse of the little girl’s yellow dress as she hides behind a stack of crates. She’s ballsy, I’ll give her that. Then again, you have to be daring to survive in such a dreadful environment. 
 
    She starts to move again, but this time, the two men catch sight of her.  
 
    “Hey!” the man to the left yells. He points to the right with his knife. “Go that way, and we’ll cut her off.” 
 
    The men split up. She races back the way she came, then drops to her knees and vanishes in the darkness.  
 
    I search for the gate’s latch with my fingers but can’t find it. I climb over and land hard on the other side, drawing the attention of the two men. They stop dead in their tracks and spin about on their heels. 
 
    “Who the fuck is this guy?” the man to my left shouts. 
 
    “No idea. I say we take him back with us. There’s more than enough to go around, and everyone can get their fill.” 
 
    Just as I thought. 
 
    Cannibals.  
 
    They’re just as bad as anything else in this god-awful world. If you didn’t have to worry about feral dogs or other predators, you had to worry about your own species trying to eat you. 
 
    The two men flip their blades in their hands as they move to either side of me. I remain calm, poised to defend myself from the heathens. 
 
    “Not sure where you came from, pal, but this is the last mistake you’ll ever make,” the man to my left threatens. 
 
    I stay silent as my eyes shift from left to right. My fingers reposition over my blade as I flip it around in my hand. 
 
    Both men breathe hard, nostrils flaring as their chests heave in and out.  
 
    The man to my left advances. He raises his arm and brings it down at an angle toward me. I lean back and step to the side as the razor-sharp edge of his blade narrowly misses my face.  
 
    I punch him in the gut, then slash upward with my knife. It slices through a portion of his coat and opens a nasty gash along the right side of his face. With a painful screech, he palms the wounded flesh. 
 
    His partner advances, his movements clunky. He growls through clenched teeth and narrows his eyes. He thrusts his arm forward, trying to ram the tip of his blade into my gut. 
 
    I spin out of the way and grab the hand wielding the knife. I knock it free from his grasp and flip him end over end. He lands with a dull thud, flat on his back. Air gushes from his lungs. I twist his arm, snapping the appendage. 
 
    “Fuck!” His free hand comes up to grab my forearm. I try to stomp his face with the sole of my boot, but I feel something running up my left arm. The blade of his knife slices through the fabric of my coat but doesn’t reach my flesh. 
 
    I release my hold and step back. I twist to the side and take a defensive stance, bringing both arms up as I firmly plant my feet. The gash on the side of the man’s face is long and deep. Blood races down his face, collecting in his black beard. 
 
    He lunges forward, slashing wildly, hoping to find a mark that will end me. I evade each attempt.  
 
    He growls. His jaw is clenched so tightly, it looks like he could shatter his teeth. He drives me back a few steps. 
 
    I duck and step to the left, avoiding the knife in his right hand. I bring my blade up and bury it deep in the back of his skull. A final, faint gasp escapes his lips as his body ceases to move. I pull the blade free, and he drops his knife and crumbles to his knees. He slumps forward and hits the ground face first. 
 
    “You son of a bitch. You broke my fucking arm!” the man on the ground behind me yells. He slowly rolls over to his side, then his stomach. He peers at his friend. “You’re going to pay for that.” 
 
    The man presses his palm to the ground and pushes himself up to his knees. His face is sweaty and flush with pain, and he winces with every move. His face contorts in agony as he sways from side to side. 
 
    “You should’ve let the girl be.” I loom large before him. My head is tilted down, and the brim of my Stetson conceals a portion of my face. “Perhaps you’d still be breathing if you had.” 
 
    He goes to speak, but I sweep my blade across his throat. A gurgling sound escapes his gaping mouth. His eyes are wide as he brings his hand up to stay the flow of blood racing out of the wound. 
 
    These low-lifes are a scourge on a dying world that is struggling to rebuild itself from the ashes of decimation. They will not be missed.  
 
    I wipe the blood on my knife on the dead man’s shoulder. His arm drops lifelessly to his side, and his body slumps over, leaving his head dangling in the air. 
 
    I secure the knife in its sheath. I turn to my right, searching for the girl. I can hear her heavy breathing. I follow the sound into the barn’s shadows. 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you,” I softly say. “You are safe, and you can come out.” 
 
    She doesn’t budge from the small, narrow opening where she is hiding. I can only imagine how traumatized she is. The horrors she must’ve witnessed have certainly stolen a chunk of her innocence. I don’t blame her for not rushing out of her hiding place. Trust is such a hard thing to give nowadays. I know it is for me. 
 
    Her subtle whimpering plays inside my ears. I move further into the shadows and crouch down, close to the ground. I run my hand over the wooden boards to my right as I peer through an opening. 
 
    I spot the outline of her meager frame. She’s in the far corner with her knees pressed to her chest and her face buried between her legs. She pushes back against the wall, her lips trembling. 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you,” I calmly reassure her again. “The bad men that were after you have been dealt with. You are safe and can come out now.” 
 
    She draws her legs in closer. It burns me to no end when the wicked prey on the weak, the ones who can’t easily defend themselves. It makes dealing out justice in this Fallen World that much sweeter. 
 
    I stand back up and move away from the opening, giving her some time to gather her thoughts and muster up the courage to crawl out of her den of safety. 
 
    I clean up the dead bodies so they won’t frighten her any more than she already is. I drag the men outside and discard them to the side of the barn. I don’t bother burying them; they don’t deserve that much. Perhaps the predators in the area will enjoy a hearty meal. That’s the circle of life for those bastards. 
 
    I remove the Stetson from my head and take a seat on a crate inside the barn. I run my fingers through my hair as I lean back against the thick post behind me, then I place my hat over my knee. I fold my arms across my chest, and stare at the opening, waiting for the girl to make her way out. A few minutes later, I hear her move. 
 
    The crown of her head pokes out of the darkness. She stops and looks in my direction. I don’t flinch or make any sudden moves. I don’t want to spook her and send her back inside. 
 
    A bit more of her body emerges. Her tangled hair drags through the dirt. She tilts her head to the left and stares in my direction. I remain still. 
 
    She crawls the rest of the way out and gets to her feet, then takes cover behind the stack of crates to her right and peers out. 
 
    “You ok?” I inquire. “You’re not hurt, are you?” 
 
    She hesitantly shakes her head from side to side.  
 
    “Good. Do you have a name or should I just call you Blondie?” 
 
    She stays guarded behind the crate with only a portion of her dirty face visible. “My name is Stacey.” 
 
    I unfold my arms and sit up. She flinches and drifts back behind the crates a bit further, but she doesn’t flee. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Stacey. I’m Cal. Cal Jensen.” Her large eyes look about the barn, no doubt searching for the men who were after her. “You no longer have to worry about them.” 
 
    She brings her left hand up and rests it against the side of one of the crates. She looks about a moment more as if she doesn’t believe me. “Did you kill them?” 
 
    “I did. I moved their bodies. They weren’t a sight for a young girl to see.” 
 
    “I’ve seen worse,” she counters. 
 
    “I imagine you have, unfortunately.” I grip the top of my Stetson and slip it back on the top of my head. I stay seated and extend my arm toward her. 
 
    Stacey doesn’t draw back this time, but she doesn’t come to me either. Her large, sad eyes just stare at me. 
 
    “Are you a good man, Cal Jensen?” she finally inquires. 
 
    I lower my arm to my side. “I’m about as good a man as one can be in such a torn world,” I respond. “I don’t much like hurting folks that don’t deserve it, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    Inch by inch, Stacey moves out from behind the crates and cautiously comes toward me. The light from a hole in the roof shines down on her sad, flushed face. Tears streak her dirty cheeks.  
 
    The tops of her bare feet are bruised and covered in small cuts that continue up her legs. Her arms are in much the same shape. She stops just shy of the blood pooled in the dirt. She tilts her head down and takes in the dark crimson color, before she looks back up at me. 
 
    “Like I said, you’re safe now. I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    Her bottom lip quivers. She’s trying so hard to be brave, but the pain and sadness consuming her spill out of her eyes. Her body shudders as she begins to sob uncontrollably. 
 
    I stand and move to her. She opens her arms wide and embraces me in a tight hug. I pull her in and hold her close as the sobs escape her mouth. 
 
    Although I can’t remember my daughter, this feeling of having Stacey clutched against me is familiar. I haven’t felt it since receiving the imprint and becoming an Agent. 
 
    Every day, we all face many horrors, and seldom are we afforded the chance to have a moment such as this. For years, I have pondered what my purpose is and what will become of a man who has known nothing but killing. Even after the bombs dropped, and a large portion of the population was snuffed out in the blink of an eye, I’ve had to take lives to survive.  
 
    Holding her shows me that I can have purpose once more, and perhaps, redeem my soul in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    Stacey finally pushes away from me and swipes her forearm across her eyes. She sniffles and tries to compose herself. She takes in a deep breath and exhales it through her pink lips. 
 
    “Thank you for saving me,” she softly says with a slight tilt of her head. “I’ve been on the run for the past day. I didn’t think I’d make it this far, before they caught up with me.” 
 
    I offer a half-smile, which is something I haven’t done in quite some time. There isn’t much to smile about nowadays.  
 
    I grab the bill of the Stetson and nod. “No thanks needed. Nothing worse, right now, than cannibals. Looks like you did fairly well, considering you didn’t have any shoes on. Trudging through the woods had to be hell on the soles of your feet.” 
 
    She peers down at her naked feet and wiggles her dirt-covered toes. “I had shoes, but I lost them in the woods, before I had a chance to put them on. My parents shoved them in my arms and told me to run and not look back. To not stop, until I was safe.” She glances toward the opening of the barn. “All I remember was a bunch of commotion when I left. Screaming and yelling. Then some gunshots.” 
 
    Stacey folds her arms across her chest and stares at the open barn doors. Tears start to flow once more. She sniffles, then lowers her head as she swipes them away. 
 
    She’s tough. That’s for sure. Braver than most I have seen out here. It took courage to do what she did, to leave her family behind and run away from the horrors. 
 
    I glance in the same direction she is. “Can you tell me exactly what happened?” 
 
    “A handful of those men showed up in our little town of Lansdale three or four days ago. They seemed nice enough, and they weren’t causing any problems. They said they were hungry and asked if we could spare some food and a few rooms for the night. We don’t have much, but most everyone in the community was willing to share what they had with them.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “I’m not sure when, exactly, the rest of them arrived. I think it was sometime in the middle of the night, and that’s when things in town went bad.” She laces her arms over her chest in a guarded fashion. She looks to her right, then her left as if searching for something. I’m not sure what it could be. 
 
    Stacey cranes her neck and looks past me. She steps around the pooled blood and sits down on the crate. She smooths out her dress, and she tucks her hair behind her ears. 
 
    “Sorry. My feet hurt.” 
 
    I lower myself down to her eye level. “No need to be sorry. Please, continue.” 
 
    “I was in my bed when the loud screams woke me up. Mom and Dad came rushing into my bedroom in a panic. Said something about strangers rounding up people. Mom was crying, sobbing, while Dad was a whirlwind of panic. He said we needed to sneak out of town, but the strange men came barging in and took us away. They knocked Dad around pretty good. Mom held me close and didn’t try anything. We were taken to the large building where most of the town’s people gather for meetings.” 
 
    “Like a town hall?” I inquire. 
 
    She nods but shrugs at the same time. “I guess. I think that may be what Daddy called it. It’s in the center of town.” She wipes her nose with the heel of her palm. “Most everyone was dragged there and thrown inside. They never really said what they wanted or what they planned to do. Not at first. Once people started to disappear, the men started making comments about food that didn’t sound right. They were talking about stew meat and joking about how good it would taste. Weird part was, we didn’t have any meat. It freaked Mom and Dad out, and they said they wanted to get me out of there as soon as possible. They told me, ‘When we say run, you start running, and you don’t look back.’” 
 
    Just listening to her tale of terror sends a shiver of pure rage up my spine. The blunt instrument of force that I have grown to be wants nothing more than to bury those dirtbags in the ground. This injustice isn’t going by without the wicked being punished for what they have done. That’s for damn sure. 
 
    “Could you take me to your town?” 
 
    Her large, glassy eyes blink as she stares at me. Her lips quiver, and she takes in a gulp of air. “I didn’t say the worst part.” 
 
    I scoot a bit closer and gently place my hand on hers. “Go on.” 
 
    “There was some creature inside the town, as well. Like, something from a nightmare, but real. It looked like a large man and a lizard at the same time. I know it had a lizard’s head.” 
 
    Damn Geno Freaks. Doesn’t matter, though. I’ve had experience dealing with the abominations. It’s a gamble going back there, but I can’t idly stand by and not help this kid. Wouldn’t sit right with me. 
 
    “You’re safe now, and I’m going to take care of those vile men and that creature,” I say. 
 
    Stacey looks unsure, as if she doesn’t believe what I’m saying. “What can you do against all of them? Against that creature?” 
 
    “I can kill them. Kill them all.” 
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    It takes her a moment, but she finally nods and agrees to take me back to Lansdale. 
 
    We both stand. Her meager legs shake slightly as she draws a deep breath. 
 
    “We can wait awhile, so you can rest some,” I offer. 
 
    She shakes her head. “I really want to be with my mom and dad.” Stacey looks up at me, hope surging in her sad, tired face, and she asks me the most important question. “You’re sure you can save my town? Save my parents?” 
 
    I don’t look away. I remain steadfast in my resolve. I will handle those vile men. “You get us there, and I’ll take care of the rest.” 
 
    A hopeful smile tries to break through the pain and heartache Stacey is battling. She heads slowly for the door now that the adrenaline high she was on has all but fizzled out. I walk up behind her and place my hand firmly on her shoulder. She pauses and turns back toward me. 
 
    “Here.” I bend down so she can climb onto my back. “We’ll make better time if I carry you. And it’ll give your body a chance to recover some.” 
 
    Stacey hesitates. She bites her lip and glances about once more.  
 
    Finally, she climbs onto my back and wraps her long, slender arms around my neck. I stand up and turn toward the opening of the barn. She isn’t too heavy, and my carrying her won’t keep us from making good time. 
 
    We head out of the barn, in the direction of the open field. I take it easy, since I have her on my back, and I carefully make my way over the barbwire fence. As we trudge through the overgrown grass, she pulls her legs up higher. She stays quiet and leans her head gently against my back. 
 
    We enter the wooded area and navigate through the scantily covered trees and bushes. She directs me where to go, mostly by pointing, saying as few words as possible. She’s beyond tired, that much is certain; I can tell from the way her body rests heavily against me. Her voice is nothing more than a weak whisper in my ear. 
 
    I pause and look up at the cloudy sky through a small opening in the canopy above us. The sun isn’t as bright as it was; the day is drawing to a close. Time is irrelevant. There are no schedules to keep, no reason for the incessant ticking of the clock, warning us that time is but a fleeting moment.  
 
    Stacey doesn’t ask why we stopped, which leads me to believe she is sleeping, or close to it. It will be challenging to find Lansdale on my own, but she needs the rest. Being lugged about on my back isn’t exactly a replacement for a night’s sleep on a nice, soft bed, but it’s better than nothing. 
 
    I pivot from left to right, searching for a resting place that will conceal us from bandits or other degenerates looking for an easy mark. 
 
    Stacey stirs. She grumbles and fidgets slightly as she shifts her weight. “Why have you stopped?” she softly mutters in my ear. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    I turn my head to the side. “I’m looking for a place to hole up for a while. It will be night soon, and you need some proper rest.” 
 
    She starts to speak, but her words come out as nothing more than a muffled mess I can’t make out. Stacey remains silent as I search the immediate area for cover. I wander about until I happen upon a sort of den that should work nicely. 
 
    It is a narrow opening in the side of a rocky hill that has a large overhang concealing its entrance. I inch closer for a better look to ensure no animals are currently taking refuge inside. I don’t spot any. It isn’t overly deep, but it doesn’t have to be. 
 
    I squat and carefully remove Stacey from my back. I hold her in my arms as I glance upon her peaceful, dingy face. Her eyes crack open for a second before she drifts off again. I place her in the opening, gingerly leaning her against the rock wall. She slides down the wall and curls up in a ball, placing her hands one on top of the other to use as a pillow. 
 
    A slight shiver crosses her body, and she draws her legs in closer to her chest. I need to get a fire going. I’d rather not start one, as it could give away our position, but I can’t let her be out here with no heat. She isn’t dressed for it. Even though the days are sweltering, the nights can be cold if you’re not prepared. At least to some. 
 
    I remove my coat and drape it over her. She grabs the collar and pulls it further up on her neck. Her body vanishes under the leathery fabric, leaving only the top of her head visible. I turn and head out for some wood, but I stay close by to keep an eye on her. 
 
    The branches and twigs that are scattered on the ground won’t go far. Still, they’ll do. We don’t need a ton, just enough to warm her and make her comfortable. 
 
    It only takes a few moments before the orange and yellow glow starts to spread, and the fire engulfs the kindling. I move away and lean against the wall to the right of Stacey. 
 
    Smoke drifts into the sky as night fully envelops the wooded area. I fold my arms across my chest and stare out beyond the trees. The branches look like paltry limbs holding still in the fading light, almost as if they are planning to attack when I least expect it. 
 
    As the night wears on, the fire dwindles. The heat from the flames has warmed the enclosed area nicely. The cold fights to sneak back in, but the warmth of the shelter keeps it at bay. Stacey is curled up in a ball and has her back pressed against my legs. She discarded my coat a while ago. 
 
    I remain steadfast in my sentry mode. The tip of my knife is stuck in the ground to my left, and I thoughtfully look toward any noise that arises. 
 
    Stacey finally starts to stir. Her hands come up to her face. Fingers balled into tiny fists, she rubs her eyes, then yawns. She stretches her legs. I lean forward and hold my arm out to make sure her legs stay out of the smoldering fire. Her eyes crack open. She looks up at me, then suddenly sits up. She still looks sleepy, and confusion swirls in her heavy eyes. 
 
    “It’s okay, Stacey. You fell asleep, and we stopped so you could rest,” I calmly say. 
 
    She sits and brings her knees up to her chest, then wraps her arms around her legs and pulls them in closer. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” I ask.  
 
    Stacey shakes her head no. 
 
    “When is the last time you ate something?” 
 
    She shrugs. “Can’t remember. I know I’ve eaten, but I can’t seem to recall what it was.” 
 
    I grab my coat and dig around in an inside pocket. I pull out a brown bag that is partially full of pecans. “Here are some nuts I scavenged, if you would like to eat some. They’re pecans.” 
 
    I offer the bag to her, but she barely glances at them. “No, thank you. I’m not really hungry.” 
 
    I leave the bag in front of her. “Eating something would probably help get your strength back up.” 
 
    Again, she denies the offer with a subtle shake of her head. “I’m too worried about my parents.” 
 
    I leave well enough alone and place the bag on the ground near her in case she changes her mind. 
 
    Stacey cocks her head slightly to the left. “Have you ever lost anybody you loved, Cal? I’m scared I’m never going to see my parents again.” 
 
    I stare at her sad face. I doubt she would understand my circumstances. I have limited memories of my previous life. What information I do have about my daughter, and the world before, was given to me in a briefing, after I received the imprint.  
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “What happened?” Stacey quickly asks. 
 
    Once more, I contemplate my words carefully. I haven’t had a conversation like this in God knows how long, and never with a kid. 
 
    I keep it vague, hoping she won’t probe any further. “My daughter passed away many years ago. Back when the fall happened.” 
 
    “Do you miss her?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    It’s a lie, but it’s not. When my mind was wiped, any memories I had that would make me miss her had been erased. The cold emptiness of knowing about her is all I have inside of me. It was a byproduct of becoming an Agent. 
 
    “I hope my parents are missing me,” Stacey sadly says. “I miss them.” Stacey’s bottom lip quivers at the thought. The slight shimmer from the dying fire reflects in her glassy eyes. She reaches up and rubs her eyes, clearing the wetness building in them. 
 
    “You will be with your family soon; I’ll do everything in my power to see that it happens.” Offering up such powerful words is a big gamble on my part. I’m unsure of the enemy’s strength, and knowing that a Geno Freak is lurking within the town definitely complicates things. It’s not the worst mission I’ve ever taken on, but it’s not the easiest either. 
 
    Stacey’s gaze lingers on the dwindling flames as she rocks back and forth. I grab a stick and poke the fire, trying to summon some life from the kindling. It does little good. 
 
    “I think this fire has about had it,” I say. “I’ll grab some more wood and tinder, so we can get it going again.” 
 
    I start to get up when Stacey speaks. “I’m ready to go.” 
 
    I stop. 
 
    I look out into the darkness, searching for any hidden dangers that could be lying in wait. 
 
    “Are you sure? We can wait a bit longer, until it gets closer to morning, so we’re not traveling in the dark.” 
 
    She cuts her gaze to me. “I’m sure. I can remember my way back.” 
 
    “Ok.” I snuff out the remains of the fire and scoop dirt into the pit, ensuring that everything has been extinguished. The scent of burned wood fills my nose. Tiny trails of smoke are barely visible as they rise from the center of the pit. 
 
    Stacey stands up and walks outside. She clutches her arms tightly against her chest as the slight breeze brushes over her exposed flesh. She doesn’t say she’s cold, even though it’s apparent from the trembling of her body. 
 
    I grab my coat and knife, then I stand next to Stacey and slip my blade into its sheath. I drape my coat over her shoulders. She takes it without question and wraps it around her body. I turn to the left and start to squat so she can climb on my back.  
 
    She stops me halfway by holding her hand up. “I’ll walk, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    She starts to walk off without saying anything more. Watching her leave, I’m reminded of the lengths good people will go to for the ones they love. 
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    Stacey has walked at a relatively brisk pace for most of the night, considering she has no shoes on. I’ve offered to carry her a couple of times, but she refused.  
 
    Our venture through the woods has been uneventful. There have been no signs of people lurking in the depths of the darkness—no snapping branches or ghostly silhouettes shuffling about. I remain vigilant, looking from left to right, scrutinizing every nearby sound. 
 
    We trudge through the woods a bit longer before emerging. I place my hand on Stacey’s shoulder. “Hold up for a second.”  
 
    She turns and looks at me. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    It’s still dark, and hard to see far ahead, but my enhanced vision allows me to get a better sense of our surroundings. There’s a road a few paces in front of us. I look left, then right, searching for travelers.  
 
    “Nothing. Just making sure everything’s clear. You can never tell who might be out here, milling about.” 
 
    Call me paranoid, but being cautious is what has kept me alive all these years. One should avoid trouble if at all possible. But, this time, I couldn’t turn away. Not from Stacey. 
 
    Stacey points at the woods on the other side of the road. “Lansdale is just up this road and through the trees. We’re not too far away.” 
 
    I scratch a festering sore on the right side of my chin. My thick, coarse beard has been irritating my skin for some time, and the heat hasn’t helped any. 
 
    “We need to stay as quiet as possible, the closer we get. Don’t go running off or making any sudden noises. Most importantly, do whatever I tell you to do, and do it without question, ok?” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    We continue on through the ditch and up the slight embankment to the road. It’s covered in leaves and other debris. When we reach the blacktop, we head for the town. I check over my shoulder to make sure we aren’t being followed. There’s no one there, just the grim silence and darkness of night lingering all around. 
 
    Our trek along the desolate road is relatively brief before she veers off into the ditch and makes for the trees. I stay glued to her side as we enter the woods once more. 
 
    “The town isn’t much farther. I figure it might be better to go this way, so we’ll end up on the back side of the town,” Stacey advises. 
 
    Good thinking. 
 
    Through the trees, I spot the vague shapes of some small buildings. There’s some light coming from the interior of the structures—a beacon in the ether of blackness. 
 
    I take point and move Stacey behind me. She does it without question. Slowly and methodically, we work our way to the edge of the town and stop. We squat down behind a fallen tree, and I scan the area. 
 
    There are several tiny homes lining the town’s outer perimeter, and we can see flickering lights through the dingy glass windows. 
 
    From where we are, I can’t get a good idea of what I’m facing, as the small houses are blocking my view of the rest of the town. 
 
    “Do you ever play in these woods?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah. Me and my friend, Jenny, play hide-and-seek sometimes. She hates it when I hide, ‘cause she can never find me. I generally win.” 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    I turn toward her. 
 
    “We’re going to play a game of hide-and-seek. You’re going to go to your favorite place and hide. Wait there until I come and find you, ok?” 
 
    She nods. “What happens if you don’t come?” 
 
    “I will find you. Don’t worry about that. Now go.” 
 
    Stacey stands up and turns to her left. She takes a few steps before stopping. She comes back to me and gives me a hug. “Please save my family, Cal.” She doesn’t look back as she disappears into the darkness. The sound of her footsteps quickly dies away.  
 
    Time to go to work. 
 
    I remove the knife from its sheath and stand up. I flip it around in the palm of my hand. Low to the ground, I move swiftly through the woods, until I’m out in the open.  
 
    I take refuge behind a shabby house and peer around the corner. I don’t spot anyone, at first, but as I listen closely, I can hear the subtle banter of multiple people close by. 
 
    I slither along the wall, keeping my back glued to the building and raising my knife. I stop in the shadows and scan the town’s sprawling grounds, searching for the cannibals and the Geno Freak.  
 
    From what Stacey said, all of the town’s people had been taken to the town hall, which is located in the center of town. From my vantage point, I can see a cluster of buildings that stretch out into the distance. I can’t tell which one is the right building. 
 
    I start to move, but the sound of approaching footsteps stops me. I drift further back into the shadows as the voices of two men come closer. 
 
    I wait patiently, listening to them ramble on about nothing in particular as they come into view. Their bodies are mostly hidden in the shadows, while their faces are illuminated by the warm glow of a lantern clutched in someone’s hand.  
 
    I rap my fingers on the house’s wooden exterior. They stop and look my way.  
 
    “Did you hear that?” the man holding the lantern asks. 
 
    “Yeah. Could be an animal or something scurrying about. We are surrounded by woods,” the other man responds. 
 
    “True, but what if it’s one of the people we missed? We don’t want anyone out here, milling about and causing problems.” 
 
    The man shakes his head in frustration. “You are so damn paranoid. We got everybody except for the little girl that ran off. Two of our men are tracking her down as we speak. I imagine they’ll be bringing her back anytime now.” 
 
    “How much longer do we have to patrol?” the man with the lantern asks. “We’ve been out here all damn night. I’m tired and starving.” 
 
    “Too long, if you ask me,” the other man responds. “I’m not going to say shit, though. That Geno Freak will literally rip us in half with his bare hands if we bitch and complain. Damn thing gives me the creeps. Looks like a giant lizard or whatever the hell he was spliced with. Still, joining up with him was good; nobody has been dumb enough to mess with us.” 
 
    The man holding the lantern sweeps his arm from left to right as he cranes his neck to look around. 
 
    I move along the wall toward the rear of the house, creating some noise that will draw their attention back to me. I stand ready near the corner. 
 
    “Shit. You heard that, right?” he asks. 
 
    His partner nods. “Yeah. I bet its that little girl coming back to mommy and daddy. Let’s grab her real quick and stick her with the others.” 
 
    Here they come. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    I wait patiently, like a predator anxiously waits for its prey. I’m poised to strike quickly. I have my knife up and ready. 
 
    Side by side, the two men venture down the opening between the two houses. The man continues to sweep his lantern from left to right, illuminating the grassy area as they search for the source of the sound. They have knives clutched in their hands but no guns that I can see. 
 
    They’re getting closer. Their musty, fetid stench fills my nose. I reposition my fingers over the handle of the blade. They suddenly stop and turn around, exposing their backs to me. Time to strike. 
 
    “What was that?” the man with the lantern mutters. 
 
    “I don’t know, but you need to—” 
 
    I toss my blade, and it lodges deep in the base of the man’s skull. His body locks up, and he crumples to his knees as his partner spins around. I’m waiting for him as he brings his knife up to stab me in the gut. 
 
    He’s slow, or perhaps, I’m quicker. I grab his forearm and knock the knife from his hand. I strike him in the windpipe, hard and direct. He stumbles backward against the house, grabbing for his throat.  
 
    I pull the blade from the dead man’s skull. The other man tries to flee, but I throw my blade into the side of the house in front of him. He stops cold. 
 
    “Hold on there, friend. I’ve got a few questions to ask you.” I grab him by the collar of the jacket he’s wearing and slam him against the wall as he struggles to speak. At least he won’t be able to scream. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asks, his voice rough and raspy. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter who I am. The only thing that matters is what you tell me, and how badly I’m going to hurt you to get what I want. The more you give, the less I hurt you. You get me?”  
 
    He nods.  
 
    “Good. How many of you are in the town? Don’t bullshit me, now.” 
 
    He swallows his fear. “Six, including us,” he retorts. “But we’ve got more coming.” 
 
    “You mean the two who went after the little girl? I don’t think they’ll be coming back.”  
 
    He looks at me with glassy eyes.  
 
    “Where are the others and that Geno Freak?” 
 
    He stares at me.  
 
    I place the palm of my hand over his mouth and lean forward. I reach down and grab his fingers. I break one, nice and clean. He tries to scream through the palm I’m using to muffle his agony. He thrashes his head from side to side, trying to remove my hand. 
 
    “Let’s try this again. Where are they?” I lower my hand slightly.  
 
    He pants; his chest bulges in and out. “They’re at the town hall. Main building at the other end of town. We’re taking turns patrolling the town’s perimeter.” 
 
    “You’re not lying to me, are you?” I ask. 
 
    “Shit, man, no,” the man says. 
 
    “Good.” I punch him squarely in the face. The back of his head bounces off the house, and he falls to the ground in an unconscious heap. 
 
    I grab the handle of my knife and yank it free from the wooden exterior of the house. I hurry to the front of the structure, then I glance to my right in the direction of the larger buildings. That’s where I need to go. 
 
    I slip out and race across the matted grass. My feet pound the ground that morphs to asphalt. I dart across the street and make a beeline for the cluster of brick buildings. I stop, keeping my back flush against the wall, and listen for any sounds that may indicate a threat. 
 
    I hear nothing but the wind blowing. 
 
    I stick to the shadows like a demon in the night and work my way toward the north end of the town. Some of the structures are lit with lanterns attached onto their fronts. So far, I haven’t encountered any other men patrolling. From what I was told, I’m left with five possible targets, who are presumably at the town hall. 
 
    The shuffling of boots through the grass up ahead catches my attention. I step to my left and press my body against a portion of the brick wall that protrudes from the building. I lean forward, peering around the edge, and spot a figure heading this way. 
 
    The bearded man ignites a match, illuminating his dingy face as he lights the end of a cigarette. The tip glows. He flicks his wrist, extinguishing the match, before discarding it on the ground. 
 
    He draws on the cigarette and turns toward the street. He swings his head from left to right, and a hint of smoke from his cigarette rises into the air. 
 
    I emerge from the shadows and sneak up behind him. He raises his right hand and pulls the cigarette from his lips. I reach around and place my palm over his mouth, pulling him back toward me. I reach over his right shoulder with my knife and bury the blade in his chest. 
 
    His pained screams are muffled as he squirms and tries to break free, but it’s all for naught. He goes limp, the full brunt of his bulk leaning against me. 
 
    I pull the blade free and drag him toward the nearest building where I gently lay his body along the foundation, allowing the shadows to swallow him. Three down, four to go. 
 
    I remain glued to the rigid façade of the building as I slither toward the front. Light gleams from a window directly above me. I pause briefly and look up. The window is cracked open, and I can hear chatter from inside the building—numerous voices speaking in whispers. Subtle cries filter out into the night. This has to be the place. 
 
    I continue toward the front of the building, and when I come to the edge, I pause. I peer around the corner and glance up at the concrete landing that is just beyond the stairs to my right. I spot a man standing in front of an open door. His gaze is fixed on the houses and other buildings before him. He stands there, looking from left to right, before he heads this way. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    I lower myself into the darkness and wait patiently. I can hear each step he takes. He comes to the edge of the landing and stops right above me. He leans forward and rests both of his hands on the white railing before him. I spring up and grab his ankles, yanking his legs out from under him. He falls backward and lands with a thud. I yank him toward me, pulling him into the grass. Before he has a chance to realize what’s happening, I drive the tip of my knife through the middle of his skull. 
 
    I pull the knife free. Standing back up, I listen for footsteps, but I hear nothing more than subtle chatter coming from the building. I pull myself up onto the landing and press my shoulder to the wall, then I quietly make my way to the open door and pause. I peer inside and see another set of double doors.  
 
    Beyond the glass panes, I spot the town’s inhabitants huddled together. Heavy eyes and trembling lips are evidence of the fear and somber mood of the group. Tears stream down their faces. They look lost and hopeless, as if they are waiting to die.  
 
    I slip inside the entryway and move to the right of the doors. The door to my right is cracked open. I cautiously look through the window and scan the spacious room for more cannibals. I don’t see any. 
 
    A little boy, perhaps eight or so, sitting with his parents on the floor, glances up and spots me. I place my finger over my lips to keep him silent. His eyes cut to the left and linger for a moment, before they come back to me. There must be a cannibal to the left of the door.  
 
    A gruff voice suddenly fills the room. I stop and listen. 
 
    “What are you pointing at?” the voice demands of the little boy who is whispering to his dad and pointing his finger in my direction. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “He isn’t pointing at anything in particular,” the man quickly responds, shielding his son. The boy sinks further into his father’s side. His lips are quivering, and his eyes are watering. “He has an imaginary friend he plays with. That’s all.” 
 
    The man approaches the father and son. He towers over them like a giant. He’s as wide as a tree and, from the looks of it, packed with a shitload of muscle. He reaches for the pistol holstered on his hip with his baseball-glove-sized hand. “Bullshit. What was he pointing at?”  
 
    The man peers over his shoulder in the direction of the double doors. He looks intently, moving his head about slightly, searching for the cause of the boy’s actions.  
 
    I duck down, vanishing from sight. 
 
    “Please. He didn’t see anyone,” a woman’s voice pleads. 
 
    “Sit down!” the man orders in a hoarse growl.  
 
    I hear a yelp followed by a man’s voice calling out her name. “Debbie!” 
 
    I throw caution to the wind and burst inside. I stay low and slash with my blade at the towering man’s Achilles heel. The razor-sharp edge slices through his pants and leg. He yelps in pain, but he doesn’t go down.  
 
    Perhaps I missed. 
 
    He swings his thick arm at me. I switch the knife from my right hand to my left as I sidestep the strike. I slash across his mid-section, opening up his stomach. The unsteady, hulking brute tries to spin around, but his injured ankle keeps him from doing so. He falls to one knee as a grimace of pain washes over his face. He reaches for me, and I jam the tip of my knife down through his arm. 
 
    Another loud yelp escapes his gaping mouth. Blood dribbles to the floor. I yank the knife free and slash his throat. 
 
    A door in the back bursts open, revealing another cannibal standing in a stairwell. He yanks his pistol out and raises it. I sling my blade across the room. Deadly and accurate, it burrows into his forehead before he has a chance to open fire. 
 
    “Is everyone ok?” I inquire. 
 
    They nod. 
 
    The wooden floor above us creaks loudly. Something with some mass is up there. The Geno Freak. 
 
    I charge through the people to the rear of the room, where I retrieve my knife from the dead man’s head and fly up the stairs, three at a time. I hit the landing and find the large reptilian beast in the center of the room. 
 
    The stout creature clenches its razor sharp teeth and swings its long, green tail to and fro. That’s new. Haven’t heard of a Geno Freak with a tail before. Must have had it graphed on or something. 
 
    It growls intensely at me. 
 
    Time to die. 
 
    I grip the handle of the Glock and raise it. I charge the creature and unload the magazine. Fire comes from the barrel, and the harsh report echoes through the room. The bullets strike the creature in the chest and the left side of its neck. Blood sprays from the exit wounds. Its muscles flex, veins protruding all over. I think I just royally pissed it off. 
 
    It steps to the side and whips its tail toward me. I leap over the incoming appendage and tumble end-over-end, then jump back to my feet and re-engage. I get in close and slash with my knife, opening up large gashes on its chest and stomach. 
 
    The creature strikes me with the back of its large, clawed hand, sending me flying backward into the wall. My Stetson flies off my head, and the impact rattles my teeth and causes my vision to blur. 
 
    Damn it.  
 
    That thing packs a punch. 
 
    My jaw hurts like it got struck with a sledgehammer. Feels like it might be dislocated. 
 
    Blood drips to the floor from my nose. I shake my head, trying to recover from the blow. I ignore the pain and continue to fight. 
 
    The creature charges and takes a swing at my head. I duck down. The tips of its nails dig into the drywall and rain debris on me. It turns to the right, presenting me with its green, scaly back. With the blade still clutched tightly in my hand, I jump on the beast. 
 
    I bury my blade in the side of its neck. It roars in pain as it thrashes about, trying to shake me off. I hold on and continue stabbing it in the neck as it stumbles about. 
 
    Blood gushes from the wound in copious amounts. Twisting and turning wildly, its claws reaching for me, the Geno Freak moves closer to the large windows to our left. 
 
    I continue striking. I want this abomination dead. It wants to live. We stumble closer to the windows. The creature flails about wildly, trying to get rid of me. It jumps through the partially opened window, shattering the glass into a million pieces.  
 
    We hit the ground hard. I lose my grip and tumble off the brute’s back. I roll to the side and lie face-first in the grass. It takes me a moment to gather my thoughts. Did I end the beast, or is it still alive? 
 
    Every muscle in my body aches. I don’t think anything is broken, just bruised and battered. I push myself to my knees and lift my weary head. Someone stands before me, and it isn’t the creature. 
 
    I glance to my left and see nothing more than busted glass and a pool of blood that has stained the concrete. I look back in front of me. The haze over my eyes clears, and I notice Stacey standing there. 
 
    “Where is it?” I ask. 
 
    “Gone,” Stacey responds. “It got up and ran off toward the woods.” 
 
    I sit up straight and lean back on my arms. I suck in a gulp of air as Stacey comes over to give me a big hug. She wraps her arms tightly around my neck and squeezes. 
 
    “I thought I told you to wait for me,” I say. 
 
    “I don’t listen too good,” she responds. Stacey removes my coat and hands it to me. 
 
    “Stacey!” a woman yells behind me. 
 
    Stacey’s eyes light up, and she dashes past me. 
 
    I stand up straight and slip my coat back on. When I turn around, I see a crowd of people standing on the concrete landing. Stacey hugs a man and a woman at the base of the stairs. Tears are streaming down their faces. 
 
    The little boy from the town hall walks up to me with my hat clutched in his hand. “Here’s your hat, Mister.” 
 
    I take it from him and place it back on my head. 
 
    “Thank you for everything you’ve done,” Stacey’s dad says. “I’m not sure we can ever repay you.” 
 
    I grab the front of the Stetson and nod. “No thanks needed.” 
 
    Stacey turns and looks at me with a happy glimmer in her eyes. 
 
    “Let us look at those wounds and patch you up. It’s the least we can do,” Stacey’s dad says. 
 
    “Thanks. It’s much appreciated.” I glance toward the woods, in the direction the Geno Freak ran off. It had better run far from here, if it hopes to survive. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 The Coward of Leon County by Ian J. Malone 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ethan woke with a start as the last of the familiar images retreated to the darkest corners of his consciousness. The burst of light, the shrillness of the screams, the rancid scent of burning flesh. Then…nothing.  
 
    Ethan sat up from his grass pallet and rubbed his eyes. He hated that dream, almost as much as he hated the reality that had spawned it.  
 
    We did what we had to, the passenger said in Ethan’s mind. It’s why we’re alive, and they ain’t. 
 
    Ethan ignored his invisible companion and ran a grimy palm over his stubble-covered face. Alive. For six long months, he’d grappled with that word, with what it meant. Still, try as he might, he couldn’t find the perspective to move past it. No amount of running or sleepless nights had changed that, either.  
 
    Resigned to the notion that tonight would be no different, Ethan laid back in the grass and focused on his surroundings to clear his thoughts. An owl hooted in the distance, followed by a cricket, a toad, then any number of other species who called the forests of Northwest Florida home. 
 
    Funny, Ethan thought. For all his travels since leaving Galveston after high school, the one place he’d never been stationed was back home on his beloved Gulf Coast. He’d been to San Diego, Naples, Okinawa, São Paulo. He’d even spent time in Australia where, as far as he knew, he’d become the only Texan from Ball High to dive the Great Barrier Reef opposite a Great White shark.  
 
    But never here. Ethan had been good with that in his twenties—the adventures of youth and so forth. As time wore on, however, and the missions in less savory parts of the world began taking their toll, that started to change. The breaking point came on Ethan’s thirty-fourth birthday, a night when, in lieu of a party, his wife had presented him with an altogether different surprise—the one with two pink lines on it.  
 
    Ethan had placed two calls the next morning—one to his CO about retirement paperwork and another to an old realtor buddy in Galveston. We almost made it back, too. 
 
    A bloodcurdling scream interrupted Ethan’s thought. 
 
    Don’t, the passenger said. This ain’t your— 
 
    Ethan was already up and moving. With a machete in hand, he tore off through the woods like a ghost, bounding over cypress stumps and slipping past palmettos—all the while leaving nary a trace for any would-be tracker to find.  
 
    Just like on the Island. Ethan cringed.  
 
    Hearing the commotion escalate ahead, Ethan crept to a halt in the tree line adjacent to a clearing bathed in moonlight. 
 
    “You’ll pay for that, bitch!” a man said with a growl. 
 
    Ethan peered past his pine tree.  
 
    Two small forms were backing away from three larger ones in the field ahead. The pair included a boy wearing frayed trousers and a long-sleeve shirt, while his companion, a twig of a girl with dark, tangled hair, wore a dress and torn sweater. The other three forms belonged to the trio of men facing them with baseball bats and a crow bar. 
 
    “Please,” the boy pled, his words showing as thick plumes of moisture in the January night air. “I swear, I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “Don’t matter what you meant,” the leader said. At just over six feet with a scraggly beard and leathery features, he was a tough-looking joker. “You trespassed on Evans land. Now you’ll pay the toll.” 
 
    “I’m tellin’ you, mister, I didn’t know,” the boy begged. “Even if I had, it ain’t like I got anything to pay you with.” 
 
    The leader licked his lips at the sight of the girl. 
 
    Nice. Ethan frowned and studied the kids. They were terrified.  
 
    Not, our, problem, the passenger stated.  
 
    Stow it, asshole. Ethan sheathed his machete and started forward, rustling some brush to announce his presence.  
 
    All three men whirled.  
 
     “Evenin’, gentlemen,” Ethan said. “What’s the trouble?”  
 
    “Who the hell are you?” the leader demanded. 
 
    “Nobody special,” Ethan said coolly. “I’m just a guy passin’ through to Bonifay. I heard the fuss, so I figured I’d come check it out.” 
 
    The leader shouldered his bat. “How very curious of you.”  
 
    “I’m a curious fella.” 
 
    A husky man in grease-stained overalls stabbed a fat finger at Ethan. “This here’s private property. You got no right to be on it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, private property?” Ethan scratched his whiskers. “I’ll be damned. I honestly didn’t know such a thing existed anymore.” 
 
    “Yeah, well now ya do,” the third man said. He was thinner than the others, sporting sharp features and thick flannel attire.  
 
    Ethan studied his opponents. The leader and Flannel Man seemed content to stand their ground and play things as they came. Overalls, though, appeared antsy. He’s gonna be a problem.  
 
    Check his stance, the passenger said.  
 
    Ethan obliged the tip. Sure enough, Overalls was favoring his left leg.  
 
    It was then that Ethan noticed the wet stick in the girl’s hand and the gash on Overalls’ right thigh. Atta girl. 
 
    “I’m gonna need you to move along now, stranger,” the leader said.  
 
    “You know, I think that’s for the best,” Ethan said. “Before I go, though, I’d like to make you gentlemen an offer. I’ve got some supplies back at my camp. It ain’t much, just some canned beans and tuna fish. I do, however, have three rolls of toilet paper that I picked up on my last scavenging run. It’s all yours for the children.” 
 
    The leader furrowed his eyebrows. “Why?”  
 
    “Slappy the Kid, there, just so happens to be my nephew.” Ethan pointed to the boy. “See, it was his scream I heard before, and in total candor, that’s why I came runnin’.” 
 
    “Your nephew,” Flannel Man said.  
 
    “Yep,” Ethan said. “Were it anybody else, I’d happily leave them to you. Problem is, if word got back to Bonifay that I was in the neighborhood when junior got smoked, his mama would never forgive me. So, here I am, ready to cut a deal. Never mind that it’s gonna cost me the softest damn TP I’ve seen since The Fall.” Ethan sighed. “I kid you not, fellas. This stuff’s like wipin’ your butt with angel kisses.” 
 
    The leader and Flannel Man traded glances, while Overalls sidled up beside the former.  
 
    “We can take him, Pa,” Overalls said.  
 
    Pa.  
 
    “We’ve got him outnumbered three to one,” Overalls said. “We can take him now, then find his camp and take his stash. After that, I can come back here and get what’s mine from the girl.” 
 
    The girl eased back another step. 
 
    “Who needs three-to-one odds?” Flannel Man snorted. “Look at him. He’s a damn midget. I could take him myself.”  
 
    Ethan detested being small. He’d been five-foot-five inches and a hundred-fifty pounds, soaking wet, for months, yet the sight of his reflection still pissed him off. 
 
    “This loot you speak of…” the leader said. “You said you scored it on a scavenger run. Where at?”  
 
    Ethan didn’t miss a beat with his answer. “Pensacola.”  
 
    Five gasps pierced the air. Even the kids looked mortified. 
 
    “Pensacola.” Flannel Man blinked.  
 
    “Nobody goes to Pensacola,” the leader said. “Nobody who values their flesh, anyway. That’s savage territory.” 
 
    In a Herculean feat of self-restraint, Ethan held back the pot and kettle joke that danced near the tip of his tongue. “Do we have an agreement?” 
 
    Overalls flared his nostrils. “He’s full of it, Pa. I say we take him.” 
 
    We will gut you like a fish, Pillsbury, the passenger said. 
 
    Flannel Man had frozen. The leader tugged at his beard, considering.  
 
    “Fine,” Overalls snapped. “I’ll do this myself.”  
 
    Ethan watched from a lazy stance as the fat man unbuckled his hip sheath and drew out twelve full inches of double-bladed stainless steel. Ka-Bar field knife. Don’t see many of those anymore.  
 
    Overalls lunged and swung hard.  
 
    Ethan sidestepped the charge with a redirect right. He then caught his attacker’s knife arm by the wrist and twisted hard, using a frontward sweep and the fat man’s momentum to faceplant him into the ground. 
 
    “Move an inch, Fluffy, and I will slit your throat like warm butter.” Ethan let the passenger and Overalls’ knife do the talking. The next line, however, was his. “You, with the beard. Am I to presume from Overalls’ use of the word Pa that you’re his daddy?” 
 
    The leader stepped forward with Flannel Man.  
 
    “Eh.” Ethan pressed the knife even deeper into Overalls’ windpipe, eliciting a yelp. “I gotta hand it to ya, pops. This is one helluva cub you’ve raised. Real classy.”  
 
    The leader seethed through his nostrils. “What do you want?”  
 
    “Simple,” Ethan said. “You and the Busch Beer guy are to drop your weapons and head out through that tree line. Once I’m satisfied you’re far enough away, I’ll cut Fluffy loose to come find you.”  
 
    “That would leave us defenseless gettin’ home,” Flannel Man said. “What if we run into marauders?” 
 
    “Maybe you can charm them with your magnetic personalities.” Ethan cocked his head. “Or better yet, maybe you can flip the script from pitcher to catcher and get some sugar tonight after all. Either way works for me.” 
 
    Flannel Man sneered a retort. 
 
    “How do I know you’ll let my boy go if we walk,” the leader said.  
 
    We won’t, the passenger said gleefully.  
 
    “You don’t,” Ethan said. “You’ll just have to take my word for it that honor still matters to some of us, even in a godforsaken world like this.” 
 
    Neither aggressor moved.  
 
    “Decide now, gents.” Ethan pressed. “Do we have a deal, or am I gonna go all Pensacola on this kid and start carvin’ up my supper for the next two weeks?” 
 
    It took a second, but eventually the leader and Flannel Man laid down their bats.  
 
    “Yo, kid.” Ethan nodded to the boy. “Scoop up those weapons along with Overalls’ knife sheath, then get back there with your girlfriend.”  
 
    Flannel Man scoffed. “So, not your nephew then.” 
 
    Ethan rolled his eyes while the boy collected the weapons then got back. “Now, get to steppin’.”  
 
    Flannel Man uttered a final protest but moved off just the same. So did the leader. Eventually, the two men were gone.  
 
    Kill him, the passenger demanded. If you don’t, he’ll come for us later.  
 
    Ethan pondered that for a moment. Honor still matters to some of us.  
 
    Overalls let out a sigh that could’ve knocked down a skyscraper when the knife left his throat. He stumbled upright and stepped back. “My great granddaddy served with the Eighty-Second Airborne out of Fort Bragg in Vietnam. That Ka-Bar belonged to him.” 
 
    Ethan flipped the knife in his palm, regarding its sleek lower blade and serrated spine. “Well, as of today, it belongs to me. Thanks for your contribution. Now walk.” 
 
    Overalls exhaled, then was gone.  
 
    “Excuse me, Mister?” The boy stepped forward.  
 
    Ethan turned, causing both kids to jump. “Relax, y’all. I ain’t really a cannibal. I was just playin’ the part for show.” 
 
    Neither relaxed.  
 
    Ah, right. Ethan sheathed his new toy and put it aside.  
 
    “Thank you, sir,” the boy said with an Alabama drawl. “Thank you for comin’ when you did. I don’t know how to—” 
 
    “Shut it.” Ethan cut him off. “What in the blue blazes of almighty hell are you two doin’ out here this time of night?” 
 
    The children stared awkwardly at each other, then at the ground. 
 
    “Oh.” Ethan’s gaze turned skyward. Freakin’ teenagers. “Where are y’all from?” 
 
    “Panama City,” the boy said. “Our families are part of the community there.” 
 
    “Good,” Ethan said. “If memory serves, that ain’t far. Take a pair of those bats and get movin’.” 
 
    The girl needed no more incentive. She turned at once, only to wince in pain and topple forward. 
 
    “Sally!” The boy ran to her side.  
 
    The girl’s ankle was swollen up like a grapefruit. 
 
    Son of a… 
 
    “She twisted it while runin’ from those men,” the boy said.  
 
    “Can she walk?” Ethan asked.  
 
    “Not on her own,” the boy said. “If I could find something to use as a crutch, we could likely get home, but it’ll take a while.” 
 
    Ethan chewed his lip, recalling Flannel Man’s warning about marauders.  
 
    Not, our, problem, the passenger repeated. 
 
    “My camp ain’t far from here,” Ethan said. “Y’all can stay with me until sunup. Then we’ll get you home.” 
 
    The boy put out a hand. “Thank you, sir. I mean it, thank you. I didn’t catch your name.” 
 
    Ethan eyed the kid’s hand before shaking it. “Garrett. Ethan Garrett.”  
 
    “Good to meetcha, Mr. Garrett.” The boy grinned. “My name’s Bradley, Bradley Russo. This here’s my girlfriend, Sally Tanner.” 
 
    “Miss Tanner,” Ethan greeted her. “This way.” 
 
    The trio didn’t talk much after returning to camp, though it wasn’t for a lack of effort from Bradley. The boy did everything he could to strike up a conversation, but to no avail. It wasn’t anything personal. Ethan just didn’t feel like talking. 
 
    The next morning, Ethan packed his belongings into the duffel he kept, then scavenged a pair of tree limbs for the girl to use as crutches. The group was on its way soon after.  
 
    “Bradley!” a middle-aged woman exclaimed upon seeing them walk up the beach. Of slim build and average height, she wore her bright blonde hair in a ponytail and tattered jeans with a long-sleeve garnet blouse over her sun-coppered skin. 
 
    “Hey, Mom,” Bradley said sheepishly.  
 
    The woman raced down the shoreline and threw her arms around her son. “Where in the world did you go?”  
 
    “I, um…” Bradley paused. “I went scoutin’ for cabbage. Rob Sampson told me about a patch he’d spotted out by Rutherford Creek, so I went to investigate.” 
 
    “Cabbage, huh?” The woman flicked her gaze to Sally. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Bradley shot a look at Ethan that said, “Are you gonna help or dime me out?” 
 
    Horny little schmuck, the passenger said.  
 
    Ethan cleared his throat. “The boy’s tellin’ the truth, ma’am. When I happened upon him and Miss Tanner out in the woods, they did indeed have a bushel of fresh-cut swamp cabbage with them, only Miss Tanner twisted her ankle so they had to leave it behind.” 
 
    Bradley exhaled.  
 
    “And who might you be?” the woman asked. 
 
    “The name’s Ethan Garrett. I found your kids limpin’ through the woods about two miles west of here, and I figured I’d see them home safe.”  
 
    “Sally!” another voice shrieked.  
 
    A heavy-set woman with thick, red curls barreled toward them.  
 
    “Hi, Mom.” Sally grimaced. 
 
    The elder Tanner threw her daughter into an embrace, then snatched hold of the girl’s ear and pulled her forward. Once the verbal lashing had concluded, she squared herself before Ethan. “Thank you for bringin’ my daughter home, Mister. She’s the only kin I got left. I’m in your debt.”  
 
    “I appreciate that, ma’am, but you’re really not,” Ethan said. “Fact is, I was in the right place at the right time to help two kids out of a pickle. A lot of folks would’ve done the same.”  
 
    Ms. Tanner feigned a smile. “I wish that were true, sir. I really do.” The woman traded parting glances with the others then ambled off with her daughter.  
 
    “I’d echo Ms. Tanner’s sentiment if I could,” a new voice said.  
 
    New York? A tad surprised by the accent, Ethan turned and saw a squatty man in his early-fifties walking toward them. He was short—not as short as Ethan, but short enough—and visibly balding, and he wore cargo pants with a Corona Beer sweatshirt. 
 
    Man, I could sure as hell go for one of those right about now.  
 
    For once, Ethan was in total agreement.  
 
    “My name’s Kendall Russo.” He extended a calloused hand, then glanced at the blonde. “This peach of a southern belle is my wife, Ella May.”  
 
    “Ma’am.” Ethan nodded.  
 
    “Ella May,” Kendall said. “How about you head on back to the house and scrounge up some breakfast for our guest? You do like breakfast, don’t you, Mr. Garrett?”  
 
    “It’s Ethan. And I really couldn’t—” 
 
    “Nope,” Kendall said. “You did my family a service. Where I come from, that, at the very least, entitles a man to a decent meal.” He frowned at Ethan’s rag-like attire. “And maybe some clothes.” 
 
    Ethan was just about to mount another protest when the savory scents of seasoned fish and vegetables, cooking over an open flame, filled his nostrils.  
 
    “Come on.” Kendall slapped his back. “I’ll give you the dime tour while Ella May preps breakfast. After that, you can stay a while or go. Your choice.” 
 
    Ethan followed his host past a rusted-out pickup, into the beachside community. The place was nice, in a beachy, post-apocalyptic sort of way. Defined by its long rows of abandoned hotels, condo buildings, and store fronts, the area comprised much of the old Thomas Drive Strip from back in the area’s heyday. Ethan remembered it well.  
 
    Now that was a good time. A deluge of spring break memories, flush with bikini-clad girls, underage booze, and hot, neon nights in sugar-white sand played through Ethan’s mind like an old Beach Boys record. It took the trashed Club La Villa sign ahead to bring him tumbling back to reality. Damn. 
 
    Ethan rounded a corner off the main drag behind his host, then strolled past a patch of old townhouses, where a dozen or so others stood huddled around a fire, munching on biscuits and drinking from the kind of mugs that’d littered Ethan’s kitchen in another life. Is that coffee? 
 
    The group turned upon seeing Kendall Russo approaching, then showered the man with a bounty of “Good morning, sir” greetings.  
 
    Friendly place, the passenger noted.  
 
    Ethan had noticed that, too.  
 
    “This way,” Kendall said.  
 
    Ethan trailed his host another block, past the townhouses, then onto the driveway of a two-story beach cottage on stilts. The place was in surprisingly decent shape, all things considered, with faded blue siding, clean-cut shrubs, and white shutters which were almost devoid of chipping. There was a large deck out front, and it was there that Ethan spotted Ella May Russo, working behind a sizzling grill.  
 
    “It’s about time,” she called down. “I was startin’ to wonder if you’d stopped off by the Blue Pelican to nab our new friend a lap dance.”  
 
    “The Blue Pelican died out years ago, Love,” Kendall said with a sly smile. “Nowadays, if anybody round here wants a lap dance, they go to your sister’s.”  
 
    Ella May shot her husband the bird.  
 
    “Man, I love that woman.” Kendall laughed.  
 
    With his sense of smell now thoroughly immersed in the scents of fresh-cooked food, Ethan ascended the deck steps behind his host in time to see Ella May pull a mess of fish and a cast-iron pan of cornbread from her grill.  
 
    Wow. 
 
    Kendall pointed at Ethan’s duffel. “Can I take your bag?”  
 
    “No, thanks,” Ethan said. “I’ll hang onto it.”  
 
    Kendall shrugged and reached past his wife for a piece of fish.  
 
    “Eh!” She swatted his hand. “Manners.”  
 
    Kendell shot his wife a wounded look.  
 
    “Here you go, Ethan.” Ella May offered him a plate. “I hope it’s to your likin’.”  
 
    Ethan sat down in a rocker, his mouth watering. “Ma’am, I’ve lived off nothin’ but canned beans and pork rinds for the last two weeks. I can assure you, my likin’ is ecstatic right now.” 
 
    Ella May smiled and handed her husband a plate. Afterward, she took some food for herself and vanished into the house.  
 
    “This is a real nice spread you got here, Kendall,” Ethan said through a mouthful of cornbread.  
 
    “Thanks.” Kendall took a seat in the rocker, opposite his guest. “It isn’t much, but I figure it’s better than what a lot of folks got nowadays.”  
 
    “How’d you come by it?” Ethan asked. 
 
    Kendall bit into his fish. “Everything you see, from here back to the old Hathaway Bridge, is controlled by one man. Folks call him the Baron.”  
 
    “The Baron.” Ethan frowned. “You mean a warlord.”  
 
    “That’s one way to put it,” Kendall said. “Most prefer to think of him as a man who understands the benefits of a mutual arrangement. See, unlike many warlords in these parts, the Baron doesn’t abuse those who live in his domain. He doesn’t beat them, doesn’t take their women. He doesn’t even take their property without asking first. What he does do is show them honor and respect in exchange for two things.”  
 
    Ethan ate his food while the New Yorker continued.  
 
    “One.” Kendall raised a finger. “Everyone in this community finds some way to pay tribute. Whether it’s fishing, gardening, or even being a seamstress, you gotta bring something to the table to live here. Two, when and if some outlander tries to take what the Baron has, everyone here fights—and if need be, dies—to eliminate that threat.” 
 
    Ethan tilted his head. “Back in the old world, they had a name for men like your Baron. They called him a Mob Boss.”  
 
    “That may be,” Kendall said. “But this ain’t the old world, my friend, and a man’s gotta do what’s right by his family. Serving the Baron gives people that.” 
 
    His issues with warlords notwithstanding, Ethan couldn’t argue with his host’s logic. “So, how does Kendall Russo earn for the Baron?”  
 
    “You’re eating it.” Kendall pointed to the fish. “In case you haven’t noticed by my accent, I ain’t exactly from around here.”  
 
    “You don’t say,” Ethan remarked.  
 
    “I grew up a fourth-generation fisherman from Long Island,” Kendall said. “My entire childhood was spent workin’ the sea, and a good chunk of my adulthood, too. The thing is, I hate fishing. Don’t get me wrong, the act, itself, is fun. So is the eating part. It’s everything in between that I got sick of. So, when my old man passed and my mom moved back to Maryland, I decided to move south and open a restaurant.” 
 
    “Let somebody else chop off the heads and scoop out the guts, while you make the recipes,” Ethan said.  
 
    “Bingo.” Kendall paused as Ella May emerged from the house with a fresh pot of coffee. “That’s where I met this one. Yep, I’ll tell ya right now. It was love at first sight.”  
 
    “Bah!” Ella May guffawed. “Don’t let this fat old Yankee fool ya. He courted me for the better part of a year before I finally caved in and said yes to a date.” 
 
    “And we’ve been the spittin’ image of happiness ever since.” Kendall beamed.  
 
    Ella May rolled her eyes, then smiled and kissed her husband’s scalp. After that, she handed mugs to each man and filled them with coffee.  
 
    Ethan could hardly contain himself. 
 
    “Don’t get too excited,” Kendall said. “That, right there, is fifteen year old instant. We found it on a supply run, a while back, in Marianna. Still, we only break it out for special occasions.”  
 
    “And what’s the occasion today?” Ethan asked. 
 
    “My idiot son and his girl getting rescued by a stranger from a band of marauders in the dead of night.” 
 
    Ethan glanced past his cornbread at his host. 
 
    “I’m the father of a teenager, Ethan,” Kendall said. “I know when I’m being lied to. So, how many were there?”  
 
    Ethan washed down a bite with some coffee. “Three. One old man and two younger ones. They said they represented someone named Evans.”  
 
    Kendall muttered a curse. “That’s Bill Evans. He’s a rival warlord. Let me guess. The old man you saw was scruffy with a scraggly beard, while the other two wore flannel and overalls?”  
 
    “That’d be them,” Ethan said.  
 
    Kendall rubbed his chin. “Ah, it’s no bother. The Baron will make restitution, and that’ll be that. My kid, meanwhile, can expect to have part of said restitution taken out of his ass.”  
 
    Ethan laughed and nibbled more of his fish.  
 
    “So, you said you’re passing through,” Kendall said. “Where from?”  
 
    “Just outside New Orleans,” Ethan said.  
 
    “New Orleans, huh.” Kendall whistled. “Word has it that’s pretty rough territory these days.” 
 
    “It has its moments,” Ethan said. “Some zones are safer than others, but I expect that’s the case with most major cities anymore.”  
 
    “What brings you down here?” Kendall asked. 
 
    “I’m headin’ to Tallahassee,” Ethan said.  
 
    The New Yorker furrowed his eyebrows. “You can’t be serious.”  
 
    “Yep,” Ethan said. “There’s somebody there I’ve gotta find.”  
 
    Kendall huffed. “That must be one helluva somebody.”  
 
    Kendall looked up.  
 
    “The entire Tallahassee domain rests squarely under the control of the Five Kings,” Kendall said. “Nobody, and I mean nobody, crosses them without an invitation or something to offer.” 
 
    Ethan shook his head. “I appreciate the concern, but I’ve dealt with my fair share of warlords. I’ll be fine.”  
 
    “With all due respect,” Kendall said with a huff, “you don’t know the Kings like we do. For starters, they’re not warlords. They’re barbarians.”  
 
    The passenger stirred in Ethan’s mind. 
 
     “You gotta understand,” Kendall said. “Most of the major cities in the Deep South—Jacksonville, Birmingham, Atlanta—were fried by the nukes during the Corporate War. Granted, some folks have begun returning to those areas now that the RAD levels have dropped, but their infrastructure is forever shot. By contrast, Tallahassee was just small enough that it wasn’t targeted. It was also far enough from the blast zones that it wasn’t affected by the fallout. That made it and everything in it prime real estate for anybody with the balls to stake a claim.” 
 
    “And the Five Kings were those people,” Ethan said. 
 
    “Damn right they were,” Kendall said. “The Kings knew other warlords would come for what they had. At the same time, they were smart enough to recognize that they’d never be able to hold onto Tallahassee as long as they were busy warring with each other. So, they banded together under a simple defense pact and slit the throats of anybody who dared challenge their authority.” The New Yorker paused and faced his guest. “Do not cross the Five Kings, Ethan. You gotta find somebody in their territory? Fine. Get in, conduct your business, then get out. If for some reason you should cross paths with one of the Kings’ representatives, do exactly as they say and don’t ask questions. Otherwise, it’s likely they’ll make an example of you.” 
 
    Ethan glanced up. “What kind of example?”  
 
    “Put it this way…” Kendall frowned. “You’d have been better off in Pensacola.” 
 
    The crackling of the grill and the crashing of the nearby surf were all that was heard for a long moment.  
 
    “Ahem.” Ella May re-emerged from the house carrying a cardboard box. “I ain’t rightly sure any of this stuff will fit, but it’s the best we’ve got.”  
 
    “Thanks, Love.” Kendall took the box from his wife and laid it on the table beside the rockers. From it, he pulled a rugged set of jeans, a black Harley Davidson t-shirt, and a woodland camouflage overshirt with the sleeves already rolled to the elbows. Lastly, he pulled out a pair of steel-toed work boots with the tags still on them. “The boots might fit a tad sloppy, but that’s nothing an extra pair of socks won’t fix.”  
 
    Ethan discarded his shredded right sneaker and slipped on a boot. “Fits perfect.”  
 
    “Great.” Kendall returned to the box for a bundle of ballcaps. “Now, as everyone knows, no uniform is complete without a cover. So, what’ll it be? I got Florida State, Mossy Oak, the Braves…”  
 
    A flash of red and blue on a stylized T caught Ethan’s attention. “That one.”  
 
    Kendall pulled the cap from the stack and handed it over. “Texas Rangers fan, eh? Seein’ as how you said you’re from Galveston, I’d have pegged you as an Astro all the way.”  
 
     “My daddy was from McKinney, just outside of Dallas. We used to hit Arlington at least once a season to catch Rangers games when I was a kid. Neal Ryan was always my favorite player.” Ethan laughed. “I’ll tell you right now, man. That cat had a slider not even Ruth could touch were he still around. Seriously. The Rangers won the Series on that arm.”  
 
     “Oh, I remember. The pricks beat my Yankees to take it in six.” Kendall arched an eyebrow. “You’re what? Twenty-seven? Twenty-eight years old?” 
 
    “Thereabouts,” Ethan said.  
 
    Kendall tilted his head. “Texas won the World Series in 2032. That’s a little before your time, isn’t it?” 
 
    Ethan cleared his throat and returned to his coffee. “What can I say? Baseball was king in our house. As history goes, I had a first-class education.” 
 
    “Uh, huh.” Kendall opened his mouth as if wanting to push the discussion. He didn’t. “Alright then. Whenever you’re done, Ella May will show you inside to wash up.”  
 
    Ethan’s eyes widened. “You got hot water?” 
 
    “Don’t I wish.” Kendall smirked. “Every day, a bunch of the guys bring water back from a spring about a mile inland so folks can boil new drinking water and bathe in something other than the Gulf. I’ll warn you now, it smells a little sulfury sometimes, but it’s clean.” 
 
    Ethan wouldn’t have argued, even if he’d wanted to. He scooped up his duffel and started for the house. “I’m grateful, Kendall. Really.”  
 
    “It’s no bother.” Kendall slapped his guest’s back. “Now go. Get yourself cleaned up. I’ll see you back out here when you’re done.” 
 
    Ethan hadn’t realized just how badly he needed a bath until he’d stripped off his clothes and climbed into the Russo’s bathtub. The water was incredible, to say nothing of the soap and shampoo he’d been given before entering. Once he’d finished, Ethan toweled off and pulled on his new clothes, then headed outside to rejoin his hosts on the deck.  
 
    “Kendall’s around back,” Ella May said from her rocker. “He’ll meet you there.” 
 
    Ethan nodded, then sculpted the bill of his new Rangers cap on his way down the steps. When he rounded the corner of the house, he found Kendall and Bradley waiting alongside a good-looking pinto horse with white and tan markings.  
 
    “What’s this?” Ethan asked. 
 
    “This is Tonka,” Kendall said. “He’s the best damn trail horse on the Emerald Coast. He’ll get you safely to Tallahassee.” 
 
    Ethan donned his cap. “I appreciate the offer, Kendall, but I don’t anticipate comin’ back this way when I’m done. I won’t be able to bring him back.”  
 
    “I didn’t expect you would,’ Kendall said. “I’m giving him to you.”  
 
    Ethan did a double-take. 
 
    “Bradley told me the truth about what happened in the woods,” Kendall said. “Most folks would’ve stayed out of it, but you didn’t. You stepped in and put your life on the line to save two kids.”  
 
    “I’d say the meal and clothes were thanks enough,” Ethan said.  
 
    “Yeah, well, I wouldn’t.” Kendall handed over Tonka’s reins. “The world needs more people like you, Ethan Garrett. Believe me, I know this better than most.” 
 
    Ethan looked the horse over before turning his attention back to his host. “I don’t know what to say.”  
 
    “You can say you’ll rethink that notion of coming back when you’re done in Tallahassee,” Kendall said plainly.  
 
    Ethan stared at the ground. “Thank you, Kendall. For everything.” 
 
    “The pleasure was all mine.” Kendall extended a hand. “Safe travels, Ethan.” 
 
    A dark-skinned man with dreadlocks and python-like arms emerged from the brush carrying a six-point buck on his shoulders. 
 
    “Good day, sir,” the man said to Kendall. “As promised, I’ve come with my balance for the month. Where shall I put it?”  
 
    “Take it to Ella May,” Kendall said. “She’ll handle things from there.”  
 
    The man bowed his head, then took his leave for the deck. 
 
    “A fourth-generation fisherman from Long Island, huh?” Ethan raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Yeah.” Kendall grinned. “Among other things.” 
 
    All things considered, the ride from Panama City to Tallahassee wasn’t bad. As the crow flies, the distance between the two was only a hundred miles or so. Still, the trip took most of the day as several bridges were out, and he came across the occasional band of roving marauders.  
 
    Marauders. Ethan hated them. He’d heard tell of some who simply took what they needed, then left their victims in peace. He’d never seen those. In Ethan’s experience, most marauders were thugs like the Evans gang, or worse, cutthroat killers like those who’d jumped him coming into this godforsaken world six months ago.  
 
    Three on one. Such odds were becoming a theme, not that being outnumbered and alone was anything new to Ethan. He’d learned long before New Orleans how to survive in a world without law and order. He’d learned to deal with the monsters who lived there, too.  
 
    Why so quick to judge? A crack of thunder preceded the passenger’s next words. We used to be one of them, remember?  
 
    Ethan gritted his teeth. I was never one of them.  
 
    The imaginary slam of a gavel striking its block in a California courtroom said otherwise. 
 
    Ethan glanced up as fat droplets of rain began tapping his Rangers cap. The abandoned husk of Tallahassee’s airport was just ahead. 
 
    We’re here. Ethan weighed his options. He could enter the city immediately and take his chances in daylight or wait until dark when most of the streets had cleared.  
 
    “If, for some reason, you should cross paths with one of the Kings’ representatives,” Kendall had said, “do exactly as they say and don’t ask questions.” 
 
    That gave Ethan an idea. “Hey, bud. How do you feel about a snack?” 
 
    Tonka nayed and bobbed his head, yes. 
 
    Steering toward a nearby patch of brush, Ethan guided the horse off the highway until the two entered a clearing framed by magnolia trees and dense thickets of palmettos. There, Ethan dismounted and began scouting for places to dig a hole, while Tonka munched on carrots from Ella May Russo’s garden.  
 
    As the last vestiges of day turned to night, Ethan hurried to finish his task. 
 
    It’s not too late to run, ya know, the passenger said. This ain’t your fight. It’s his.  
 
    Ethan kept digging. 
 
    Why can’t you just live, dammit? It’s what we do! 
 
    “Yeah, well, he didn’t, you vicious son of a bitch, and that’s why we’re here!” Ethan blinked—muscles taut, heart pumping—and spotted a visibly confused pinto staring at him.  
 
    “Sorry, bud.” Ethan patted the horse’s neck. “I didn’t mean to startle you. It’s just…what I am, I guess.” 
 
    Tonka nudged his owner’s palm as if to say, “We’re cool,” then returned to his carrots. 
 
    Ethan had never fancied himself an animal person. It wasn’t that he disliked them. His job had simply kept him too busy to justify owning one. There and then, though, he was grateful for his pinto’s companionship. Good boy. 
 
    When his hole was complete, Ethan reached into his saddle bags, pulled out the box bearing the Lumi-Tech logo, and dropped it into the opening. After that, he covered the space with some leaves and Spanish moss he’d pulled from the brush, then mounted his horse to move out.  
 
    The streets of Tallahassee were unlike anything Ethan had seen in the new world. Much of the old college campus was in surprisingly decent shape, as were the capitol and downtown areas. Granted, the city was a far cry from its former self, as evidenced by the litany of dark buildings, abandoned cars, and barrel fires which lined its streets. But it also wasn’t the scorched-earth war zones Ethan had witnessed during his travels.  
 
    A trio of vagrants clad in tattered coats stood huddled around a barrel fire outside an abandoned burger joint as Ethan passed astride Tonka. One of them gave him the eye, but Ethan just tipped his cap and kept moving. Soon after, the vast silhouette of the old football stadium appeared ahead. 
 
    Hard to believe they used to pack 80,000 people into that place. Ethan kept his focus on the empty parking lot as he passed the facility’s outskirts. He then hooked a left onto a side street and started toward something called Ruby Diamond Auditorium. 
 
    “Greetings, Ranger,” a man said in a tinny voice.  
 
    Ethan saw nothing save for an abandoned brick building that reminded him of a castle and a concrete fountain filled with rain water. 
 
    “I said, hello there, Mr. Texas Ranger.” This time, a figure followed the voice out of the shadows. Tall and gangly, the man wore a top coat with a hat and appeared to be somewhere in his early sixties. 
 
    “Evenin’.” Ethan doffed his cap. 
 
    “Strange.” The old man leaned against the fountain. “You seem familiar. Have we met before?” 
 
    Ethan shook his head. “Nope. This is my first time passin’ through.” 
 
    “I see,” the old man said. “What brings you to our fair city?” 
 
    “I’m here to see somebody,” Ethan said. “A friend of the family, as it were.”  
 
    The old man drummed his fingers on the fountain ledge. “Will you be staying long?”  
 
    “Not if I can help it,” Ethan said. “I mean to see my friend and be gone, Mister…” 
 
    The old man tipped the brim of his top hat. “Templeton is my name, and it’s probably for the best that you’re not staying. Still, there remains the matter of our toll to resolve.”  
 
    “Toll?” Ethan had expected as much, but he thought it wise to play dumb.  
 
    “Indeed,” Templeton said. “You and your four-legged compatriot have just wandered into Tallahassee’s Central District, which resides under the control of my benefactor, Mr. Giles. Those who wish to cross said district must pay a toll.”  
 
    “Uh huh.” Ethan chewed his lip. “What sort of toll are we talkin’ about?”  
 
    Templeton pointed to Ethan’s duffel. “The contents of your bag for starters.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, they ain’t for sale.” 
 
    Templeton’s gaze narrowed as four men armed with bats and blades joined him from the shadows. 
 
    “I will, however, make you a counter offer.” Ethan eased up a hand, as if asking permission, then slipped it into his shirt pocket. He pulled out a tube the size of a marker. 
 
    “What, sir, is that?” Templeton asked. 
 
    Ethan grasped the tube by its ends and twisted, releasing an audible crack. Within seconds, the entire space was bathed in a bright, neon green.  
 
    “They called these chem lights back in the day,” Ethan said. “Their shelf life is typically only five years or so, but a chemist friend of mine in Louisiana found a way to juice some extra time from them.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Templeton said. “How long do the lights last once they’ve been cracked?” 
 
    “About an hour. Two tops.” 
 
    Templeton nodded slowly. “And I presume you have more?”  
 
    “I do,” Ethan said. “I’ve got three in my pocket, plus two dozen more stashed in a case outside of town. Allow me passage through your district, and the whole lot’s yours.”  
 
    The old man’s expression turned curious. “Back in the old days, we called that an insurance policy.” 
 
    “Call it whatever you like,” Ethan said. “Do we have a deal?”  
 
    Templeton grinned. “We do. Once your affairs are in order, you’ll return here, at which time my men and I will escort you to your cache of chem lights.” 
 
    In truth, Ethan meant to be gone long before then. However, it was best not to show up in the woods emptyhanded if it came to that.  
 
    “Done.” Ethan tossed the light to his inquisitor. 
 
    “You do realize,” Templeton said, “that if you attempt to violate our arrangement by running, I will instruct my scouts to kill you on sight.” 
 
    “I’d expect nothin’ less,” Ethan said. 
 
    “Good. I’m glad we understand each other.” Templeton gestured to one of the others, who produced a walkie talkie and spoke into it. “I didn’t catch your name, by the way.”  
 
    “Ranger’s fine. Thank you for your hospitality, Mr. Templeton. I’ll see you shortly.”  
 
    “Indeed, Ranger,” The old man grinned. “Until then.” 
 
    Ethan nudged Tonka forward to the next intersection where the duo turned left under a sign that read Tennessee Street. From there, they headed west for a mile, then turned north past an abandoned school named for someone called Godby. That was the landmark Ethan had been given in his directions. 
 
    I reckon this is the place. Ethan studied the neighborhood ahead and shuddered. Lord help me. 
 
    As one of the oldest residential zones in Tallahassee, the area was blanketed by towering oaks and huge plumes of ivy. By day, this likely made it a pretty sight to behold. At night, however, such landscapes equated to loads of potential hiding places for marauders and highwaymen. 
 
    Ethan proceeded with caution. Nudging Tonka ahead, the two rounded the block past a firebombed duplex, then hooked right down a steep hill toward a small brick home surrounded by weeds. 
 
    2106. Ethan spied the number on the mailbox as he climbed off his horse. This is it. 
 
    Ka-chunk. 
 
    Shotgun. 
 
    “Don’t…move,” a woman ordered in a thick Georgia drawl. “You tell Mr. Giles I already paid my tribute for the month. If he didn’t get it, then I suggest he take that up with that greasy old beanpole, Templeton.” 
 
    Ethan raised his hands, all the while wondering if the shotgun behind him actually had shells. “Sorry, ma’am, but I don’t know Mr. Giles.” 
 
    “Tommy?” The woman gasped. 
 
    Ethan dropped his eyes.  
 
    “Is that you?” The suddenly anxious voice was followed by pattered footsteps as its owner came into the light. Short and frail with nary an ounce of fat, the tiny woman in her mid-fifties wore stained turquois pants and a long-sleeve floral blouse. Her flowing, silver hair was tucked into a bun behind her head. 
 
    She was pretty, Ethan thought, in an elegant, regal sort of way.  
 
    “Tommy!” the woman exclaimed. 
 
    Before Ethan could respond, she dropped her shotgun and threw herself into his arms.  
 
    “Oh, my boy,” she sobbed. “It’s you! It’s really you! Thank you, dear, sweet Jesus for bringin’ my boy home.” 
 
    Ethan wasn’t sure how to respond, so he let the woman have her moment, false as it was. Once she’d finished crying on his shoulder, he pulled gently back from her and gulped. “Ma’am, I’m real sorry to have to tell you this, but my name ain’t Tommy. It’s Ethan.”  
 
    The old woman blinked. “I…I don’t understand. You’re Tommy.”  
 
    “That may’ve been true once, but it ain’t anymore. For what it’s worth, though, Tommy is the reason I’ve come.” Ethan wasn’t sure whether it was his clean speech or the muscle weight he’d put on in recent months, but he got the distinct impression from the woman’s abrupt shift in posture that she believed him. Mothers are always quick on the uptake like that.  
 
    “Who are you?” the woman asked in a firm voice. 
 
    “My name’s Ethan. Ethan Garrett. I’m here because your son sent me to find you.” 
 
    The woman studied him. “Your accent’s different. Texas?”  
 
    “Good ear. Can we talk?” 
 
    The woman’s stare narrowed. “I’m gonna ask you this one time, mister. Are you an Agent?” 
 
    “Not as you’d expect, no,” Ethan said. “But, it’s complicated. I promise I’ll explain everything, but I’d rather not do it out in the open.” 
 
    The woman scoffed. “You have the nerve to waltz onto my property, wearin’ my son’s face, then ask permission to enter my home?”  
 
    Ethan nodded. “I swear, Ms. Stevens, I mean you no harm. All I need is five minutes. After that, you’ve got my word as a gentleman that you’ll never see me again.” 
 
    Jenna Stevens did a slight double-take, most likely due to Ethan’s use of her name, which she’d clearly not given. “A gentleman’s word don’t count for much these days. Not in this Fallen World.” 
 
    “No, ma’am, it does not. Nevertheless, I’ve got a real good feelin’ you’re gonna want to see what I’ve brought to show you.” 
 
    Stevens scooped up her shotgun and pondered the request. “Come on.” 
 
    Ethan scanned the rest of the street as he walked to a nearby elm and tied off Tonka’s reins. From there, he followed the woman inside her house. 
 
    In stark contrast to the place’s exterior, Stevens had kept the interior of her home in surprisingly good shape. Consisting of a ranch-style floor plan with three bedrooms on one end and a small common area on the other, the house felt remarkably cozy, smelling of fresh herbs and lilacs from the garden out back.  
 
    “You said you’re from Texas,” Stevens said from the galley kitchen. “What part?” 
 
    “Galveston.” Ethan swept each room for privacy then moved to the sofa. “My daddy was a welder from around Dallas, and my mom was a school teacher from Corpus Christi.”  
 
    “You come from real blue-collar stock.”  
 
    “Yes ma’am. I’ve always been proud of that, actually.”  
 
    Stevens emerged from the kitchen with two glasses of water. She gave one to her guest. “You mind if I ask when you were born?”  
 
    Ethan usually dodged that question. Not today. “August 16, 2016.” 
 
    “Two-thousand-sixteen, huh?” Stevens made a face. “Technically, that makes you twenty years my senior.” 
 
    “Yes, Ms. Stevens. I reckon, in the strangest of ways, it does.” 
 
    Stevens sipped her water, seeming to consider something. “I suppose it’d be alright if you called me Jenna.”  
 
    “I appreciate that, ma’am, but I must respectfully decline.” Ethan removed his hat. “I ain’t earned that right, and to be honest, I doubt I ever could.” 
 
    Stevens regarded him past the rim of her glass. “I stand corrected, Mr. Garrett. You are a gentleman.” 
 
    “You asked me outside if I was an Agent. How much do you know about them, and specifically, their origins?” 
 
    Stevens shrugged. “Same as most from our day, I’d expect. Shortly before helping bring about the damned apocalypse, the Obsidian Corporation developed a program that allowed them to copy a person’s neural profile. Memories, skills, temperaments. All of it went into Obsidian’s database for download into another human subject via an imprinter. If the company needed a spy, they’d copy the CIA’s best. If they needed a pilot, they’d copy an ace. Hell, if they wanted chimichangas, they’d dial up Bobby Flay, then turn him loose on a grill. That’s the way imprinting worked. You’d pick a profile based on the job that needed to be done, then xerox yourself a pro, or Agent, to handle it.” 
 
    Ethan was impressed. “That’s where I come in.”  
 
    “But you said you’re not an Agent.” 
 
    “Agents, in their prime, had enhanced abilities in addition to their counterfeited skills, things like augmented strength and healin’ ability. I don’t have those things because the nanite technology that installed those traits was lost in the Fall.” 
 
    “I thought the same could be said for the imprint tech.” 
 
    “Not all of it.” Ethan sipped his drink. “By the start of the Corporate War, Obsidian maintained operations all over the East coast. Some of those offices housed imprinters for Agent recruiting.”  
 
    “And you’re saying some of those imprinters survived?” 
 
    “One did, at least. As the story goes, it showed up in New Orleans about fifteen years ago, but was believed lost in a fire. Turns out, one of the local warlords salvaged the imprinter from the rubble and jury-rigged it back together with the help of a scientist for use with the only profile they could retrieve from the system.” 
 
    “You,” Stevens said.  
 
    Ethan shook his head. “No, it was a basic brute profile. A brawler. The warlord used it to create foot soldiers for his army to use against his rivals.” 
 
    Stevens rubbed her face. “I don’t understand. What does my son have to do with any of this?” 
 
    “About a year ago, you and Tommy gave shelter to a drifter from Jackson, Mississippi,” Ethan said. “He was older, about seventy or so, with stringy, gray hair and a lisp that impaired his speech.” 
 
    “Sure,” Stevens said. “Mr. Landry. He was a strange, old bird. At least, I thought so. Tommy, meanwhile, took to him right off because of…well, you know.”  
 
    “The drifter’s name wasn’t Landry,” Ethan said. “It was LeBeau, Dr. Abel LeBeau. He was a developer with Obsidian on the Agent project in the years before the Fall. He’s also the one responsible for nursin’ the New Orleans imprinter back into service.”  
 
    Stevens’ eyebrows crinkled. “Really? Mr. Landry was a weirdo, sure, but he never struck me as a warlord groupie.” 
 
    “He wasn’t,” Ethan said. “Dr. LeBeau was captured in the field and told, ‘Do this or die.’ He did what he had to, then split town at the first opportunity. That’s when he met your son.” 
 
    Stevens regarded her glass. “Tommy always cared for others, no matter who they were or where they came from. As his mom, it’s one of the things about him I was always proudest of. In spite all of Tommy’s challenges, from his size to his disability, he never ceased to be a kindhearted boy.” 
 
    “I get that about him,” Ethan said, “probably more than you know. And for what it’s worth? Becky knew it, too.” 
 
    Stevens snapped her head up. “How do you know about her?” 
 
    “It’s probably best that I show you.” Ethan retrieved the duffel he’d been carrying since New Orleans. From it, he pulled a scarred device the size of a shoebox.  
 
    “What is that?” Stevens asked. 
 
    “It’s called a camcorder.” Ethan slid his palm through the hand-strap. “Folks in the twentieth century used these to record things before the world went digital.” 
 
    “What sort of things?” 
 
    Ethan inserted a tape into the camcorder and pressed the play button. He then directed his host to the scratch-marred screen on the device’s side.  
 
    “Hey, Mama,” a tearful Ethan began. Only, it wasn’t Ethan.  
 
    “Tommy,” Stevens whispered.  
 
    “I’m suh-suh-sorry for leavin’ you like I duh-did,” the boy said through a severe stutter. “But I had to. I cuh-cuh-couldn’t just let Bray Giles and those buh-bastards get away with what they done to Becky. I just cuh-couldn’t, Mama.” 
 
    Tommy spent the next minute recounting Ethan’s tale of Dr. LeBeau. “I tuh-told Mr. Landry about what happened. He wants to huh-help. Turns out, there was a suh-second profile in the imprinter that he duh-didn’t tell the warlord about. It was duh-derived from a man in the old world, a man with the skuh-skills I need to get my revenge. Mr. Landry gave me this man’s pruh-profile and tuh-told me how to access it with the imprinter.” 
 
    The visibly heartbroken woman closed her eyes. “Damn you, Thomas Stevens.”  
 
    “I’m goin’ to nuh-New Orleans,” the boy continued. “I know you won’t luh-like it, and I know you’d try to stuh-stop me if I tuh-told you. But this is something I’ve gotta do.” Tommy paused as fresh tears welled in his eyes. “Becky was everything to me, Mama. She was my whole world, and those buh-buh-bastards took her from me. I know what you said after duh-daddy died about tuh-turnin’ the other cheek, and I’ve tried to live my luh-life in a way that honors that. But, Mama?” Tommy wiped his face. “Sometimes you’ve gotta fight to be a man, and that’s exactly what I mean to do. I love you, always, and I hope you’ll fuh-forgive me.” 
 
    Silence descended upon the room as the camcorder screen went dark. 
 
    “Where did Tommy get the recorder?” Stevens asked in a small voice. 
 
    “He found it on a scavenger run in someplace called Southwood,” Ethan said. “He left two tapes, one for you and one for me, explainin’ his mission. When he finished the recordings, he stashed the whole rig in a locker inside the old Superdome complex, then went to see a tattoo artist to have this done.” Ethan rolled up his sleeve, revealing a New Orleans Saints logo on his left forearm with a series of numbers and the word remember. “It’s how I learned of all this once I emerged from the imprint chamber.” 
 
    Stevens smiled weakly. “My sweet Tommy. He always was a clever one.”  
 
    “Yes, he was.” 
 
    “So…” Stevens shifted. “You’re this other man Tommy spoke of, the one from the old world.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Ethan said. “I grew up the youngest of three brothers. After high school, I served twenty-one years in United States Navy.”  
 
    “Squid, huh?” Stevens gave a half-chuckle. “My late husband served in the Navy. Where were you stationed?”  
 
    Ethan rattled off a few of the nicer places, but kept the rest to himself. 
 
    “I see,” Stevens said. “And were you still in the Navy when you signed on with Obsidian?” 
 
    No, the passenger stated. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. My wife and I had a baby on the way, and we needed the money to kickstart a college fund.” Ethan took solace in knowing that, at least, part of that was true. 
 
    “That’s gotta be hard,” Stevens said, “Showing up out of the blue after all these years, in this godforsaken world no less, knowing you left people behind.” 
 
    Ethan averted his gaze.  
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “It’s okay.” Ethan raised a palm. “My memories end on the day the real Ethan Garrett had his profile uploaded to the database. As for what happened to him and his family afterward, I can only hope they made it out before the nukes hit.” 
 
    Stevens nodded somberly. “So, what’ll you do from here?”  
 
    “What your son wanted,” Ethan said. “I aim to find Bray Giles and make him pay for takin’ the life of Tommy’s fiancé.” 
 
    “Findin’ Bray ain’t hard,” Stevens said. “It’s the makin’ him pay part where you’ll have problems. Bray’s father, Malcom, is one of the Five Kings. That makes him untouchable, and his children right along with him.” 
 
    Ethan’s lips formed a line. “Not by me.” 
 
    The pair talked for a while longer, mostly about the old world and their respective experiences in it before the Fall. Eventually, the time came for Ethan to take his leave.  
 
    “Mr. Garrett, there’s one more thing I need to ask.” Stevens paused in the driveway. “The imprint process, as I understand it, was reversable. If by some miracle you make it out of this alive, is there any chance I get my son back?”  
 
    Ethan winced. He’d fully expected that question and had even meant to address it. The right opportunity to do so just hadn’t presented itself. “No ma’am, that ain’t gonna happen.”  
 
    Stevens furrowed her eyebrows. “But…why not?”  
 
    Ethan exhaled. “The imprinter Tommy used to bring me back…it didn’t survive.” 
 
    Stevens was speechless. 
 
    “There was a firefight on my way out of the chamber,” Ethan said. “The warlord who kidnapped Dr. LeBeau learned of Tommy’s plan and sent three of his thugs to stop it. I’d just emerged when they jumped me. I got out, but not before the imprinter was completely obliterated in the exchange.” 
 
    The faintest flicker of hope vanished from the old woman’s face like candlelight in a hurricane. “So that’s it then. My son really is gone.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Ms. Stevens. Truly, I am. If there’s anything—” 
 
    “Wait here.” Stevens spun on her heels and stormed back into her house. When she returned a minute later, she was holding a small, metal box. “This belonged to my husband. I want you to have it.” 
 
    Ethan’s eyes widened when the old woman raised the lid.  
 
    Oh, hell yeah, the passenger said.  
 
    The nine-millimeter Berretta inside was almost identical to Ethan’s old service weapon. “Ms. Stevens, I couldn’t possibly—” 
 
    “You can, and you will.” She shoved the box into his chest. “There’s enough rounds in there for about a magazine and a half, but that’s it. You’ll need to be careful.”  
 
    Ethan accepted her gift and lowered it to his side. “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “There’s a bar called Ken’s Tavern over on Tennessee Street,” Stevens said. “The Giles family owns it. You’ll most likely find Bray and his posse there. When you see that rat-faced piece of shit, you kill him, and I mean good. You wanna thank me for the gun? That’s how you do it.” 
 
    Ethan nodded. “You won’t be safe, here, once this goes down.”  
 
    “I can take care of myself, dammit.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that for an instant. Nevertheless, Giles and his crew ain’t gonna see Ethan Garrett walk into that bar. They’re gonna see Tommy Stevens. That means the first place Bray’s daddy’s gonna come lookin’ for answers is right here, on your doorstep.” 
 
    Stevens opened her mouth for another protest, but apparently thought better of it. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “There’s a man in Panama City named Russo. He’s decent. So is his wife, and they’ve got resources.” Ethan handed her Tonka’s reins. “Take my horse. He knows the way, and he’ll get you there safely.” 
 
    “But how will you escape?”  
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” Ethan said. “As long as I’ve got woods to get lost in, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Stevens huffed. “You say that now. You’re about to cross the Five Kings. They’ll hunt you to the ends of the Earth if they have to, Malcom especially.” 
 
    “Then I reckon it’s a good thing I know how to duck a tracker.” Ethan offered up his most confident grin, then rubbed Tonka’s muzzle to say goodbye. “It’s been a pleasure, bud. Take care of yourself and the lady, okay?” 
 
    The horse neighed, then nudged his owner’s palm for a carrot. 
 
    “He’d probably prefer to see you in Panama City tomorrow.” Stevens pursed her lips. “I know what you told me before about us never seein’ each other again after tonight. Well, a lot’s been said since then. As such, I’m inclined to empathize with your friend here. You ought not be alone out there, Ethan. Not after this.” 
 
    There was a warmth in her voice that hadn’t been there earlier—a mother’s warmth. 
 
    Ethan genuinely appreciated that. “I’ll give it some thought.” He turned to go. 
 
    “Ethan?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    Stevens swallowed. “My son chose well. You be safe now, ya hear?” 
 
    Ethan removed his hat and bowed his head. “You, too, ma’am.” 
 
    The walk back to campus wasn’t bad at all. To the contrary, Ethan found it downright leisurely, thanks to the scouts who’d been deployed to ensure his return.  
 
    “Tell Mr. Templeton I mean to stop off for a drink before headin’ out,” Ethan said to one outside the old grocery store on the corner.  
 
    The scout talked into his walkie, ostensibly to Templeton.  
 
    The more, the merrier. Ethan hooked east and headed down the sidewalk, until the sign for Ken’s Tavern appeared in the distance. 
 
    We can still run, the passenger said.  
 
    We can’t, and you know it, Ethan answered.  
 
    The passenger heaved a sigh. Well, then. Time to do what we do.  
 
    Ethan stopped in the parking lot and peered into the night as, for whatever reason, his thoughts returned to the thing he’d kept from Ms. Stevens. While it was true that the bulk of his naval career had been spent in places like Australia and Brazil, it was equally true that eight of those years had been spent as a SEAL, with multiple covert deployments in Asia, the Middle East, and Eastern Europe, among others. The suggestion that Ethan had met his end while on active duty, however, had not been true. That’d come somewhere else. 
 
    La Isla de los Condenados. Or, as it was translated in English, the Island of the Damned. 
 
    By the spring of 2040, America’s prison system had become so overpopulated that the U.S. government had no choice but to privatize the entire apparatus for the purpose of sustainability. Many companies had cast bids, from Blackwater to ITG Corrections. Only one had emerged victorious on the East coast.  
 
    Obsidian.  
 
    The company’s first order had been to quarantine Alma Island, roughly two hundred miles south of Miami, for use as a dumping ground for America’s worst criminals. Convicted rapists, murderers, pedophiles. They were all sent to the Island, a place where no law existed, save for that enforced by razor wire, guard towers, and a vast expanse of ocean in all directions. 
 
    Gangs, bloodshed, brutality. That’d been the way of things on the Island, a lesson Ethan had learned firsthand. The year had been 2051. He’d just returned stateside after retiring from the Navy and was en route home to Galveston by way of San Diego where he’d stopped off to visit a friend. As the night wore on, one drink had become three, then six, then however many more had come after those. Ethan couldn’t recall. What he could recall was the soggy, crunching sensation he’d felt through his knuckles when his fist had crashed through another man’s nose, turning it sideways then straight back. The man hadn’t moved after that, not that this mattered much to the waitress he’d assaulted. As it turned out, the only one who had cared was the man’s father, a local judge with more than enough sway to ensure that the soldier who’d killed his son got zero latitude in court. 
 
    Ethan was sentenced to life on the Island three months later. 
 
    We did what we had to, the passenger said. We survived. 
 
    Ethan dropped his head as fresh rain tapped at his Rangers cap. Yeah… 
 
    For four long years, he’d clawed his way from one side of that hellhole to the other, hoping to one day return home. Sometimes that’d meant killing men, clean and quick. Other times it’d meant drawing the process out to send a message to others who’d meant him harm. Those days had been the hardest, rife with blood and entrails and the sorts of cruel, vicious acts that no human should ever have to perpetrate against another. And yet, there, in that place, to do anything less meant forfeiting one’s right to live—and that was the best-case scenario. 
 
    Prior to the Island, Ethan Garret had been anything but a vicious man. He’d been a patriot, first and foremost, as well as a husband, a son, a brother, and nearly a father. Had Ethan killed before? Sure, in combat. But this wasn’t combat. This was something else—a game. A savage competition among society’s worst that inevitably stirred the darkest primal instincts in the hearts of its strongest players, Ethan included.  
 
    Eventually, that darkness earned a name. The passenger. 
 
    By the time Ethan reached year five on the Island, he’d all but abandoned any notion of freedom. Then, one day, he found himself dangling upside down in a trap net, staring at a man in a suit, wearing an Obsidian placard on his lapel. 
 
    “We’d like to make you an offer, Captain Garrett,” the man had said. “Donate your skills for use with our training software, and in exchange, we’ll secure your release, then return you to your family in Texas.” 
 
    Ethan hadn’t known what an imprinter was back then, nor had he known whether Obsidian would honor their end of the deal. He’d signed the contract without a second thought.  
 
    Once more unto the breach. Ethan pulled his hat down low as he pushed through the bar’s entrance. Under different circumstances, the atmosphere inside Ken’s might’ve made him nostalgic for the old world. A lively crowd, a rocking jukebox, a row of taps, flowing with everything from pilsners to stouts behind the bar. The place had it all.  
 
    “Hey Bray, check it out.” One of the men playing darts pointed at Ethan. “Look who’s back in town. It’s the Coward of Leon County.”  
 
    “Apparently the runt’s run off and joined the Texas Rangers,” a woman cackled. 
 
    A chorus of laughter filled the tavern as a young man with clean-cut good looks, stylish clothes, and a slick smile sauntered over from his stool. 
 
    Giles. 
 
    “Welcome home, retard,” Bray Giles said. “It’s been a long time. What brings you out of your hole?” 
 
    Ethan reached for the Berretta. 
 
    No, the passenger said. Save the rounds. We do this the Island way. 
 
    For once, Ethan offered no argument. He turned back toward the door.  
 
    “Runnin’ away again, are we?” Giles clicked his tongue. “Funny, for a minute there you reminded me of Becky. She ran, too, ya know. Then she gave in and decided to roll with it. We had a helluva night, your girl and me, right up until the end.” 
 
    The reflection of the young man’s grin in the door glass faltered when Ethan threw the lock, then faced the room. 
 
    Rest in peace, Tommy. 
 
    A pin dropped somewhere in the distance when twelve inches of Ka-Bar stainless steel glinted in the bar lights. 
 
    “My name is Thomas Eugene Stevens, the Third, and I’ve got one thing to say. Any sombitch who don’t wanna die tonight had best clear out the back, now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Hippocratic Oath by Jan Kotouč 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was June and extremely hot along what remained of Route E59 in the Czech Republic. Franz had stopped counting the kilometers and estimating the temperature. He just kept walking, as he had been for the past several days. 
 
    He walked north from Retz, went around the gangs in the ruins around Znojmo, and continued past Pavlice, Moravské Budějovice, and Želetava. All were ghost towns, as were hundreds of other towns and villages he’d visited in his life. 
 
    But he had to keep going, sleeping occasionally in the little tent he carried on his back. The bigger problem was water. While there were some ponds and small rivers, his Geiger counter cautioned him against using many of them. 
 
    Twenty years after the nuclear exchange between the ruling Corporations turned the world into a wasteland, many of the water sources were still contaminated. Franz wasn’t really surprised by this—especially here—since Vienna, the seat of the Central European subsidiary of Teledyne Industries, was hit by a massive nuclear barrage, and the ruins of the big city were less than 100 kilometers away. 
 
    He had just found an old pond with dirty, but non-irradiated water, when he heard the unmistakable sound of a gunshot. The echo spread across the wasteland, and several startled birds scattered. 
 
    There was a second shot, then a third. Then came what sounded like a burst of machine gun fire. 
 
    The road in front of him rose for about a hundred meters, and he couldn’t see beyond the rise. There was only one way to find out what was happening. 
 
    It must be a special kind of stupid, running toward the fire, but everything I’ve done lately has been somewhere between desperation and lunacy, so why not? 
 
    He pushed his thoughts aside as he quickly covered the distance and dropped to his stomach, inching the last few meters to the place where the road started to go down again, and he could see the area. 
 
    He saw another ruined town—he wasn’t sure which one—with a giant truck parked at the edge. A truck with the trailer. The truck he’d been looking for. 
 
    There were some people in the town, running around, scattering like birds. Franz saw two wounded. One was moving and holding his stomach; the other was on top of a truck in an improvised machine gun nest. He was dead, though; even from this distance, Franz could tell that the man’s head had been blown off. 
 
    But those people were not firing—they were being fired upon. 
 
    Franz shifted his gaze to the right and found what he was looking for. 
 
    There were four of them, all in the uniforms of Great Moravia. One had a machine gun and was shooting at the truck in short bursts. The other three were slowly making their way toward the truck. One always covered the others as they moved forward in military formation. It was clear to Franz that this was the Rastislav Regiment, not the rank-and-file army of slaves Great Moravia normally used for a frontal attack; these were their elite warriors. 
 
    And they were going to steal the truck he’d spent all his life looking for! 
 
    Someone from the town finally returned fire, but it was sporadic and confused. Due to the decline of the road and some vegetation, the attackers were hard to see from the town, the same way it was hard for Franz to see the people in the town. 
 
    They regularly checked behind them, but not many people walked through the wasteland, and their target was in front of them.  
 
    Franz dropped his backpack and his camelback and drew his gun, wishing he still had his rifle, but he had lost it in his fight with the gangs around Znojmo. He also wished he had more ammunition; he was down to the 22 pistol rounds he had in his two magazines. 
 
    It would have to do. 
 
    Still prone, he aimed, his eyes locked on the target in the center of his sights. He gently squeezed the trigger, and the machine gun fire stopped suddenly, like a person interrupted mid-sentence. 
 
    The rearmost soldier turned, looking to see what happened to his covering fire. Franz fired again. He knew all too well what a 9mm round would do to a chest. He’d treated people with chest wounds before; he’d even been successful with a few. 
 
    His target wouldn’t be treated successfully, though. Franz didn’t watch him fall; he had already moved on to the next target. The remaining two soldiers hit the dirt, realizing they were under attack from behind, and Franz missed his shot. Another miss, then another, as the enemy searched for him. 
 
    He finally hit the third enemy, but the last soldier saw the muzzle flash and fired back at him with his assault rifle. 
 
    Franz didn’t think—he didn’t roll out of sight—instead, he stayed put and, as a burst of fire hit the dirt a few meters from him, he fired again, and again and again. 
 
    And finally, the last Moravian soldier went down. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Three people from the town ran toward Franz as he left his hiding place to check the bodies. He holstered his weapon and raised his hands to make it clear he wasn’t a threat to them. 
 
    Not that it mattered much in the wasteland—they might still blow me away. 
 
    Sometimes you had to take a leap of faith. 
 
    He checked the bodies. The machine gunner was his best kill; the shot had been straight to the head. He was safely dead. The second man had a chest wound, and it looked like he’d died instantly; Franz had hit the heart or the aorta, judging by the amount of blood. 
 
    The other two were still alive. One was hit in the chest, possibly the right lung, and the blood pooling there was suffocating him. He was as good as dead. 
 
    The last man was hit in the collarbone. His right arm was a shambles and, judging by the pained expression on his face, he wasn’t on any of the drugs the Moravians had been distributing. 
 
    The people from the town finally arrived, led by a tall man with a square face fixed in a permanent frown. Behind him were two women—teenage girls, actually—with dark hair similar to the man’s. His daughters? 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” the man asked with a growl. 
 
    While no one was actually aiming at Franz—although they were all armed—the muzzles of their weapons were not that far away. 
 
    “I’m the guy who just helped you,” he said. 
 
    The wounded soldier groaned, and one of the girls took several strides toward him and shot him in the head with a shotgun. Another flock of startled birds flew up nearby. 
 
    “You helped us, which is why we haven’t shot you,” the man said with an unspoken, but clear, yet at the end. “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Doctor Franz Kreisel. I was traveling north looking…for that truck actually.” 
 
    “For my truck?” 
 
    “It’s yours? All the better. I heard from some traders down south that there was a truck riding the remains of E59. I’d like to hire your truck to pick up some supplies.” 
 
    The man eyed him while one of his daughters—it looked like the older one—checked the bodies. The lung-shot man had either died of his injuries or the girl hadn’t wanted to waste ammunition on a mercy killing for someone so far gone. 
 
    The other girl, who was much shorter, looked at Franz. “You are a doctor?” 
 
    “Actually, yes, I studied medicine at…we simply call it the Retz.” 
 
    “You are an Austrian?” the man asked, as if it still meant anything. 
 
    “My parents were from the border. My mother was from the Czech town of Šatov, and my father from the Austrian town of Retz…before the Fall, of course.” 
 
    “And you just happen to have a medical school there?” 
 
    “In Retz? Lots of doctors from the University of Vienna escaped there during the Fall, just before Vienna got nuked. We have our community there, much like you have yours here.” 
 
    “This isn’t our community, we just deliver stuff,” said the man, whose suspicion appeared to subside…a little. “I’ve seen my share of weirdos claiming to be doctors or engineers before.” 
 
    “I don’t think I need to prove anything to you, but you have injured, here, no?” Franz gestured toward the town. 
 
    “Dad?” the daughter asked. 
 
    The man thought for a few moments, then nodded. “Okay, do what you can.” 
 
    Franz walked over to the scene of the battle. The only wounded person was next to the truck, with a bullet in him. He was a young man, not much older than the two girls. Franz surprised everyone by pulling morphine from his bag.  
 
    “The bullet is in his stomach,” he said. “Give me a hand.” 
 
    It was surgery like he was used to doing—on the dusty ground with barely sterile equipment. The others watched him as he operated on their friend.  
 
    “What is your name?” he asked the father as he worked. The younger daughter handed him his tools. He hadn’t asked for help, but he wouldn’t turn it away, either. He could see she was fascinated, but whether that was by the surgery or by him was hard to say. 
 
    “I’m Martin Dusil,” said the man. “This is my daughter, Irena.” 
 
    “And the other girl is also your daughter?” 
 
    “Yes, Anna, or Anička. She is stupid,” said Irena. 
 
    Franz frowned as he pulled the slug out of the wound. “Stupid? She has some mental retardation?” 
 
    Martin laughed. “No, Irena is fifteen and Anna is seventeen, so of course, she thinks her sister is stupid.” 
 
    “It’s not that!” protested Irena. 
 
    Franz threw the slug into the dust. “I need to close the wound now.” 
 
    “So, you are a doctor, but you also shoot people?” asked Martin. 
 
    “A knowledge of anatomy comes in handy with both things. I’m also an adequate butcher.” 
 
    “I saw what you did to those Moravians. You didn’t fire that many times—I can tell you are a natural shot.” 
 
    Franz didn’t look up from his stitching. “If you say so.” 
 
    “What do you need our truck for?” Irena asked, earning her a frown from her father. 
 
    “That’s a complicated question. I need to haul some supplies…or cargo, if you will.” 
 
    “What cargo?” asked Martin. “And don’t give me any bullshit about how you don’t want me to ask questions. It’s my truck; it’s my business. And before you say cargo too often, let me tell you that we don’t do slaves. We don’t transport and sell people like those assholes from Great Moravia.” 
 
    Apparently, they’d had run-ins with the Moravians before. 
 
    “I don’t trade in slaves. Quite the opposite. Our community is trying to fight Great Moravia, and we need a drug called Ebarin T to do so.” 
 
    Martin Dusil could have been the master of the permanent frown. “A drug? Like the shit the Moravians give to their cannon fodder?” 
 
    “Exactly the opposite. Ebarin T serves as a counter agent. Using Ebarin T in combination with some chemicals from our lab in Retz, we can produce an airborne toxin that would…” He paused, considering his audience. “Well, people would sniff the stuff and start vomiting…really badly. They would have cramps and chest pain that would last several hours, but then they wouldn’t be addicted to the Olex the Moravians are giving them anymore.” 
 
    Irena seemed to understand more of this than her father. “And what would stop the Moravians from simply dosing them again?” 
 
    Smart girl. 
 
    “That’s something we are working on, but…the Ebarin T would stay in their systems for a long time. They would not be able to get addicted again.”  
 
    He finished stitching the wound. “Anyway, that’s why I need the ride. And your friend will live if the wound doesn’t become infected.” 
 
    Martin shrugged. He wasn’t convinced, but he wasn’t immune to his daughter’s interest. And he appeared to be aware that Franz had just helped them. 
 
    “We need to return home first. I need to recharge the truck and…” He looked in the direction of the bodies. “It isn’t safe here, although the Moravians usually don’t get this far.” 
 
    “What about the people in this town?” 
 
    “We just made a delivery, but they’ll have to take their chances. We can’t help them, even if we wanted to.” 
 
    Take their chances. Like everyone else around here. 
 
    “Can I hitch a ride with you to your home?” 
 
    Martin nodded. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The older daughter, Anička, took the wheel on their way back. Franz helped load the wounded man behind the driver. Martin rode shotgun—literally—and Franz got to ride on the roof in the machine gun nest with Irena. 
 
    There were actually three gun nests on top of the big truck—one just behind the cabin, one in the center, and one at the tail end. Only the central one had a machine gun. Franz helped them collect the weapons from the soldiers he killed, which gave them an extra machine gun and three SA 58 assault rifles. The Moravians also had plenty of ammunition. This wasn’t just a recon; they had intended to capture the truck. 
 
    “How often do you meet Moravian patrols like these?” he asked Irena. He sat next to her in the central nest as the truck bumped along the half-destroyed E59. 
 
    “We’ve seen their patrols from time to time, especially for the last five or six months,” she said. “We also make deliveries on the D1 highway, but they don’t go that far. At least not until now…they have been expanding a lot!” 
 
    “Yes, they have,” said Franz. “Prince Mojmír is getting bolder and bolder.” 
 
    “He’s their leader?” 
 
    “Yes. He calls himself a prince, but he was actually a history teacher before the Fall.” 
 
    “A teacher?” 
 
    “Yes, at Masaryk University. Great Moravia was a big empire in this part of the world about 1,500 years ago. He decided to revive it or, at least, to use the name. He is crazy, but he has an army of loyal followers and an even bigger army of slaves. He actually got bolder when he started using Olex. He first produced the drug in a lab in Oleksovice, but he has since moved the lab to his fortress in Brno. He calls his army of slaves the Sámo Corps, named after some slave trader from history. He has continued to expand his reach to the point where they are near my home in Retz.” 
 
    “Have they attacked you?” 
 
    “Yes. It was just a few scouts at first, but Great Moravia wants our labs. Their procedure is to first send envoys, offering you a place in their empire. If you refuse, they send the army to kill or enslave everyone. That has happened in a lot of places between Retz and Vienna.” 
 
    “My dad and Simona—she is the leader of our town—are afraid of them. We have a militia, but the Alliance is widely spread out. We aren’t one community—just a bunch of towns helping each other.” 
 
    “Like the town we just left? What was its name?” 
 
    “Hladov, which means Hunger Town, although it probably doesn’t translate that well into German.” 
 
    “I understand—I’m bilingual.”  
 
    “A bi-what?”  
 
    “It means I speak two languages. Czech and German. What were you saying about the community?”  
 
    “Well, the people of Hladov—despite its name—grow some crops and trade them. They are on the far end of our circuit; our home is in Jihlava. We grow some food as well. We travel west to Humpolec, Chotěboř, Melikana and all the way to Zruč. Some towns have old steel mills, some can give us ammunition…all kinds of stuff. You’ve heard of our truck, even in Retz?” 
 
    “Yes, some traders were talking about it. How do you keep it going? There isn’t any fuel anymore.” 
 
    “When my dad first found the truck, he installed a battery he found in an old electric car at a rental office in Humpolec.” 
 
    “How do you recharge it?” 
 
    “We have a reactor in Jihlava that survived the war. It’s small but efficient.” 
 
    An electric car recharged by nuclear energy. All those pre-Fall ecologists would have a fit, Franz thought with a snort.  
 
    The truck bumped over an especially big hole in the road. 
 
    “What about the battery? It won’t last forever.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. Dad took at least ten batteries from that store. We are still on the first one, so we have spares.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Irena looked at Franz in fascination. He wasn’t an imposing figure, but he knew he wasn’t bad looking. “So…I…thank you for saving Tomáš’s life.” 
 
    “That’s what I do. I’m a doctor. I swore an oath called the Hippocratic Oath.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” 
 
    “That I have to help people. Cure them.” 
 
    “But you also kill people, and you’re good at it.” 
 
    Franz smiled. Yes, he was good at it. Very good. He had all kinds of special skills. 
 
    “Yes, but I only kill when I have to. Sometimes, the best way to save lives is by taking lives.” 
 
    “That is covered in your oath?” 
 
    “No, that’s more like…bending the rules. The oath is more like a guideline anyway.” 
 
    “Huh.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Martin was glad Anička wanted to drive, as it allowed him some time to sleep on the way back. He didn’t even yell at her to slow down. She got the giggles when driving fast, but he didn’t mind; she hadn’t crashed the truck yet, and he wanted to get home quickly. 
 
    Tomáš groaned behind them, and Martin suppressed a grimace. He would need two new gunners. 
 
    How many people had he lost since he started driving the truck? Definitely more than if they’d stayed in their small settlement in the abandoned warehouse on the D1. But the truck helped people. 
 
    That’s how the world works, I guess. 
 
    He knew he was lucky. There would have been more dead—including Tomáš—if that doctor hadn’t come along. Martin was still trying to figure him out. 
 
    Jihlava was not that far from Hladov, and Anička soon entered the town—or the ruins—and parked in the concourse of what used to be the main bus station. Martin’s eyes widened when he saw the military-style humvee parked there. 
 
    “The Peacekeepers are here again?” Anička asked with a growl.  
 
    Martin shook his head. “They are persistent.” 
 
    As he got out of the truck and helped Anna unload the stretcher holding Tomáš, he tried to remember how many times the former Corporate military unit know as the 18th Peacekeeping Command had visited Jihlava. At least three times. They probably visited other Alliance towns and other communities as well. The Peacekeepers were members of the Obsidian Corp militia that had gone into some sort of suspended animation during the Fall. They’d woken up a few months ago in their bunker in northern Bohemia. Martin didn’t know much about them, apart from the fact that they claimed they wanted to help. Of course, Great Moravia claimed the same thing.  
 
    Franz—what was his last name again?—climbed down from the truck to check on Tomáš. Irena followed him, and they soon attracted the attention of the leader of the Peacekeepers.  
 
    The six Peacekeepers were returning to their big car. They looked like real soldiers—even though they were mostly guns-for-hire for the Corporation before the Fall. Moravian troops were only recognizable because they wore red and brown clothes and sported patches with an eagle on their shirts. These people, on the other hand, had everything—tactical vests, helmets, hands-free radios, the same rifles, and the same boots. 
 
    “Who are these people?” asked Franz. 
 
    Martin gave him a brief summary. 
 
    “They also have cars?” 
 
    “Yes, they have huge supplies of gas in their bunker. I heard they have at least 10 or 15 cars like that traveling through the wastelands.” 
 
    “So, they are good?” 
 
    “I guess. Too bad they don’t really understand that “no” means “no.” 
 
    “You had trouble, Martin?” asked their leader once he was within earshot. 
 
    “Sergeant Wilde…yes, we had. But we managed.” 
 
    Sergeant Wilde pointed at Tomáš. “Was that in Hladov? Your mayor told us that was where you were going. Where is your other gunner?” 
 
    “Dead.” 
 
    Doc Franz looked at the soldiers with curiosity. 
 
    “Aren’t you a little far from home, Sergeant?” 
 
    “Probably. But we go back to base every few days. What happened to you in Hladov? Bandits?” 
 
    “No, Great Moravia. Our expansive neighbor.” 
 
    Martin gave him a brief overview of what had happened. 
 
    Wilde looked at Franz with a strange twinkle in his eye, but then he turned back to Martin.  
 
    “As I said last time—and reminded your mayor today—had we been protecting you, we could have helped.” 
 
    “While that’s possible, I don’t want to let one dictator in to help us against another.” 
 
    Wilde smiled. “We’ve been here several times. Did we try to enslave you or steal your truck? No. I think we can safely claim the moral high ground in this matter.” 
 
    “Maybe. But we still don’t trust you.” 
 
    “Your choice. Now we must be going. Hladov may welcome our offer.” He smiled again. 
 
    Yeah, you go there, you son of a bitch. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Simona Beranová, the mayor, was a woman in her forties with a permanently tired expression. She favored her left leg, which Franz judged was due to a badly healed broken bone in the past. He might have been able to help her, but she didn’t seem to want anyone closer to her than was necessary. 
 
    He stood silently as Martin explained everything that had happened. The mayor listened intently, and Franz got the feeling she was surprised anyone had returned alive. 
 
    Maybe she is more aware of the Moravian threat. 
 
    “You lost Tomáš and Adam?” the mayor asked.  
 
    “No, Tomáš is going to live, thanks to the doc, but Adam was killed. I’ll need more volunteers for the truck, especially if we’re going medicine hunting as the doc wants.” 
 
    Simona turned her attention to Franz. 
 
    “So, you are from Retz? I knew there was a community there, but I didn’t realize they had so much medical equipment.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, lots of doctors fled Vienna’s medical university during the Fall and set up hospitals. The hospital in Retz even has a medical faculty. I studied there.” 
 
    “So maybe we should extend our truck route all the way there?” 
 
    “Retz would definitely be willing. We trade with some other communities in the west, but that’s not why I am here. I would like to hire the truck and some of your people to take me to Třebíč to help me haul some cargo from the hospital there.” 
 
    “Třebíč has been abandoned since the Fall,” said the mayor. “The hospital has probably been looted.” 
 
    “I have it on good authority that the storage rooms are still full of medical supplies and drugs.” 
 
    “Good authority?” 
 
    “We sent some scouts there a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “That is pretty close to Moravian lines.” 
 
    “Great Moravia is expanding, as we saw today. I need the chemicals in Třebíč to make an antidote to the Olex they use.” 
 
    Simona looked like she wanted to sit down but didn’t want to appear weak. “You believe this chemical will magically stop the Moravian armies?” 
 
    “No, but I believe it’ll slow them down, maybe cripple them for a time. Jihlava is close to Great Moravia, Retz even more so, and we need every edge we can get. If you help me, you help yourselves.” 
 
    Martin spoke up. “Technically, the truck is mine. I cooperate with the Alliance, but the decision is more mine than anyone else’s.” He favored the mayor with a smile. “Although we have always worked together.” 
 
    “I was one of the founders of this Alliance,” she said. “In Jihlava, I have 300 people, and the Alliance has over 1,000. We try to maintain some small semblance of civilization, but someone is always hungry or sick. You only see the military threat, the same as those asshole Peacekeepers. But I need to see the larger picture. You want to risk our truck—the lifeblood of our community—for some chemicals?” 
 
    “We can be in Třebíč in a little over an hour by truck, depending on the state of the roads,” said Martin. “And ferrying his cargo to Retz would depend on the conditions, but it would only take a few hours, tops.”  
 
    “So, you’ve already agreed to this, Martin?” She sounded angry. 
 
    “No, I haven’t; not yet. But it wouldn’t take much of our time.” 
 
    “Great Moravia has sent scouts as far as Hladov. There may be more of them swimming around in Třebíč.” 
 
    “Yes, it may be dangerous,” Franz said. “There are local gangs and tribes, as well as Moravians. But, if we do it right, we can be in and out really fast. You mentioned people dying—I can, of course, offer my medical services to anyone who is injured. I’ve brought a few packs of antibiotics with me and, in addition to the chemicals I need, the hospital is full of drugs and medicine. Like I said, you’d be helping yourself.” 
 
    “It is true that we could use the medical supplies,” said Martin. “And let’s face it, we risk my truck every day, and this isn’t much greater danger than anything we’ve experienced before.” 
 
    “So, you are for it.” 
 
    Martin frowned at Franz but nodded. “I am. It sounds reasonable.” 
 
    Simona sighed. “Okay, but I want you to be prepared. Take two days to get ready. The doctor can help some of our sick while he waits.” She looked at Franz. “That is your down payment. We can bring some people from Humpolec, too.” 
 
    Franz would have been glad to go immediately but decided he could use the rest. His body could withstand much more than normal people’s—for reasons he wasn’t ready to share—but he had been on the road for days. 
 
    “I’ll get some volunteers to help,” said Martin. 
 
    “Be sure they’re people you trust,” the mayor said.  
 
    Martin directed his frown at her this time. “I can choose my crew, thanks!” 
 
    Simona looked at Franz again. “One more question, Doctor. You said your scout team found the supplies in Třebíč. Why was there a team before, yet you come here alone? You are looking for the truck to haul supplies to help save your home. Why didn’t Retz send more people?” 
 
    This was the one question Franz had hoped no one would ask. 
 
    “Well, this…my expedition isn’t exactly sanctioned by my leaders.” He favored her with a smile. “The leaders in Retz and I had a…disagreement. They didn’t want me to go looking for the truck; it seemed like a long shot to them.” 
 
    She smirked. “So, you are not speaking for your community?” 
 
    “I want to help Retz and you and everyone against Great Moravia. My people in Retz may not realize it now, but I’m sure they’ll change their minds.” 
 
    The mayor nodded, seeming more amused than angry. “Okay. There is a free room here, and we have water so you can have a bath. Then you can come to see our sick in the stadium; that’s our improvised hospital.” 
 
    Franz nodded. “I will do that.” 
 
    Things were looking up. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Franz again sat in the machine gun nest with Irena on their way to Třebíč. 
 
    The past two days had given him a chance to rest. While his enhanced body didn’t need much rest, he certainly welcomed it. And the bath.  
 
    He had helped in the hospital, but the morphine and antibiotics he brought were more valuable then he was. The town had a surgeon who doubled as its butcher and barber. While he wasn’t a “doctor” in the proper sense, he could fix broken bones and stitch open wounds, which was about all that was needed. Franz helped where he could, but the surgeon looked at him as an interloper—he was neither wanted nor needed. That had surprised Franz at first; most doctors were glad to have extra help, especially when they were alone. 
 
    Franz only realized later that the man had power and felt that Franz was a threat to it. The only doctor in town had all sorts of privileges, especially in the post-apocalyptic world. 
 
    He looked around. The other two machine gun nests were manned with two people each. Martin had recruited five men and one woman for the salvage operation. He had also installed the machine gun taken from the Moravians in one of the nests. 
 
    “I heard you were busy with the injured,” Irena said.  
 
    “Yes, but you have a capable surgeon. I don’t think he liked having me on his turf.” 
 
    “Yeah, old Matejs. He is an asshole.” She looked away. “I’d rather be cured by you.” 
 
    Franz suppressed a smile. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Martin had heard that, before the Fall, the American continent had been covered by many supercities. As with many things, Central Europe hadn’t been as modern, although Třebíč had had about 35,000 inhabitants. 
 
    Now it was just another ghost town. 
 
    He’d been in Třebíč once before the Fall, and he remembered seeing the ugly statues of two men on the city square. The statues were still standing. 
 
    Figures, the entire civilization falls, but those bloody things survive. 
 
    Anička found the old hospital building. It wasn’t anything impressive, but if the central storage areas were locked with advanced hardware, the local looters might not have gotten inside. 
 
     “Here we are!” announced Anička, as if driving strange people to destroyed cities on shitty roads was her life-long passion.  
 
    Franz and Irena climbed down from the truck along with other members of Martin’s team. Martin noticed a giant Teledyne sign in front of the hospital. 
 
    “Do you want to go inside, Doc?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Martin gestured to three of his salvagers. “Luboš, Karel, and Renata will go with you. The rest of us will make sure there are no looters or gangs around the hospital.” 
 
    “I want to go with Franz!” Irena insisted. 
 
    Anička made a sound that was something between a snort and a laugh. Irena glared at her older sister.  
 
    “Okay, if you want to. But be careful!” 
 
    Irena raised her SA 58 as if to say she had that instead of luck. The main door was already torn away, so Franz simply led the way inside the hospital building. 
 
    Martin wished they had radios like the assholes from the Peacekeepers had. 
 
    “Do you think Irena will get over her crush on the doc?” his older daughter asked. 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “It’s stupid she would want to be with him!” 
 
    This time it was Martin who made a sound, something between a sigh and a snort. He got the feeling that Irena was the more proactive one, but Anna was also taken with the doctor, and she was complaining mostly because she was jealous. 
 
    Martin didn’t really care. He had warned Franz not to mess with his daughters, and Franz was definitely not the “messing” type. At least he didn’t look like it. 
 
    He took his assault rifle and went to check the other side of the building. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The regular rooms of the hospital were empty and destroyed, except for a few corpses that had obviously been there for several years. There was no electricity, so using the elevators was out of the question. Franz led the team down one of the staircases. They passed the wards dedicated to treating lymphatic filariasis which Třebíč Hospital had been well equipped for, even before Teledyne bought it. 
 
    They arrived at the basement storage area, where a massive door protected whatever was inside. 
 
    “I guess I know why they didn’t force it open,” Karel said.  
 
    “It would have taken explosives to get in,” Franz replied. “But it’s been running on its own power source—separate from the rest of the city—so the generator and batteries may still be working.” 
 
    “How will you find out?” Irena asked. 
 
    Franz slung his shotgun over his shoulder and pulled a key card with a Teledyne logo from his bag. “This should work, I believe.” 
 
    He pressed the card to the sensor on the wall. Just as the scouts had predicted, the thing still worked.  
 
    He heard a click, then a hiss, and then the giant door moved. 
 
    Inside was a very large storage area—full of boxes. 
 
    “Eureka!” he said. 
 
    “What?” asked Irena. 
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
    Inside was everything the Alliance needed—from antibiotics to malaria vaccines. And then he found the huge pile of Ebarin T.  
 
    “Eureka,” he repeated. “Karel, get Martin, and tell him we are going to try to open the outer door on the south side of the hospital to start loading.” 
 
    “Sure thing!” 
 
    Karel ran out. Franz began checking the expiration dates on the containers—everything was well within limits—when Irena said, “That’s strange.”  
 
    Franz looked up briefly as she went back to the corridor. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This…cigarette butt.” 
 
    “Cigarettes are rare, but you can still find a pack sometimes; I heard there are a lot in Brno.” He shrugged. “There’s lots of junk here from the Fall,” he added, looking at the containers. 
 
    “Yes, but this butt looks fresh…and…shit. The butt is still warm!” 
 
    Franz ran to the corridor, a loud alarm sounding in his head. The girl had to be mistaken. 
 
    Before he got her, Irena’s body spasmed violently, and she dropped to the floor with something sticking in her neck.  
 
    “Shit shit shit!” 
 
    There were at least eight of them in the corridor, all in Moravian uniforms bearing emblems of the Rastislav Regiment. Some had assault rifles, but most had tranquilizer rifles. Franz remembered them all too well from the times he’d seen Moravian slave raids. 
 
    His shotgun was in his hand, and he fired, hitting the closest enemy in the chest. He swung around to another target, but then he felt a sting in his left shoulder. 
 
    His body filtered some of the sedative out, and he got off another shot, and then another. His remaining team members scrambled to help him, but he was stung by another dart. And then another. 
 
    And then there was only blackness. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Martin first heard the drums as an echo—something in the distance at the edge of his hearing—and thought he was imagining them. That they might not have been there. 
 
    But he wasn’t—they were there. 
 
    “That’s the Moravian army advancing!” someone shouted. 
 
    Karel ran out of the hospital. 
 
    “They are shooting inside!” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “It started after I ran out! Some Moravian soldiers are in the hospital!” 
 
    Martin’s face suddenly registered something that went beyond shock, beyond fear. “Irena!” 
 
    “They’ve been overrun!” Karel shouted. “They have assault rifles and tranq guns, and there are at least 20, and—” 
 
    “Incoming!” shouted one of the gunners from the top of the track. 
 
    “We must get Irena!” Anička said with a gasp. 
 
    Martin’s insides were frozen with fear for his daughter. He buried his fear—and his love—for Irena as deeply as he could and grabbed Anička when she started to run for the hospital. 
 
    “We need to leave!” 
 
    “No!” she screamed. “No!” 
 
    “Everyone to the truck!” he said and forced Anička into the passenger seat. “We need to get out of here! We can rescue them later—they won’t kill them with the tranq guns.” 
 
    The horde running through the streets, though, was going to kill them. Hundreds of sword-equipped soldiers from the Sámo Corps—slaves so high on Olex they would follow every order and attack enemies in waves—were charging toward them. 
 
    The army was almost to them when Martin finally turned on the engine. The machine gunners on the roof started firing, and the bursts cut through the mob of fiends. Anička began firing her SA 58. Although a few sporadic shots came at them, most of the attackers only had swords and knives. 
 
    Martin floored the gas. 
 
    The 18 wheels of the massive truck ended the lives of dozens of soldier-slaves—the giant vehicle maimed bodies, crushed bones, and opened torsos like tin cans. 
 
    Martin heard the sounds and felt the truck bumping—over people, not the road—and his expression was grim. He was afraid for Irena, as he knew that if they drugged her, the next time it might be her he ran over, just to put her out of her misery. 
 
    No! That won’t happen. 
 
    They left the town and headed for the main road. Some Moravian officers and elite soldiers—the non-fiends—fired at them, but Martin managed to get away. 
 
    Anna was shaking. “Shit, shit…shit! Dad, what are we going to—” 
 
    “We need to keep going!” he said, cutting her off. “We need to keep going and figure out what to do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It took them more than half an hour to get back on the remains of E59. By then, Martin had calmed himself. 
 
    To a point. 
 
    “We need to go back!” Anna insisted. 
 
    “And do what?” Kája asked from the back. “There were hundreds of them! Even with the truck, we—” 
 
    “Irena is there!” 
 
    “I know, but—”  
 
    Martin raised a hand. “I am going back, but I am not forcing anyone else to. We can drop you off somewhere.” 
 
    Karel had been with Martin on several trips. He knew the tone and knew arguing wouldn’t do any good. He tried it nevertheless. “Martin, I understand you, believe me! But that’s suicide. They would’ve taken them to one of their holding camps.” 
 
    “I know. I also know that the nearest one is in Náměšť. Anna and I are going there. But you are right, it’s suicide.” 
 
    “I’m not going with you!” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “We can get more people from home,” Anna suggested. “We’ll only lose a few hours.” 
 
    Martin shook his head. As he calmed down, he realized something no one else did. He hated to say it, but he had to. “We can’t go to Jihlava. Not yet, at least.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Anna. 
 
    “Do you remember the mystery books your mother loved to read?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Anna didn’t remember much about her long dead mother, but she had read some of the books after her mother passed. 
 
    “Those books said to be suspicious of coincidences. Do you think the Great Moravian army just happened to be in Třebíč—an abandoned town—at exactly the same time we were? And for that matter, do you think it was just a coincidence that the four scouts from Hladov just happened to arrive in the town when we were unloading our cargo? No. No way.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” asked Karel. 
 
    “Someone sold us out. We can’t go back to Jihlava. But there is someone we can ask for help. They’ve been offering it long enough.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” said Anna. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Franz woke with a start as he usually did. No slow trip to awareness; it was sudden, like turning on the light. 
 
    He still couldn’t move. They were carrying him through a long warehouse. Was he tied? Yes. He tried to move his head. He could see cages. Lots of cages everywhere. Full of people. 
 
    Slave pens. 
 
    In front of him, he saw Irena being carried—probably still unconscious—by two muscular slavers. It took four men, straining, to carry Franz. 
 
    The pens were stacked next to each other, with at least 1,000 people inside. Some appeared to be half-starved. As the Moravians generally had enough food, Franz suspected they withheld it from the slaves as a means of controlling them. People with borderline malnutrition do not—and cannot—fight back.  
 
    He tried to move but the tranq hadn’t worn off completely, and the slavers carrying him were strong. 
 
    “Stop!” he heard someone order. “Put these two in the VIP area.” 
 
    “What the hell for?” asked another. 
 
    “I don’t know, and I don’t give a shit. Colonel’s orders.” 
 
    “Whatever!” the guard said with a growl. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Irena woke up just before the men threw them into a small cell in the basement of the building. “Oh god, what…where…”  
 
    “Moravian slave pens,” Franz said, “although they actually called this the VIP area.”  
 
    She was scared, but she didn’t panic or lose control. “This…this place is called Náměšť nad Oslavou, I think,” she said. “They have a holding camp there for captured slaves. East of Třebíč. That’s where they must have brought us. What about Renata and Luboš?” 
 
    “They dragged us here together. I don’t know where they are—maybe in the main area, but…” 
 
    Someone came over to their cell. Franz tried to stand up, although his head didn’t like it. He discovered the ceiling was low—the prisoners couldn’t rise to their full height, although people outside the cell could. 
 
    Then he noticed the visitor, and he heard Irena’s gasp. He stared in surprise, shock, and anger for a few seconds. 
 
    The woman was Simona Beranová, the mayor of Jihlava and leader of the Alliance. 
 
    Irena spoke first. “You bitch!” 
 
    Beranová looked embarrassed and avoided eye contact, looking instead at the tall man who accompanied her. He looked like a Moravian high officer. Maybe the “Colonel” they spoke about? 
 
    “Yes, this is them,” she said. “They are definitely too valuable to mix with the other slaves. They would be wasted if you gave them Olex.” 
 
    The Colonel looked at Irena with lust in his eyes. “I can see why the girl would be too valuable, but who is the man? He doesn’t look like much.” 
 
    “He is a doctor—a real doctor. I’ve seen him work. He would definitely fetch a great price.” 
 
    “Fine,” the officer said with a nod. “You’ve done Great Moravia a service, Ms. Beranová.” 
 
    “You traitorous bitch!” Irena yelled. 
 
    The guard who’d been sitting by the lamp table stood up. He had an electric baton in his hand. “Shut up, slave.” 
 
    Simona Beranová raised her hand. “No, wait. Let me talk to them.” 
 
    The officer chuckled, took one last look at Franz, and a rather longer one at Irena, then left with a simple “as you wish.” 
 
    Beranová finally raised her eyes. “There is no chance of stopping Great Moravia. Not in the long run.” 
 
    “So you sold us out!” Irena spat. “Even before…in Hladov. The scouts—that was you too?” 
 
    Simona Beranová nodded. “They weren’t specifically after you. They wanted the truck. They promised to keep me as mayor—their local leader—once they conquered Jihlava and the other places in our Alliance. I needed to protect as many people as I could. Out there, in the wasteland, the people are starving. You were hungry most of your childhood. Great Moravia brings civilization to the wastelands.” 
 
    “It brings slavery,” Franz said. “Mojmír decided, some time ago, that the fastest way to expand was to enslave town after town without any negotiations. He just finds some local turncoats to keep in charge.”  
 
    “Slavery, turncoat. You still think with a pre-Fall mindset, Doctor Kreisel. Out there, people are hungry. The slaves here aren’t hungry.” 
 
    “Actually, they are.” 
 
    “Not like the people in the wastelands. No one starves like we did after the Fall. Great Moravia gives everyone work, so they can improve society.” 
 
    “Like drugging them and sending them against machine guns.” 
 
    “That’s something you won’t need to worry about! Look at you!” She favored Irena with a warm, motherly expression. “Irena is young, pretty. She will certainly catch the eye of some Moravian officer, maybe even someone from Mojmír’s court. She will live in comfort and safety. And you, Doctor, you’re even better off. Do you know how much they value real doctors? They won’t allow anything to happen to you. They’re going to give you both a better life. Besides, Great Moravia conquered Retz a few days ago—the Colonel just told me. So, you are better off for not having been there.” 
 
    The mention of Retz hit Franz like a hammer. “If the life of a slave is so great, why don’t you try it?” he asked, not willing to show any of the turmoil the mention of his home had caused. 
 
    Beranová didn’t answer. She didn’t even look at them again. She just turned on her heels and left. 
 
    Irena had tears running down her cheeks. The combination of shock, fear, and adrenaline had taken its toll.  
 
    Franz hugged her. “Shh, Shh.” 
 
    “You won’t tell me it’s going to be alright?” she asked. 
 
    “No, I’m not a liar. But I can share some observations I made.” 
 
    Despite the tears, she uttered a short, pained laugh. “I love it when you use long words, you know?” 
 
    “Yes, I know. Okay, observation number one. We are still here, we are alive, and we still have hope.” 
 
    “Not much hope.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” he whispered. “But I have certain…talents that can help us. Especially since there aren’t that many guards inside this basement.” 
 
    “What is observation number two?” 
 
    “Number two is that Beranová just told us they didn’t capture the truck. That means they don’t have your father and sister. And that means they are somewhere out there, maybe looking for us.” 
 
    “And if they are, what can they do?” 
 
    “I’ve only known your father for a couple of days, but I’ve already learned that he can be scary and dangerous when he wants to be. And believe me—this time, he definitely wants to.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They found the Peacekeepers in Hladov, just as Martin expected, and he parked the truck next to their humvee, blocking their way. 
 
    Sergeant Wilde was alongside the truck almost before Martin, Anna, and others could get out. 
 
    “Martin, this is a surprise—” he started. 
 
    “Yeah, you can stiff that. I need to talk to you.” 
 
    “I’m actually in a meeting with Hladov’s village elders.” 
 
    “Bullshit. I saw them outside the town as I was driving in. Do you want to do business or waste time posturing?” 
 
    Sergeant Wilde could have been taken aback, angered, or amused—with his face it was hard to tell. “Okay.” 
 
    They moved away from the truck and the others as the hot June afternoon sun shined down on them. 
 
    “We were attacked in Třebíč,” Martin said. “Someone from Jihlava betrayed us and sold us out. I need your help. We need your help.” 
 
    “So you’d like our protection?” 
 
    “I know you aren’t as bad as the Moravians. That’s something. And while people in our Alliance don’t trust you, my endorsement would help.” 
 
    “Sure…so you want our protection?” 
 
    “First, I want your help. Some of our people were captured, including my daughter, Irena. I want to rescue them.” 
 
    Wilde whistled. “We are not in the slave-rescuing business. You should cut your loses and join us to make sure this doesn’t happen again.” 
 
    “Listen, asshole, why don’t you back up all of your pretty words with some action? You say the Peacekeepers want to protect people. Okay, you military types should know that attacking tends to be the best protection. There is a holding camp for slaves not far from here. I’m going there to rescue my daughter. I may die, but that’s how it is in the wasteland. You can play hard to get as much as you want, but we both know there aren’t that many Peacekeepers, and you are due to encounter Great Moravia in battle sooner or later. They have numbers on their side, and your edge in technology isn’t that great. So, bottom line? You need allies. Like our Alliance—like me. And gathering allies would be easier if they see you actually doing something for them, like rescuing hundreds or thousands of their friends from slavery. I’m not begging you for help, I’m giving you a fucking opportunity to shine. What do you assholes call it? Winning the hearts and minds?”  
 
    Wilde’s expression hovered between fury and admiration, then a smile blossomed on his face. 
 
    “So, what’s it going to be?” asked Martin. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It turned out they didn’t feed the VIP captives much, either.  
 
    “Do you think they are going to sell us?” asked Irena.  
 
    “They have a big slave market in Brno, in a building called Vaňkovka,” Franz said. He sat on the ground next to his bed and tried to find something he could use to pick the lock. So far, all he’d found was a rusty nail. “Buyers and traders from all over Great Moravia go there. That’s where they’re going to take us. They don’t have cars, only some horses from what I’ve seen. So, they’re going to force us to walk, and that will take time. Time that will give your father a chance to overtake us.” 
 
    “I know he will try, but he’s just one man, and he doesn’t know about Simona’s betrayal. They’ll probably kill or capture him and Anička.” Irena crumpled as fear and hopelessness took command of her, and she snapped at him, “Damn it! Do you see everything like a fucking scientist?! We are here! We are in this! And they are going to kill us or march us somewhere to—” 
 
    Her voice broke. 
 
    “Hey, shut up!” the guard shouted from the table where he was playing solitaire.  
 
    The guard was a young guy, and Franz had noticed he had been walking around often, usually stopping to eye Irena. That could help. 
 
    Franz leaned closer to Irena who wept quietly. “Listen. I have an idea. It’s dangerous and crazy but it just might work…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Wilde managed to gather three more vehicles in a matter of hours. He also gave Martin some additional weapons and ammunition for his truck. Four Peacekeeper humvees were arrayed around the truck, two on each side. Two were armed with machine guns on top and two with grenade launchers. 
 
    Anička was again behind the wheel of the truck, with Martin and his assault rifle next to her. The rest of his salvage crew manned the machine guns on top of the truck. He thought about going to Jihlava for reinforcements, but he didn’t know who he could trust. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked Anička. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied. 
 
    Martin gave the hand signal, and Anička stepped on the gas. They set out from Hladov and didn’t stop until they reached Náměšť. The camp was surrounded by a fence, but Martin didn’t want to give the Moravians time to prepare.  
 
    He could see guards on the upper floors of the ruined buildings and around the fences as they shouted and ran to their positions. Some started to fire, but it was obvious none of them had expected a truck driven by a crazy teenager and escorted by four military vehicles. The camp had no vehicles, and the fence was built to prevent escapees and to defend against small raids, not to stop a big assault. 
 
    The truck plowed through the fence and a wooden guardhouse, smashing several soldiers along the way. The humvees kept moving, firing at concentrations of enemy soldiers. “Let’s go!” Martin shouted and got out of the vehicle, along with several of his people. Anna was still behind the wheel, ready to move. 
 
    The enemy was regrouping, but their return fire was still sporadic. Martin fired two short bursts at the guard in the big warehouse, then led a mixed team of his people and the Peacekeepers inside. 
 
    The few guards inside were quickly pacified. 
 
    “Irena!” he shouted at the top of his lungs while the Peacekeepers started opening the nearest cages. “Irena! Franz!” 
 
    A small group of Moravians burst into the warehouse, but two Peacekeepers took care of them. 
 
    “Irena!” 
 
    “We can’t stay here long!” someone shouted. 
 
    “Martin? Here!” 
 
    The voice was familiar. Martin followed it and found Renata and Luboš huddled in one cage. He opened the lock with a shot from his pistol. 
 
    “Renata! Luboš! Thank God you are here! Where are Irena and the doc?” 
 
    “We don’t know. They took them somewhere else!” 
 
    “Sámos! Sámos at nine o’clock!” he heard from outside, and he turned to see the grenade launcher tearing apart a horde of fiend slave-warriors. 
 
    I really hope Irena is not already among them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Franz and Irena heard a commotion outside. Although the guard seemed nervous, he stayed at his post a few meters from their cell. Franz was still sitting on the ground as he had for the last hour or so. He gave Irena the tiniest nod. 
 
    She got up and shrieked in panic, “Oh no, no! Let me out, let me out, let me out, please let me out!” She didn’t have to act—she just channeled all her inner fears and frustrations. 
 
    “Please let me out!” 
 
    The guard stood up. “Shut up!” 
 
    She didn’t, though, and her shrieks kept growing worse. 
 
    The guard pulled out his electric baton and approached the cell. “I said shut up!” he yelled as he watched her banging desperately on the bars. Franz could tell from the look on the guard’s face that he was contemplating taking her out and having a good time with her.  
 
    The guard gave no thought to the other prisoner, who’d been sitting passively for so long. Why should he, when the low ceiling helped prevent the prisoners from grabbing him? Franz moved quickly—far faster than anyone would have thought possible. A long rusty nail appeared in his hand, and he stabbed the guard in the groin. 
 
    Not just anywhere—he knew anatomy and exactly what he was aiming for. He hit the femoral artery, then ripped the nail out, and a spray of blood poured out. The guard gasped, and Franz pulled his leg out from under him. 
 
    The man collapsed in the small pool of blood forming under him. He opened his mouth to scream, but Irena put her hand over it. The guard struggled weakly, then his movements changed to involuntary spasms, before he finally passed out. Most of his blood now covered the floor, soaking into Franz’s and Irena’s pants. 
 
    “Get the keys,” Franz said as he grabbed the guard’s baton. Irena opened the cell door, and suddenly, they were free. 
 
    Relatively. 
 
    The guard had a pistol on the table—a 9mm CZ 75 with a homemade extended magazine that held 20 rounds. “Stay behind me,” Franz said as he grabbed it. 
 
    “I can shoot.” 
 
    “I know, but I have a few advantages over you.” 
 
    She didn’t argue, assuming he was a crack shot.  
 
    They climbed the stairs, and Franz burst into the room at the top. It looked like an office, with a number of soldiers—including the Colonel—arrayed at the windows with rifles, firing at something outside. 
 
    All of them turned toward Franz…but they were too late. 
 
    He shot two before they could finish turning, then grabbed a third by the rifle and pumped two rounds into his stomach before using him as a shield. The Colonel was next, then two of his soldiers. Some got off a round, but Franz was too fast—he was death incarnate. In a few seconds, it was all over. 
 
    “Don’t shoot!” a familiar voice—the mayor’s—said. Mayor Beranová had a gun in her hand, but she quickly dropped her hand down. “Please, don’t shoot. I—” 
 
    Franz shot her. 
 
    He wasn’t a vindictive person, so it was a clean kill, right between her eyes.  
 
    “Bitch,” Irena said. 
 
    Franz looked outside and saw their truck and a few Peacekeeper humvees. The people inside and on top were fighting the remains of the Sámo squads. 
 
    He picked up a rifle. “Let’s go help.” 
 
    Irena grabbed one for herself. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The combined fire from the Peacekeepers’ and the truck’s gun nests cut the drugged soldiers to pieces. But they kept fighting, as the drug took away their instinct for self-preservation. Then the Great Moravian regulars arrived with their Rastislav Regiment and its sharpshooters. 
 
    Anička jumped out of the cab as a burst shattered the truck’s windshield. 
 
    “Take cover!” her father shouted as dozens of slaves ran from the warehouse. 
 
    Two of their machine gunners were down, and one of the humvees had been destroyed by a bazooka round. Martin had no idea how many Moravians were still out there. He peeked out and fired a few rounds in the direction of the nearest. 
 
    “I think it’s the second window on the left of that building!” said Anička holding her rifle. 
 
    They both took a shot and Martin saw the shape of a collapsing body through the window. 
 
    Anička giggled like she did when driving the truck. “Got him! There is another one in the window across—” 
 
    Blood sprayed from her head, and she collapsed like a rag doll with a giant entry wound in her forehead, her eyes empty. 
 
    Martin let loose an animalistic shriek. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was over. Franz and Irena joined the action outside, and suddenly, there were no more Moravians. 
 
    Some of the Peacekeepers aimed at Franz, but their firing discipline was good. One of them shouted, “Friendlies, friendlies!” and the rest safed their rifles. 
 
    Sergeant Wilde walked over to Franz.  
 
    “Doctor Franz!” he said as he looked through the door at the bodies inside the room. He didn’t seem surprised. “I’m glad you are on our side.” There was something else he wanted to say, but he didn’t. Instead, he looked at Irena with a strange expression on his face. “Your father is by the truck, Ms. Dusilová. You should go see him.” 
 
    Irena walked away, and Franz followed. Then he heard the wail of Martin Dusil. 
 
    “Anička!” Irena cried and ran to her father, who was kneeling on the ground next to the body of his older daughter. Some of the truck crew, including Renata and Luboš, stood nearby. Franz stopped where he was, not knowing what to say. The only sound were the cries of Martin and Irena. 
 
    Anna lay on the ground, her eyes open in shock at the suddenness of her death and… 
 
    Franz saw something, and he raced between Martin and Irena, roughly pushing the father aside. 
 
    Martin growled something aggressive, but Franz ignored him and grabbed Anna, opening one of her eyes wider. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” he exclaimed. “Get me a stretcher! Now!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They operated right there in Náměsť, on an old iron table in one of the warehouses. Franz found the medical kit the Moravians had taken away from him. The Peacekeepers also lent him their medkits, and Irena and Martin helped sterilize the equipment. 
 
    Then they could do nothing more than wait. Franz operated on Anna with one of the Peacekeepers assisting him. Both Irena and Martin wanted to help, but Franz made them leave. Not only was the Peacekeeper a trained medic, but they were both distraught and wouldn’t have been reliable. 
 
    They waited. Martin sat, looking at the ground. Irena paced, dried tears staining her face. 
 
    It was more than two hours before Franz came out of his improvised operating room. 
 
    Martin jumped. “How…?” 
 
    “I removed the bullet. She is stable for now.” 
 
    “Will she…?” 
 
    “She’ll live, but she’s going to have one hell of a headache.” 
 
    Huge sighs of relief escaped both the father and the daughter. 
 
    There were fresh tears on their faces. Irena was more practical, and she looked at Franz. “Will she…Is there going to be any permanent…?” 
 
    “It’s too early to tell.” 
 
    Martin was focused on the most important thing. “But she’ll live?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Martin did something he never thought he would do. He hugged Franz. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Doctor Kreisel?” 
 
    Franz looked up from the boxes of Ebarin T they’d brought to Jihlava from Třebíč. 
 
    He’d been there for several days, mostly looking after Anna, who would make an almost complete recovery. So far, the only lingering effects were her limited use of her left arm and a slight speech impediment. She wouldn’t be like she was before, but it was much better than being dead, something with which she agreed. 
 
    Franz saw Sergeant Wilde standing in the door of his small laboratory. “Yes?” 
 
    “I heard you’ve decided to stay in Jihlava for a while.” 
 
    “I have nowhere else to go. Retz was conquered by Great Moravia. I can’t go back.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to make your antidote here?” 
 
    “I have to try. It’s the only chance we have.” 
 
    Wilde nodded. “You may be right. The Peacekeeper Command isn’t happy with me, as we’ve effectively declared war on Great Moravia, but they realize it would have happened sooner or later. Nevertheless, we need all the allies we can get—Martin Dusil was right about that.” Wilde smiled at Franz. “If a Specialist stayed with us, that’d be even better.” 
 
    “You know?” 
 
    “I’ve seen you fight, and I’ve seen you operate. Your hand-eye coordination is remarkable, as is your speed. You aren’t an Agent. I know; I’ve worked with them. And since Vienna and all of Austria used to be Teledyne territory…” He shrugged. 
 
    Franz nodded. “You’re right. I trained as a Specialist, but I don’t talk about it. My company wanted a good fighter as well as a good doctor for a certain mission, so I trained as both.” 
 
    “I know. And it’s funny. In a different place and time, we would have been enemies.” 
 
    “Yes. But if you want to see where the animosity between Corporations led humanity, look out the window.” 
 
    “I know—that’s what I’m saying. I’m glad you’re on our side.” 
 
    They shook hands. 
 
    “Anyway, Ms. Irena Dusilová asked me to remind you that you are to be her date at today’s festival. We captured enough provisions in Náměšt to throw a big party for the town. And, as you know, they make their own beer.” 
 
    “Yes, I know, and I’m going.” 
 
    Wilde shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t really know what they are celebrating.” 
 
    “They’re celebrating being alive. Every day you are alive is worth celebrating.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Shiva by Jon R. Osborne 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wet. Wet and cold. Miles Wirth recognized the sensation a moment before pain overrode his remaining senses. What happened? Where was he? 
 
    Memories flooded back, mingled with pain. The Swiss farmer caravan—their wagon had thrown a wheel. The rest of the caravan proceeded, while he and his wife Sarah waited with the wagon. The drovers promised it wouldn’t take long to fix, and who would dare attack the Swiss? The Swiss Guards were fierce and competent soldiers.  
 
    After fixing the wheel, the drovers had hurried to catch up with the caravan. A lone wagon proved too tempting a target. There was an explosion, an improvised boobytrap, and it spooked the horses. They ran off the crumbling road onto the shoulder, and the wagon tipped, flinging Miles from his perch and sending him tumbling down the slope. 
 
    Miles opened his eyes. How long had he been out? Grey October clouds obscured the sun, but it was still daylight. He took an inventory of his limbs—nothing seemed broken. He sat up, prying himself from the mix of mud and weeds at the bottom of the ditch. Brush obscured his view of the top of the slope. He gathered his feet and pushed himself upright, but remained crouched. 
 
    Pain twinged in his left ankle, annoying but manageable. His hands passed over his gear in a practiced inventory. His hossleg carbine was missing; it had been in his hands when he was thrown. Should he search for the gun or check above? Miles pulled his pistol. Sarah could be up there. 
 
    Miles resisted the urge to call his wife’s name as he clambered up the slope. The autumn reeds were determined to thwart his attempt at stealth. Miles crested line-of-sight to the road. There was no sign of Sarah, the wagon, or the attackers. A dark crater in the road marked the handiwork of their assailants. They had detonated a bomb buried in a pothole as the horses approached. It was a miracle the wagon hadn’t followed Miles down the hill. 
 
    Miles traced the path of his fall. No wonder he had been left alive. Tall reeds and ditch-brush obscured his landing spot. A quick survey of the road showed no one else as far as the eye could see. Smoke curled from a farmstead in the distance, but it was at a right angle to the road. Miles doubted the attackers would be so close. If they seized a Swiss wagon, they would take it to their encampment, or to town to sell. 
 
    What of Sarah? The same applied to her. Would she be more valuable to the bushwhackers as entertainment or chattel to be sold? Despite the chill from his wet clothes, anger warmed Miles’ blood. First things first—whoever took Sarah needed to be shot. He anticipated a lot of shooting. Miles retraced his steps down the slope to search for his hossleg.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, he found the bastard offspring of a magnum pistol and carbine among the brush to the left of his resting place. It appeared intact. The weapon was simple compared to leftovers from the corporate days, but it was built tough. After a quick check to make sure the barrel wasn’t clogged with mud or debris, he slipped it into his back holster and scaled the hill back to the highway. 
 
    Miles tugged on the chain leading to the watch tucked into his combat vest. The clockface read four o’clock. He had about three hours until sunset. Normally, he could make it to the Fort in three hours. With his ankle, he’d be lucky to reach the Hessen Cassel Waystation. Someone there may have seen something, assuming the bandits didn’t strike out on a side road. 
 
    No, they had a wagon full of Swiss goods and food. They would take it to the Fort, and hopefully Sarah with it. She was a Medizer, trained in both folk herbalism and what passed for modern medicine. She wasn’t a doctor, but when Dr. Abrahms passed, she and a handful of other Medizerin would be as close as the farmers would get. 
 
    Miles swept the area one more time, seeking any clue. The lack of blood was encouraging. The drovers wouldn’t have put up a fight—that’s why they had guards. Sarah may have been tempted to resist, but if she drew a weapon, she would forfeit any protection offered by the red cross on the white armband. 
 
    Miles set off north. Would the bandits honor a red cross? They had attacked a Swiss wagon, after all. Attacks on caravans had become so rare, some in the community questioned the need for ‘men of violence.’ Miles had been a Swiss Guard for five years and had only seen seven attacks. 
 
    The surviving agrarian community learned the hard way their pacifist beliefs would not survive the Fallen World. Within two years, they huddled on the brink of extinction. A cadre of corporate Specialists, cut off from the home office by The Fall, interceded during a bandit attack with brutal efficiency. They struck a deal with the local community—give the Specialists and their families a home, and they would defend the confederation of Swiss Amish, Mennonites, and traditional farmers trying to adapt to the loss of modern technology. The coalition became commonly known as the Swiss. The corporate soldiers formed the backbone of the Swiss Guard. 
 
    Nowadays, no one with a lick of sense messed with a Swiss caravan. If the vicious reprisal of the guards wasn’t deterrent enough, the ensuing food embargo on the offenders and anyone perceived to be their allies stifled the temptation. 
 
    Someone had either forgotten the lesson or was new to the game. If the brigands were unlucky, he would catch up to the caravan and the remaining dozen guards. That would be bad for Sarah, as the raiders could use her as a hostage or shield. The Swiss Guard had a policy against giving in to demands, and the hostage’s life depended on the guards’ celerity and marksmanship. 
 
    Three hours and no one accosted him. A heavily guarded petrol truck passed him heading south, and Miles gave the vehicle and its protectors a wide berth. The riders on a lone wagon moving at a brisk pace eyed him warily as their horses clopped past, ignoring Miles’ plea for a ride. He couldn’t blame them—it would be foolish to stop for an armed stranger. 
 
    He was still a mile from Hessen Cassel when the sun touched the horizon. His ankle throbbed with every step. A fifteen-minute brisk walk would take at least thrice as long; he was fatigued and sore. Nothing to do but limp forward.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Travis, you better not be wasting my time,” Troy Streeval grumbled as he pushed open the door into the warehouse. His cousin had sent an urgent message, hinting that he had prime goods for sale and a deal too good to pass up. Troy’s guards followed him into the rust and concrete shell of a building. “If this is anything less than spectacular, I’ll let my boys take turns whipping your ass.” 
 
    “Is that any way to talk to your favorite cousin?” Travis’ gap-toothed grin split a pale, pocked face. Travis was as tall as Troy, but lean and rangy, like an ill-fed dog. Troy had 70 pounds on Travis, mostly muscle. 
 
    “You’re a cousin. Let’s leave it at that,” Troy countered. His guards stepped to either side. While they weren’t engineered corporate Agents, both were imprinted with a guard skillset. Troy eyed the half-dozen lowlifes gathered around a tarp-covered wagon in the middle of the warehouse. If he gave the word, his two men would lay waste to Travis’ little gang of inbred amateurs. “The only reasons I came here are because you’re kin and Cousin Shellie asked me to keep an eye on you.” 
 
    “How is Shellie? You hitting that?” 
 
    Troy bit back a retort. He’d spent yet another day putting out fires created by his boss’ increasingly erratic leadership. More crises waited for him upon his return; he didn’t have time for banter. “Get to the point. Did you boost a wagon that you need to unload? I hope I didn’t drag my ass down here for a wagon and two horses.” 
 
    “The wagon is loaded. Some dumbass traders were too cheap to hire an escort.” Travis grinned, exposing the tobacco-stained teeth that remained in his mouth. “What I think you might be interested in was their passenger. Bring her around.” 
 
    Two men emerged from behind the wagon, dragging a young woman between them. Troy’s eyes were immediately drawn to the white armband emblazoned with a red cross. Yes, the woman was attractive and appeared healthy, but the cross marked her as a medic. People trained in the medicinal arts were valuable to any community, doubly so to any group prone to violence. 
 
    “It was all I could do to keep my boys from having at her,” Travis remarked. “Had to shoot one of them to make my point, though I can hardly blame them. If I didn’t think she was worth a bundle, I would have taken her myself.” 
 
    The woman’s gaze swept across the room without focusing. “What did you dope her with?” Troy asked. At least Travis had the sense to keep his band of misfits from raping the woman. As pretty as she was, her skills were much more valuable. 
 
    “Nothing too strong. I gave her a little something to mellow her out,” Travis replied. “If she’d put up too much of a fight, I might not have been able to hold my boys back.” 
 
    “What do you want for her?” Troy asked. 
 
    “Don’t you want to see what’s in the wagon?” 
 
    “Nope.” The medic was a prize. Travis could sell his pilfered goods in the markets. “However, if I don’t take the medic off your hands, I’d place even odds that your men will defy you tonight, even if they have to kill you.” 
 
    “My boys are loyal,” Travis protested. Troy didn’t point out that none of the gang voiced their support. The balding guy with the hook nose was too busy undressing the woman with his eyes. The rest remained silent and watched the proceedings. “She’s yours for 800.” 
 
    Troy scoffed. “Maybe she should examine your skull. You must have banged it. I’ll give you 200.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me!” Travis shouted. Two hundred was a sizeable sum, but it wasn’t the princely price of 800. Split among his men it would allow them to live large for several months or keep them well fed for over a year if they were prudent. 
 
    “Two-fifty, and I’ll forget you have the hots for Cousin Shellie,” Troy offered. It was growing late, and he wanted to end negotiations before someone became foolish. The ginger fellow on the left appeared to be debating whether they could get the drop on Troy and his men. 
 
    “Fine.” Travis gestured for his men to hand the woman over to Troy. “Don’t see why you have to get uppity over Cousin Shellie, unless you’re banging her.” 
 
    Troy shook his head and pulled a flat metal case from the inside pocket of his suit coat. He flipped it open, careful to obscure the contents from prying eyes, and extracted the agreed upon amount of script. He clicked the case shut and stowed it, waiting until one of his guards had custody of the medic. 
 
    “A pleasure doing business, Cousin,” Travis said as he accepted the payment. Troy fought not to wrinkle his nose at his cousin’s rank odor. “You sure I can’t interest you in—” 
 
    “Nope. Sell your spoils in the market and hope the owners don’t show up,” Troy interrupted. He gestured for his men to precede him through the door. One guided the dazed woman, and the other took point. Travis’ men were focused on splitting the take. 
 
    “Here’s the deal—you belong to Baron Harkness,” Troy said once he joined the woman in the back of the car. The old petrol vehicle lurched into motion. “We need a medic, so your skills are valuable. You follow the rules and do what you’re told, things will go easy for you. Try to escape, try to act up, and we’ll use the imprinter on you.” 
 
    The woman furrowed her brow in confusion. Troy would have to explain everything again when she was lucid. “Miles?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s not far,” Troy replied. Hopefully he could keep the medic out of Harkness’ sight. The boss had a penchant for pretty women and could be hard to dissuade. Harkness cared less and less about what would benefit them in the long term over what would satisfy him now. The barony was suffering because of his erratic hedonism. Hopefully it wouldn’t be an issue much longer. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Miles? You look like shit.” 
 
    “Nice to see you, Hedda,” Miles replied as he limped through the door of the Waypoint Inn. Hedda knew everyone who frequently travelled the crossroads at Hessen Cassel. While she conducted trade with the Swiss, their caravans rarely lingered on the route to and from The Fort. Miles slumped into the closest chair, ignoring the stares of a dozen patrons. 
 
    Hedda rounded the end of the bar. She plunked a brown glass bottle on the table. “What happened to you? I thought you would have been with the convoy?” 
 
    Miles craned his neck to meet the blonde woman’s gaze. She was as tall as Miles, and broader in the shoulders. “I should have been. I don’t suppose you noticed a straggler wagon pass through here?” 
 
    “Can’t say I did,” the burly barkeeper replied. “I’ll ask Vessily; he’s been outside pretending to work on the west palisade.” 
 
    “I saw something,” a dark-skinned man sitting at another table offered. His garb marked him and three others as drovers. 
 
    Miles fished out some script. While his credit as a Swiss Guard was good with Hedda, he wanted the men to see him pay. “Get these men a round.” 
 
    “I assume you will spend the night?” Hedda asked. Miles nodded. He wouldn’t make any progress during the night, especially with his ankle. Nighttime travel bordered on suicidal even without being lame. 
 
    “About two hours ago, a lone Swiss wagon rolled through,” the drover said. “I noticed it because you never see one by itself. I figured that was why it had all those guards.” 
 
    Miles took a drink. The beer was cool and malty. He’d need to make sure he didn’t fall asleep too soon. “How many guards? Was there a woman with them? She would have had a Medizer, a medic, armband.” 
 
    “I saw a girl or woman, but I didn’t notice a red cross on her,” the drover replied. He looked to his fellows. Two of them shrugged. “I reckon there were six guards and two drivers.” 
 
    “She had a blanket over her shoulders,” the fourth man added. “Her hair was a bit red though—not coppery like a ginger, but redder than blonde.” 
 
    It had to be Sarah. That she was sitting up was a good sign. The teamsters must be dragging their heels if they passed through only two hours ago. He needed to set out at first light—about seven in the morning. That gave him ten hours. 
 
    Hedda returned after delivering the promised drinks to the drovers. She deposited a key on the table. “Molly is getting room 214 ready. I’ll send her up with a hot kettle and some first aid supplies once you’ve had a meal.” 
 
    Miles reached for more script, but Hedda shook her head. “Sarah asked for nothing when she helped Molly two years ago. If Sarah’s in trouble, I’m going to repay her kindness.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Miles pocketed the key and took another drink. Hedda brought over a warm metal plate loaded with roast goat, potatoes, and carrots, covered in a healthy dollop of gravy, and a hunk of bread. The bread was a touch stale, but nothing the gravy couldn’t fix. 
 
    “Which way you heading?” the question came from another table, where a pair of middle-aged men in long black leather coats huddled over the remains of their meals and empty mugs. Both were strapping iron under their coats. “Hawkes and I are headed into The Fort. We don’t need a third, but an additional body might discourage tomfoolery on the locals’ part.” 
 
    Hawkes, a sharp-featured man wearing goggles nodded. “We could use the practice, at least Lefevre could, but it’d be a waste of time and ammo.” 
 
    “I’m heading to The Fort. We were ambushed, and my wife was taken. If they came this far, they were probably headed north to The Fort,” Miles said. Finally, a stroke of luck. 
 
    “They rolled up 27,” the first drover remarked. “Nowhere else to go but The Fort. Good luck, I hear there’s been an outbreak of cannibalism in Baron Weise’s territory.” 
 
    “It was one guy,” another drover protested. “Maybe a family, at most.” 
 
    “I hate fucking cannibals,” Hawkes muttered. 
 
    “So, when should I meet you guys?” Miles asked. 
 
    Hawkes and Lefevre exchanged a glance. “Be here at 0700, or we leave without you,” Lefevre said. Hawkes sighed. “If he is chasing someone, we need to roll out as early as possible,” Lefevre said to Hawkes. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “It’s late to be rattling my door,” Matilda protested, blinking sleep-bleary eyes at Troy. Her eyes widened when they fell on the young medic. “Oh, this is a pretty little bird. The baron will be most pleased.” 
 
    “She’s a medic, not a bed warmer,” Troy countered. “If we’re lucky, the boss will never lay eyes on her. Get her settled and try to keep her out of the boss’ sight.” 
 
    “Should I wake The Roach and have her imprinted?” Matilda asked, eyeing the young woman. 
 
    “I’d prefer not to risk The Roach scrambling her brains,” Troy replied. The Roach had been an imprint assistant before The Fall. Baron Harkness had been a middle-level manager in Obsidian. Either the local office didn’t rate a nuke, or the bird was shot down. Either way, The Fort survived, as did Harkness. “If she behaves, in a couple of days, we’ll set her up in the old doc’s office.” 
 
    Matilda cupped the woman’s chin. “Such a shame, but I’ll do as you ask.” 
 
    Troy didn’t bother to point out he wasn’t asking. He left the medic with Matilda and dismissed his guards. There was no reason for them to shadow him in the Power Building, the tallest tower in The Fort. No one would try anything in the heart of Baron Harkness’ headquarters. Once the guards vanished into an elevator, Troy headed for the stairs. 
 
    Troy descended into the concrete bowels of the tower. Sparse lighting made the plain corridor barely navigable—only every third fixture was illuminated, with a low power bulb to boot. Troy knew it was to conserve electricity in the event they were forced to rely on batteries, but it didn’t lessen the creepiness. He reached his destination, an unmarked steel door. 
 
    The room beyond called to mind images of a mad scientist’s laboratory crossed with an electronics scrapyard. Components and tools cluttered every surface, in some places stacked on top of each other. A single dim bulb glowed above the center of the room. The Roach hunched in front of a pair of monitors, scrolling lines of code reflected in his glasses. 
 
    “Is it finished?” Troy asked when The Roach didn’t acknowledge him. 
 
    The small, thin man squinted through thick glasses and ran a hand through his greasy blond hair. Hygiene wasn’t a priority for The Roach. “What? Oh! Yes! I have it right here.” The Roach rifled through a pile of electronics scattered around his workstation. He held up a universal data port drive the size of his thumb. “Here we go. A work of art, if I say so myself.” 
 
    “You said the same thing about Docile 1.0.” Troy threaded his way through the maze of furniture and electronics. “The girl loaded with the ‘print laid there like a dead fish. The boss broke her jaw when she wouldn’t…participate.” 
 
    The Roach waved his hand dismissively. “There are always bugs in the first iteration of software. Most of this imprint is copied from one of the best profiles I could find, and we already know my stimulus-based trigger routine works. Load this into the subject, and you’ll get the desired results.” 
 
    “I hope so, for all our sakes.” Troy pocketed the UDP drive. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Two minutes and we would have left without you,” Hawkes said. The sharp-faced man leaned against a petrol-burning sedan. Petrol burners were uncommon among the Swiss, even if only a portion of them objected for religious reasons. Gasoline was scarce and expensive. 
 
    “Don’t listen to him,” Lefevre remarked, approaching from the inn with a large duffel. “I would have given you at least three minutes. Travelling light?” 
 
    “My pack was in the wagon,” Miles replied. He’d washed his clothes the night before and hung them under the heat exchanger. They were still damp but, at least, they were no longer caked in mud. 
 
    “How’s the ankle?” Lefevre asked as he chucked the duffel into the trunk. Both men carried slung rifles in addition to the pistols under their coats. 
 
    “It’s subsided to a dull ache.” Miles took after his father and healed fast. He’d slept with his foot elevated and downed a couple of aspirin with his breakfast. “If I had to walk to The Fort, I’d be limping by the time I reached Rudisill Gate. Assuming I made it that far.”  
 
    The Barrens surrounded The Fort. It was a swath of mostly abandoned buildings, no longer needed when most of the population died off and untenable to hold against roaming brigand gangs and more violence-minded scavengers. Only the tough, the stubborn, or the desperate lived in the Barrens. Lone travelers risked their lives passing through. 
 
    “Let’s hit the road,” Lefevre said, climbing behind the wheel. Miles clambered into the back seat, and Hawkes sat in front of him. The horizon glowed with false dawn; it was still three-quarters of an hour until sunrise. 
 
    The car rumbled to life, and a pair of bright lights pierced the darkness. Lefevre flipped a switch and the headlights dimmed and turned red. Miles peered at the dashboard. In the middle of the console, a panel of toggle switches had replaced the entertainment system. 
 
    “After-market modifications,” Hawkes remarked, noticing Miles’ interest. “Too much was controlled by the damned computers, so it was easier to hardwire our changes.” 
 
    Miles nodded as though he understood and sat back as Lefevre set the car in motion. He had some childhood memories of cars pre-Fall. The vehicles were full of glowing displays and electronic voices. Half of the indicators in this car remained dark, and no voices delivered notifications or instructions. 
 
    Two men rolled aside a large metal gate as the car approached. One waved as the car passed through onto the crumbling road. Lefevre swung north on Highway 27. The road’s surface was pocked from neglect, forcing the driver to navigate carefully, and where potholes couldn’t be avoided, Lefevre traversed them slowly. 
 
    “Kid, do you know how to use that relic on your back?” Hawkes asked. 
 
    “It’s only 5 years old. An ironmonger made it.” His father gave him the hossleg when Miles joined the Swiss Guard. “It’s not as fancy as your rifles, but it’s tough and our people can make the ammo for it.” 
 
    “All well and good, but you didn’t answer the question, kid,” Lefevre remarked. 
 
    “I’m not a sniper, but I have the third best score on our training course.” Miles resisted the urge to bristle at the kid remark. The men were doing him a favor. 
 
    “Who has the best?” Hawkes asked. 
 
    “My father. He taught me everything I know about fighting.” 
 
    Hawkes and Lefevre exchanged a glance. “I’m guessing he was a company man?” Lefevre asked. “Watch the burnt-out hulk on the right.” 
 
    “I see it,” Hawkes said. 
 
    “Yeah, he was a corporate Specialist before The Fall. You guys were Obsidian?” Miles became nervous. He shouldn’t have brought up his father. The War was a long-time ago, but if these guys were imprinted Agents, they might be programmed to hold a grudge. 
 
    “What gave it away, the all-black get ups?” Lefevre asked. “Relax kid, we don’t care if your old man was Teledyne. Our management chain is toast, so we’re ronin now. We’re seeking jobs to keep food in our belly and gas in the tank.” 
 
    They rolled past the razed remains of neighborhoods. Houses for blocks on either side of the road had been burned to the ground. This made it harder for bandits to ambush travelers or for hostiles to sneak up on the perimeter gate. The wall marking the official boundary of The Fort stretched ahead. Near the gate, cinderblocks and sheets of corrugated metal topped by barbed wire protected the perimeter. The farther one got from the gate, the more haphazard the construction became. The barrier wasn’t designed to keep out an individual as much as to delay marauders long enough for the residents to muster a defense. 
 
    “What are you going to do once you get inside?” Lefevre asked, pulling the car into the queue in front of the gate. A half dozen vehicles awaited entry, mostly independent farmer and trader wagons plus the single petrol bus that ran the route between the ruins of Indianapolis and The Fort. 
 
    “Find the rest of the caravan. They’ll want to know what happened, and they may be able to convince the warlords it would be in their best interest to help us find my wife and the bandits.” As much as he wanted to immediately search for Sarah, it was the right play. “I figure they’ll still be at Lawton Market.” 
 
    “We’ll take you as far as Main St.,” Lefevre said, eyeing the slow procession ahead. “We’re heading to Weise’s barony.” 
 
    “We are?” Hawkes asked. “Kolner has a better grip on her territory.” 
 
    “If Weise has a cannibal problem, our services will be in higher demand,” Lefevre countered. “Besides, killing cannibals always brings a smile to my face.” 
 
    “I hate cannibals. Fine, Weise it is,” Hawkes relented. 
 
    It would put Miles within half a mile of his destination. “I appreciate it. You guys saved me several hours. Can I give you something for your help?” 
 
    Again, the pair exchanged looks, wordlessly communicating. Finally, Hawkes shook his head. “We’re doing you a favor, kid. No obligation.” 
 
    They reached the head of the line, where six guards gave each vehicle a cursory inspection and collected the entrance tax. All were armed, but the real threat was the machine gun emplacement atop the wall to the left of the gate. Another one covered the opposite side, facing into The Fort. Anyone ramming their way through the gate would be riddled with heavy caliber bullets, coming and going. 
 
    Lefevre rolled down the window as one of the guards approached. “How you paying?” the guard asked without preamble. “Bullets, booze, script…” 
 
    “How much script?” Miles asked. Hawkes frowned under his goggles but said nothing. 
 
    “Three of you, six dimes.” 
 
    Miles fished out a strip worth ten dimes and passed it to Lefevre. Lefevre handed it to the guard, who pocketed it and waved them through. Miles bit back a protest—haggling for his change would have held them up, especially if the guards demanded to give the car a thorough inspection. 
 
    “Kid, you shouldn’t throw script around so readily,” Hawkes remarked. “It’ll mark you as a target.” 
 
    Hawkes was right. “I brought some extra with me to buy Sarah something nice. The best use for it, now, is anything that gets me closer to finding her.” 
 
    Past the perimeter, the road led to the heart of The Fort. Miles scanned the parking-lots-turned-caravan-yards on either side of the road for the Swiss convoy or the missing wagon. He didn’t expect to see the former, as the Swiss traded in the market near the junction of the three baronies, but it would have been foolish not to check. Past the parking lots were a mix of homes, many dilapidated, the hulk of an old high school, and parks turned gardens. Most commercial buildings were abandoned and decaying. As residential neighborhoods gave way to light industry, the bulk of the buildings were vacant. The few still in use were obvious from their guards and fences. 
 
    A handful of scrapers rose ahead. They didn’t reach the dizzying heights of the scrapers in the big cities, but it didn’t matter how tall a building was if it was a nuked wreck. 
 
    “The tallest one on the left is Baron Harkness’ headquarters,” Hawkes said. “I’ve heard he’s been getting erratic, but your people might want to start there since any stolen wagon would have rolled through his domain.” 
 
    A couple of blocks later, Lefevre pulled the car to the curb. “Good luck, kid.” 
 
    “Thanks, again.” Miles set a portion of his script on the back seat as he opened the door. Even though the men hadn’t wanted payment, Miles felt obliged to give them something. 
 
    Miles watched as the car rumbled away, turning east on Main Street. This early in the morning, traffic was light. As Miles checked the road before crossing, he spotted a familiar wagon two blocks west and heading south. 
 
    Miles cut across the courthouse yard, the largest patch of open ground not dedicated to agriculture he’d seen in The Fort. The wagon disappeared, continuing south, now a block and a half west. Miles dashed the half block and turned south. Going straight south would take him past the baron’s scraper. Best to avoid drawing attention. He ran down a block of alleyways, and his ankle voiced its displeasure. 
 
    Panic welled when Miles reached the next corner and he didn’t see the wagon continuing south. He almost missed it further west as the rear disappeared into an old parking structure. Miles steadied his breathing and marched west. No one seemed to care why an armed man had dashed three blocks. Good. 
 
    Miles slowed his pace as he reached the entrance to the parking garage. Only a few stripped carcasses of automobiles remained. There were so few cars in use, this was now a place to get out of the sun or rain, or away from prying eyes. 
 
    A group of men inside gathered around the wagon. Miles spotted half a dozen before he averted his gaze and feigned disinterest. He’d spent enough time in markets to recognize the cadence of haggling, even if he couldn’t make out the words. At the corner of the concrete structure, Miles slipped between the wagon and the adjacent building. 
 
    Miles crept up until the wagon obscured him from most of the men. Hopefully they would all be engrossed in the negotiation. He launched himself toward the edge of the concrete façade with his good leg and pulled himself over the top of the wall, through a gap, and into the structure. 
 
    Miles clenched his teeth and held his breath as he landed. A burned wreck blocked his view, so he snuck forward. He could see one of the men, but he was facing the rest. 
 
    “It’s a good price. Heck, it’s a bargain,” one of the men said. 
 
    “This is a Swiss wagon. If Harkness finds someone poaching from the Swiss confederation, it’ll be their hide.” The other man paused. “It’s too risky for what you’re asking.” 
 
    “You don’t need to sweat it. My cousin is the baron’s right-hand man. Harkness bought the Swiss bitch we nabbed with the wagon. As long as you keep it on the down-low, it’s all good.” 
 
    “Where is she?” Miles flipped the safety off his hossleg and sidestepped so he could cover the group. 
 
    “What the fuck?” the pock-faced man who claimed to be a cousin yelped. Several of the men reached for weapons. 
 
    “First one to draw, gets shot,” Miles snapped, leveling his gun at the cousin. “Where’s the medic who was with this wagon?” 
 
    “I sold the pretty little bitch to Harkness, boy.” The man’s grin was as marred as his skin. “It’s too late now. He’s probably mounting the little filly as we speak. I wanted a piece, but Harkness prefers his meat fresh. Now, it’s six of us and one of you. How do you think you’re walking away from this? Put down your gun, and I’ll think about letting you—” 
 
    “Gehen wir!” Miles shouted—let’s go in the Germanic language common among the Swiss Amish. The horses surged forward, forcing the men in their path to scramble out of the way. 
 
    Miles swung his hossleg toward the man furthest to his left. He was clear of the chaos induced by the horses and had his pistol free of its holster. The magnum round shattered the man’s sternum as it punched into his chest. 
 
    Miles levered his gun on the move. His second shot was hasty and caught the next target high in the left side of his chest. The man spun back and fell, his shot going wild. The gunfire spooked the horses, and with no drover at the reins, they pulled the wagon away from the noise, herding two of the men with them. 
 
    Pock-face drew his pistol, but Miles slammed the butt of his weapon into the pale man’s wrist. The pistol clattered to the concrete as Miles twirled the hossleg and smacked Pock-face in the head with the octangular barrel. 
 
    The fourth man aimed a gun similar to Miles’, but Pock-face was in the way. Miles crouched as Pock-faced crumpled, and he fired over the collapsing man. Headshot. Miles dove forward and rolled as two guns popped. Though they were smaller caliber, he didn’t want to be on the receiving end. 
 
    “Halten!” Miles hoped the command would keep the horses from fleeing into the street. The two remaining men scrambled for the cover of a derelict car. Click-clack, Miles levered the hossleg and shot one in the thigh as the man dove behind the relic. 
 
    Pock-faced moaned and moved. Miles kicked away the man’s pistol and stepped on his back. “Do something stupid, and I will cave your skull in.” How long did he have before the firefight attracted attention? “You, behind the car. You want to walk out of—” 
 
    One of the men popped up high enough to aim his pistol over the hood of the car. Unfortunately for him, Miles excelled at pop-up targets and skeet shooting. While the man was still trying to aim, Miles’ bullet shattered his forearm and tore through the flesh of his bicep before burying itself in his shoulder. 
 
    “Um, what were you saying?” a pained voice called out. Miles doubted it was the opponent he’d just shot. “I’m only here because Travis had something to sell. I didn’t know anything about a Swiss wagon or a woman. If it’s all the same, I’m willing to walk away.” 
 
    “Toss your gun out,” Miles demanded. “Your buddy’s also.” 
 
    Miles couldn’t make out the muttered expletive. “How about if I holster—” 
 
    “Toss the guns out,” Miles interrupted. “If you’re lucky, they’ll be here when you come back.” 
 
    “Fine.” Two pistols clattered across the concrete. 
 
    “Slowly, and keep your hands up,” Miles commanded. The man hobbled out from behind the car, his hands in the air. “What about your buddy?” 
 
    The man glanced behind the car. “He’s pretty fucked up, and I can’t haul him with my gimp leg. If he’s still alive when I come back, I’ll see about getting him patched up.” 
 
    Miles gestured with his gun toward the exit. “If I were you, I’d get out of here before the rest of the Swiss Guards show up. Travis and I are going to have a chat.” 
 
    Once the man limped out of sight, Miles took his boot off Travis, reached down, and hauled the pock-faced man to his feet. Miles shoved the still-warm barrel of his hossleg under Travis’ chin. “You’re going to help me get my wife back. Where is she?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Boss, there’s a report that a Swiss wagon went missing from the convoy that came up 27 from Berne,” Darcel stated, flipping through a steno notebook. “The south gate reported it rolling through about sundown, but it never turned up at the market. The Swiss are making noise. It’s been a long time since someone poached one of their wagons, and they may be thinking about making an example.” 
 
    Troy pinched the bridge of his nose. It was too much to be a coincidence. “Do we have any details on the wagon or the people manning it?” 
 
    “Black wagon, with the Swiss emblem and owner’s mark. There were two drovers, a guard, and a medic,” Darcel read from the notebook. “Do you think the Swiss would embargo us?” 
 
    “Fuck the Swiss,” Harkness wheezed behind Troy. The obese man excelled at quietly turning up where least expected…or wanted. “The fucking farmers need us as much as we need them, and it’s not our fault if the rubes can’t keep track of their shit.” 
 
    Troy’s mind spun. He needed to get the medic out of there before word spread. Fucking Travis. Of course, he hit a Swiss wagon. Troy would take the girl back to her people—no harm had been done to her—and he’d assure them the guilty party would be found and punished. They might be pissed, but they wouldn’t embargo the Harkness Barony. 
 
    “Besides, if they embargo me, they’ll have to go halfway around The Fort,” Harkness continued. “Tell them we don’t know anything, and if they make any threats about cutting us off, kill them.” 
 
    “What?” Troy stammered. He must have missed something. Harkness couldn’t be serious. The Swiss Confederation controlled over half the farms around The Fort, and their production was half again as much as independent farmers. 
 
    “He said kill them.” Chang was Harkness’ chief bodyguard. While Troy was responsible for keeping Baron Harkness’ holdings together and running, Chang was responsible for the baron’s security. Chang was a holdover from the corporate wars, an Agent. “Do you need me to show you how?” 
 
    Troy followed Harkness as the baron shuffled to the elevator. He could feel Chang’s gaze on the back of his neck. “Let me handle the Swiss thing and see if I can work things out,” Troy said. “We don’t need to get in a pissing match with them.” 
 
    “You getting soft on me, Troy?” Harkness jabbed a button. “I’m sick of those Amish rednecks acting as though they hold all the cards. We ought to take a force down there and seize the southern conclave—make those fuckers grow food exclusively for us.” 
 
    Troy had heard threads of this idea before. The Swiss maintained a strong fighting force, the Swiss Guard, and it was only the first reason why the notion was a bad idea. 
 
    “We’ve talked about this. How do you overwhelm their defenses and maintain a garrison force large enough to keep control?” Troy asked. After the Fall and the Dying Years, warlords learned not to mess with organized coalitions of farmers. Cities and towns depended on them and their trade. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Matilda said there was a new girl.” Harkness grinned lasciviously. “I’m in the mood, and some fresh flesh sounds like what I need.” 
 
    A chill ran down Troy’s spine, and it wasn’t because Chang was behind him. The door opened on the third floor, where the thralls were housed and fed. Harkness rubbed his hands together as he shuffled forward. 
 
    Troy needed to divert this train wreck. “This early in the day? Don’t you have a meeting with—” 
 
    “Fuck it. I’m a goddamned warlord, not a middle-manager,” Harkness retorted. “If you’re so worried about the meeting, you go.” 
 
    “The meeting is with the NIPSCO Gang. It’s about the juice rates.” Granted, sending Harkness could cause more damage to relations. Troy resisted patting the pocket holding the imprint drive. 
 
    “Reschedule it for later,” Harkness said as he pushed open the double doors leading to the thrallroom—a former balcony lounge overlooking the main lobby of the building. The women who served the baron lounged, ate, and worked on minor tasks around the room while a pair of guards at the bar scrambled to hide the cards between them. All watched fearfully as the baron’s squinting eyes swept the room. “Matilda!” 
 
    “Over here,” the thrallkeeper called. Troy already knew what they would find as Harkness shuffled around the corner. The medic sat at a table, a barely touched meal in front of her. She was plainly dressed, as opposed to most of the women in the room. 
 
    “Oh, you were right, Matilda.” Harkness licked his lips. “She’s farm fresh. I can smell the strawberries.” 
 
    “You have to release me,” the woman demanded, standing up. “I’m a medic in service to the Swiss Confederation of Berne. Brigands hijacked our wagon—” 
 
    “I don’t have to do anything,” Harkness sneered, jabbing a pudgy finger at the woman. “I have the power! Not the fucking farmers!” A sinister grin crooked his lips as he turned to Matilda. “Dress her in something sexy, but easy to tear off, and put her through the imprinter. The Roach knows my preferences, but don’t lobotomize her. I want her to know what’s happening.” 
 
    Women swooped in around the wide-eyed medic and herded her from the room with Matilda following in their wake. “Give us an hour to get her dolled up and printed,” Matilda called as they disappeared through a door with the protesting girl. 
 
    Harkness glared a challenge at Troy. “You going to tell me not to do something?” 
 
    Troy shook his head. “Nope. I’ll go get The Roach.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “This soon?” The Roach checked the readouts on a monitor. 
 
    Troy handed him the UDP drive. “No choice. He can’t be reasoned with and doesn’t care about the consequences. I was hoping to salvage this mess by sending her back to her people under the pretense that we would punish the perps, maybe even show them a few heads they can feed to their pigs or whatever savage shit they do on those cult farms. The baron won’t take no for an answer, so we have to let this play out and hope no one finds out she was here.” 
 
    The steel door swung open and two men dragged the medic between them toward the imprinter. The apparatus resembled a dentist chair crossed with a tanning bed. Even if she didn’t know what an imprinter was, one glimpse of the chair and its restraints sent her into a panic.  
 
    “Please! No, don’t do this!” The woman struggled futilely as the men dragged her to the leather chair and strapped her in. Once her head was secured, The Roach applied a pair of electrodes to each of her temples. The girl began to sob as The Roach swung down the ‘lid’ of the imprinter and obscured her. 
 
    The Roach returned to the console, glancing at the monitor between flurries of keystrokes. The imprinter hummed, and light flashed along the edge of the lid. After a couple of minutes, the medic’s whimpers faded. Troy stared at a spot on the far wall and quelled his nausea. 
 
    The lights in the room flickered, and a series of loud pops forced Troy to turn back to the imprinter. Smoke rose from the edge of the lid, and sparks erupted from the control console. The machine fell silent and dark. 
 
    Troy grabbed the handle and threw open the lid. He’d seen plenty of death since The Fall, but he steeled himself for what he would find. Smoke trailed from the tubes lining the underside of the lid, and several had burst. He fanned the acrid smoke, and it took a moment for him to register that he didn’t smell charred meat. The medic lay on the leather couch, her eyes closed. She appeared unmarred by the machine’s meltdown. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” Troy demanded, watching the woman’s chest move as she breathed. 
 
    “A resonance feedback built up in the field…” 
 
    “In English,” Troy snapped. “Big, dumb guy English.” 
 
    “It overloaded and fried some parts.” The Roach pried a half-melted UDP drive from the imprinter. He flipped a couple of switches and tapped a button. One of the monitors flickered back on. “The good news is the boss’ new toy is alive, and her vitals are strong.” 
 
    “Did the imprint take?” Troy asked. 
 
    The Roach tapped a key but nothing happened. He squinted through his bottle-thick glasses at the monitor and toggled some switches. With an exasperated sigh, he dug through a white box until he found a capsule. 
 
    “She really is pretty,” The Roach remarked as he plucked the electrodes from her temples. “It’s a shame—” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Troy interrupted. “Wake her up.” 
 
    The Roach frowned at Troy before returning his attention to the medic. He held the capsule under her nose and snapped it open. After a moment, the woman’s blue eyes fluttered open. She struggled against the restraints. 
 
    “Relax,” The Roach commanded. The medic ceased tugging at the cuffs holding her down. The Roach pulled out a penlight and flashed it in each of her eyes. 
 
    “Are we good?” Troy asked. Harkness would be getting impatient. 
 
    “She’s ready,” The Roach announced. “She’ll be docile until, well, the boss did say he wanted her to put up some resistance. Whatever you do, don’t touch her anywhere…well, I’d avoid touching her. If you trigger her and end the docility routine, the boss will know.”  
 
    “Do you two understand what he said?” Troy asked. “If you break the docility imprint, the boss will know, and he’ll have you hung by your nuts.” 
 
    Both men nodded, and one gulped. Yeah, he’d hoped to have a little fun on the way to the penthouse. The Roach unbuckled the restraints. The girl’s eyes were a mix of fear and confusion, but she didn’t move when freed. 
 
    “Get up,” Troy ordered. The woman climbed out of the chair. Her flimsy outfit did little to protect her modesty, even less so after the struggle to get her strapped in. “Fix your top.” 
 
    She wordlessly complied, her hands moving automatically. 
 
    “Do you know who you are?” Troy asked. 
 
    “Sarah Wirth. I’m a medic from the Swiss Confederation of Berne,” the young woman recited. 
 
    “You’re going to go with these men. If they tell you to do anything sexual, or touch you inappropriately, you are to tell Baron Harkness,” Troy commanded. “Do you understand?” 
 
    She nodded without looking at Troy. 
 
    “All right, take her upstairs to the boss. When he’s done, take what’s left to Matilda.” Troy watched them leave. 
 
    “See, perfectly coded,” The Roach proclaimed. 
 
    “Better be, or it could be both our hides,” Troy countered. 
 
    “It’s not as though I could rerun the imprint process,” The Roach remarked. “This could take days to fix.” 
 
    The intercom hissed and popped. “Is Lieutenant Streeval there?” 
 
    “What now?” Troy went to the intercom. “Streeval. What is it?” 
 
    “There’s a Swiss Guard out front with your cousin. Something about a missing medic.” 
 
    “Fucking perfect,” Troy muttered before keying the intercom. “I’ll be right there. Get a couple more guards in case there’s a problem, but keep them back.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sarah was a prisoner in her own body. Her skin crawled from the leers of the men escorting her, and she had a lot of exposed skin that could crawl. The garment she wore was little more than strips of sheer fabric and flimsy lace. A few gaudy bangles and strappy high heels completed the wanton outfit. She knew what was going to happen but couldn’t cry out or fight back. When the elevator door opened, she tottered forward between the guards. 
 
    A cruel-faced Asian man stood next to a pair of opulent wooden doors flanked by frosted glass panels. With a smirk, he opened one of the doors to admit her. 
 
    “Go in,” one of the guards ordered, and her feet moved of their own volition. 
 
    No, no, no! she cried in her mind, unable to bring the words to her lips. The chamber was larger than the entire floor of the farmhouse she and her husband shared with his parents. Miles—what happened to him? Was he dead? It had been hard to resist crying out for him when the brigands emerged, but if she had given him away, he would have been killed. 
 
     The obese man in charge leered as she stopped in the middle of the room. A large bed was behind him, making her wish she could shudder. 
 
    “Matilda was right,” Baron Harkness said, appraising her. “Healthy, fresh, pretty—I don’t even see any stretch marks. Tell me, farm girl, have you had any babies?” 
 
    Sarah shook her head, wishing she could turn away from the smell of his breath and unwashed body. 
 
    “Maybe I should change that.” Harkness licked his lips and groped her breast, shoving aside the flimsy swath of fabric. 
 
    “Free!” a voice said in the back of Sarah’s mind. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Troy glared at his cousin as he descended the steps. Travis, standing next to a young man wearing the tattered garb of the Swiss Guard, studied the pavement. A wagon was parked at the curb, a Swiss emblem emblazoned on the side. The word ‘Berne’ was unmistakable at the bottom of the emblem. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Troy demanded. The two guards behind him hadn’t raised their guns but were ready. Four more guards were hidden in the lobby. Troy scanned the street but didn’t see any more Swiss, guards or otherwise. 
 
    “This piece of shit says he sold my wife to you last night,” the guard declared. “Bring her to me now, and maybe we won’t embargo your whole barony and tell the other farming confederations.” 
 
    The kid had to have brass balls to march in here without back up. He also must have rocks for brains. The question was, who else knew? Why wasn’t a whole cadre of Swiss Guards here? 
 
    “Where’s your Hauptman?” Troy asked. 
 
    “On his way,” the young guard replied. “Since it’s my wife, I wasn’t about to wait.” 
 
    Travis subtly shook his head. Troy considered having them both gunned down, but the odds of a witness were too high. 
 
     “Come inside, and let’s get this sorted out,” Troy offered. “No one wants to get in a pissing match with the Swiss.”  
 
    The guard paused, giving Travis a sideways glance before nodding. “Fine. What’s important is getting my wife back.” 
 
    A distant crash barely registered to Troy. Was it more Swiss Guards? Something pelted him from above and tinkled to the pavement. Tempered glass? Something large smacked into the pavement with a meaty thunk! It took him a moment to realize the bloody lump was Baron Harkness, with a leather belt wrapped around his throat. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The door flung open as the guards responded to the shattering glass. “Baron H?” one of them called. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    She stumbled around the corner, pointing behind her. “The balcony door…he clutched his chest and…” 
 
    Both guards rushed past. It only took them a moment to spot the shattered glass and empty balcony. “Where’s the baron?” the guard closest to her asked. 
 
    Shiva snatched the knife from the sheath on his belt and swept it across his throat. His partner turned, gun in hand, but too slowly. Shiva stepped in and rammed the knife into the soft tissue between his collarbone and neck. Her victim convulsed and squeezed the trigger, destroying a vase and another windowpane before bleeding out from his carotid artery. 
 
    The Asian man peeked around the door frame but disappeared before Shiva could scoop up the fallen guards’ gun and fire. With her off hand, she grabbed the other guard’s shotgun and hip-fired it at the dark silhouette in the frosted glass. The Asian man dove across the doorway, rolling and bringing up his pistol. Shiva fired three rounds from her purloined handgun. She would have preferred stabbing him, but one had to be practical. 
 
    Shiva covered the Asian as she closed. All three shots were center mass, which was the most likely spot to be armored. The man coughed as Shiva approached. Even with Kevlar, three rounds to the chest would knock the piss out of you. Shiva kicked away his gun. As he tried to roll away from her, her eyes fell on the sword strapped across his back. Shiva dropped the shotgun, hauled the Asian man to his feet by the scabbard, and dragged him toward the glass barrier surrounding the open space at the center of the building. 
 
    The man recovered his wits and struggled but found no way to halt his progress. He released a buckle and shrugged off the sheath, spinning to face Shiva. His acrobatic kick batted the pistol from her hand and sent it clattering across the stone tile floor. The Asian smirked as he assumed a martial arts pose. Shiva slammed her foot into his chest and launched him over the bannister. His arms pinwheeled as he plummeted 27 stories. 
 
    The target was eliminated. The next protocol was self-defense. Waiting for the victim’s army of guards to swarm her wasn’t an option. Perhaps tossing the repugnant man off the balcony had been a tactical error? Shiva moved to the express penthouse elevator, strapping the sheathed sword over her ridiculous garment. It was time to go. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Chaos erupted. The large man escorting Miles shouted orders, and another shower of glass fragments pelted the concrete outside. Guards piled in front of an elevator; weapons ready. The crack of gunshots reverberated through the open central core of the building. 
 
    “Move it!” the big man shouted. “Live intruder on the penthouse level!” 
 
    “Where’s my wife?” Miles shouted at the man. 
 
    “Troy, he’s full of shit! He’s by himself; I didn’t see no—” Travis collapsed when Miles brained him with his hossleg. The same moment, the elevator dinged open and the waiting guards poured in. 
 
    “Troy, you want a war with the Swiss?” Miles yelled. “That’s what will happen if I don’t walk out of here with my wife! The other warlords will let—” 
 
    It was Miles turn to be interrupted as a screaming Asian man slapped into the marble floor with a sickening crunch. 
 
    “Kid, I don’t have time for your missing person bullshit. Come back with your Hauptman after I get this mess sorted out, and we’ll talk.” Troy glanced upward. 
 
    “Your cousin said you bought my wife!” Miles leveled the hossleg at the large man. Everyone else was engrossed in the violence upstairs. 
 
    “You shoot me, and you’ll never see her again!” Troy yelled back. The large man had a holstered pistol but didn’t move for it. However, his eyes swept the lobby for any of his men who might be paying attention to the unfolding tableau. The weapon reports petered out, then fell silent. Miles focused on the man in front of him, and when Troy’s eyes flicked, Miles knew there was trouble. 
 
    A bullet caromed off the marble floor where Miles had stood a split second earlier, and another shattered the glass of an empty coffee shop. Miles spun behind Troy and squeezed off a shot at the only target visible past the big man’s bulk. Crimson blossomed from the guard’s upper thigh, and he sprawled on the stone floor. Even if the 190-grain bullet didn’t shatter the target’s femur, it had a solid chance of damaging the artery. 
 
    Miles levered the gun one-handed, so he could draw his sword. Troy did the smart thing and fell flat to the floor, exposing Miles. Luckily, the guard didn’t expect the tactic, which gave Miles a split-second to dive behind a stone planter. Three bullets cracked against the faux marble and two more zipped overhead. Miles poked out his sword, and two more shots ricocheted off the floor. 
 
    The elevator dinged. He was out of time. Miles shoved his sword into his opponent’s view, as though feinting again, and rolled after it. The guard was gaping toward the elevator as Miles fired. The shot struck under the guard’s arm and punched into his ribcage. Bullet and bone fragments shredded one of his lungs and his heart. 
 
    Miles whirled to face the guards spilling out of the elevator. One stumbled halfway through the parted doors and collapsed. Blood coated the interior of the elevator. Dead men slumped within the compartment. Miles remembered his father’s tales of Obsidian Agents and the carnage they could wreak. Had this been Hawkes and Lefevre’s true destination? Would they help Miles or consider him collateral damage? 
 
    The other elevator opened. Sarah stood alone, holding a bloody sword in one hand and a pistol in the other. She was clad in little more than strips of gauzy fabric, the garment splattered with blood. While Sarah had taken a basic gun safety course, she wanted nothing to do with firearms or their violence, and Miles had never known her to handle a fighting blade. What had happened? 
 
    Miles sheathed his sword and sidled toward the elevator, scanning the lobby for threats. 
 
    “Sonuvabitch,” Troy muttered, still sprawled on the floor, but he made no aggressive moves. 
 
    As his wife stepped from the elevator, Miles embraced her with his free arm but froze when he felt the cold, steel edge of a sword at his throat. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “No!” The cry echoed in Shiva’s mind. 
 
    Sarah clawed her way to the surface of her psyche. This was Miles. She wanted to collapse on him and sob. She had witnessed the last five minutes of slaughter as though it were a dream. 
 
    “Later,” Shiva demanded. “We have no time for weakness.” 
 
    Miles stood motionless, her blade at his throat. No, not her weapon, Shiva’s weapon. She spotted Troy crawling across the floor. Without thinking, she pointed with her sword. “He did this to us.” 
 
    Miles stepped back, still wary of her blade. “As he should be.” No! He wasn’t supposed to fear her. She loved Miles. Love is a weakness. 
 
    Sarah followed Miles as he chased after the large man. 
 
    “What did you do to her?” Miles yelled at Troy, brandishing his hossleg. “What did you do to my wife?” 
 
    Troy covered his head with his arms, as though it would afford him protection. “I tried to keep her away from Harkness, but I had no choice!” 
 
    “Execute the sniveling lump,” Shiva whispered in Sarah’s mind. “He used us as a disposable weapon. He doesn’t deserve mercy.” 
 
    Miles grabbed the large man by the collar and hauled him to his feet one-handed. Sarah suspected Miles’ family harbored a secret. Her husband was stronger, faster, and more resilient than most folk, and Miles’ father even more so. She had never worked up the nerve to ask, nor had he or his family volunteered anything. “We are even better,” Shiva whispered. 
 
    “You messed with my wife.” Miles shoved his carbine against Troy’s sternum. “How do you fix her?” 
 
    “The imprinter is downstairs,” Troy admitted. “But it’s damaged, and I don’t know how long it will take to fix it.” 
 
    Sarah followed Miles’ gaze. Guards were massing outside. “Let me kill them,” Shiva murmured. 
 
    “How does this end without all of us dead?” Miles asked. “You’d better come up with an answer, Troy.” 
 
    “I’ll have my men stand down. Let’s go and talk to The Roach,” Troy suggested. “He can take the assassin persona out of your wife. With Harkness out of the way, I’m sure we can come to an acceptable deal with the Berne Swiss.” 
 
    “What about your cousin crawling for a gun?” Miles asked. 
 
    Sarah felt a moment of disorientation and heard a shot. “Problem solved.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Sonovabitch!” Troy snarled. The Roach was gone, along with whatever hard drives weren’t fused into the imprinter. 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of this,” the Swiss Guard intoned. 
 
    “My technician skedaddled,” Troy said. “He was the one who wrote the Shiva protocol, but the drive and the imprinter were damaged in some sort of power surge.” How truthful should he be? The Shiva persona was an assassin, would she know if he lied? 
 
    “This is a waste of time,” the woman said. She lost her Germanic-tinged farm accent when speaking as Shiva. “We should affect our escape before more forces are called in to pin us down.” 
 
    “This could be our only chance to fix you,” Miles protested. 
 
    “The operator is gone, and we don’t have long before reinforcements gather,” Shiva said. “We should retreat and consider our options.” 
 
    “Fine.” The Swiss Guard’s gaze fell on Troy. “Are you going to help, or do we have to slaughter our way out of here?” 
 
    “Starting with you?” the woman added in an unaccented voice. 
 
    Getting them out of there was the best option. “Fine. You walk, and when The Roach turns up, I’ll send word to the Berne Swiss,” Troy replied. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The car ground to a stop in front of the Power Building. Hawkes grinned and patted the car door behind him. “Hey kid. We thought you might need more than a ride, but you seem to have things in hand.” 
 
    Miles glanced at Sarah. “I can’t take credit for this, but we’d appreciate a ride.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Sarah whispered as they approached the car. 
 
    “We’ll find the asshole who messed with your head and make him fix it,” Miles replied. Who knew how long it would take, but they had to try. 
 
    “Do you think we can track him down?” Sarah asked. 
 
    Miles nodded. You had to have hope, even in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 A Well-Dressed Wolf by Mark Wandrey 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hugo Legrand made sure he was on the bridge when it was first sighted in the west. A low line of hills, tinted green, barely rising out of the hazy horizon. Bermuda, once a possession of Britain, back when such a country existed.  
 
    “Are you sure about this, Master Legrand?”  
 
    He turned to regard the captain of the Vichy. Captain Mercier stood next to the navigational system. The man was twice his age, with skin the shade of rich cappuccino, permanently colored from thousands of hours under the sun. He was a competent ship’s master and loyal to the cause.  
 
    “It isn’t too late to sail past,” Mercier added.  
 
    Hugo nodded and walked out on the bridge wing where the wind was strongest. Just behind the bridge, the ship’s 11 vertical wind turbines thrummed as they spun, converting the trade wind to electrical energy to drive the motor.  
 
    “Forty-five days from La Rochelle to Ponta Delgado in the Azores. After drawing the attention of the Vespers, we spent 110 days dodging them all the way here. We’ve got 20 days food, tops, before we start deciding who lives and who dies, and you suggest we bypass the only fresh water and food for another month, minimum? Not to mention the whole reason for our mission?” 
 
    “I am sorry, sir,” Mercier said.  
 
    Hugo grunted and turned back to Bermuda. The captain was loyal to the cause, but he wasn’t committed to the mission. He didn’t understand, and probably wouldn’t until it was done. Some were born with the gift of seeing day to day, others with the ability to see far into the future. Hugo was here because he could look to the future, even in a fallen world.  
 
    The Vichy started life as a 20,000 TEU container ship manufactured just before Dellik Unified was defeated by Obsidian in 2045. She’d been powered by purified natural gas, or PNG, back then and capable of making 25 knots. Most of her sister ships were rusting in harbors or at the bottom of oceans now. She’d been lucky enough to be converted to wind/electric turbines two years before the nuclear war. She was still afloat and reasonably operational, but she could only make 11 knots, with a strong tailwind.  
 
    She carried 1,000 containers, at most. The rest of her space was filled with other containers, but they were welded in place and served as passenger cabins. As many as 50 souls shared a 20’ container. More than 100 shared a 45’ high cube. They were refugees seeking a safe harbor in the former land of milk and honey.  
 
    “Little milk, radioactive honey,” he said.  
 
    “I’m sorry, sir?”  
 
    Hugo looked at Mercier and shook his head. “Nothing. Have the watch take care; we should spot their watch ships anytime now.” 
 
    The Vichy’s radar still worked, but small ships were hard to spot. Motorboats were even harder. Hugo proved correct. The first Bermuda Free Zone patrol boat came racing at them ten minutes later. They’ve got gasoline, Hugo noted. In the Azores, the locals used sails and human rowers.  
 
    “Ahoy, Vichy!” The patrol boat captain used a blowhorn to call up to the bridge. He was as weathered as the captain, but his skin was a naturally rich mocha. Like many of the native Bermudans, his ancestors called southern Africa home. He was tall and lean, and built like a cheetah, as were the other dozen men on the patrol boat. They all had small arms.  
 
    “Ahoy! Captain Mercier, here.”  
 
    “Welcome to the Bermuda Trade Zone. I am Jacob Lee, Deputy Customs Director. Where are you out of?”  
 
    “La Rochelle, France.” 
 
    “France,” the man said, shaking his head. “Is there still such a country?”  
 
    “A place needs a name,” Mercier said. “France used to be a place.” 
 
    The man nodded. “Cargo?”  
 
    “Trade goods…” 
 
    “And?”  
 
    “And refugees.”  
 
    The man nodded. “Bermuda Free Trade isn’t taking refugees.” 
 
    “We’re not looking to offload; we’re interested in trading for supplies. The refugees are destined for North America.”  
 
    The man laughed and shook his head. “Better you go back home, than there.”  
 
    “That isn’t possible,” Hugo said, speaking for the first time.  
 
    “It’s that bad?” Lee asked.  
 
    “Worse,” Hugo said. “The nuclear plant in Blayais melted down six months ago.”  
 
    “We had not heard,” Lee said. “Your name, sir?”  
 
    “Hugo Legrand.” 
 
    “I have heard that name. You ran a town in Spain, yes?”  
 
    “Yes,” Hugo said. “A warlord fleeing the fighting in the Middle East overran us and took over last year.” Hugo shrugged. “Now, I try to lead people to a better life.”  
 
    Lee looked down the length of the ship. “Your vessel is a good one. I have never seen it, but its condition is excellent. If you only have refugees, what do you have to trade?”  
 
    “We brought with us everything we could find. I used some of the goods to pay Captain Mercier for the use of his vessel.” 
 
    “How generous of you, sir,” Lee said. “And what of the Crusaders?”  
 
    “They still control Paris, though many have died of radiation from the meltdown.”  
 
    “You understand our paranoia? The Lord Commander has tried to gain access to Bermuda for a long time. The Crusaders would like nothing more than to control trade and the movement of people across the Atlantic.” Lee gestured at the land, a few short miles away. “We are the only source of fresh water and food for many miles.”  
 
    “I understand.”  
 
    “What do you have?” Lee persisted.  
 
    “A little of this, a little of that.”  
 
    Deputy Director Lee eyed Hugo for a long time. His patrol boat bobbed in the water about 50 meters off the Vichy’s beam. Hugo used the time to look over the patrol boat. Gunboat is more like it. It obviously started life as a metal-hulled, diesel-powered fishing boat. Now, its rear transom sported a heavy steel shield and pedestal. Hugo figured it would take the crew no more than a few seconds to mount a machine gun on the pedestal. Another rested on the bow.  
 
    “I’d like to share more specific information with Tam Olchern.” 
 
    “Tam doesn’t talk with just anyone,” another of the crew yelled back. Lee glanced at his crewman, then at Hugo, clearly watching to see what Hugo’s response would be.  
 
    Hugo took a small package out of his pocket and held it up for everyone to see. All eyes focused on the item as Hugo tossed it. His throw was true, and Lee caught it after it sailed the 50 meters between them.  
 
    Lee unrolled the package and examined the contents, bringing it to his nose to sniff. His head snapped up, and he looked across the water. Hugo nodded slowly.  
 
    “How much do you have?”  
 
    “Enough to warrant talking with Tam Olchern.” Lee looked down at the package again, and Hugo smiled.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hugo stepped off the patrol boat and onto the dock. He looked down at the worn wooden planking and thought about all the years he’d wanted to be there. The Vichy was visible as an outline many kilometers off King’s Island. Dozens of ships were anchored close by, hoping to come ashore.  
 
    King’s Wharf, once the place where cruise ships docked to unload tourists excited to explore the islands, now hosted three small trading ships lucky enough to be allowed to dock. All three ships would fit on the deck of the Vichy, with room for a dozen more.  
 
    “Something bothering you?”  
 
    “No,” Hugo said to Deputy Director Lee. “Just glad to have my heels on land again.”  
 
    “This is not land,” Lee said and laughed. “Come; we’ll get you to The Tower.”  
 
    Before the fall, the center of government was across the Great Sound. The islands avoided nuclear fire, but not fighting. A few skirmishes were fought there. They were nothing compared to those fought in the cities of Europe or America, but they were enough to ruin the city. Before the fall, Obsidian had built a corporate headquarters in Somerset Village. The ten-story spire looked strange in a former fishing village. Maybe it was what the corporate oligarchs intended.  
 
    Lee led him to an electric cart waiting at the end of the dock. Hugo scarcely noticed when he set foot on dry land. The road was ancient stonework, made to support the British military presence of ages past. The cart seemed equally ancient, but it worked. In addition to Hugo and Lee, two of Lee’s men got on. They road in the back, where they could act if Hugo decided to cause trouble. He had no intention of causing trouble.  
 
    “Where do you get power?” Hugo asked as the cart hummed off the docks and onto the cobblestone ways. A series of causeways led from the docks toward the wider island. 
 
    “We have solar farms all over the island. They are old, but they still work. Government functions get priority, vital services next, citizens last.” 
 
    “You have power for average people?” Hugo was amazed.  
 
    “Some.” Lee looked at Hugo and gave him a small wink. Hugo chuckled.  
 
    Tiny houses and huts lined the sides of the street as they entered Somerset. People crowded the streets moving about on unknown errands. Some stopped to look at the passing cart with an unusual face riding next to a familiar one.  
 
    “I thought you weren’t taking refugees,” Hugo said. Some of the people wore little more than rags.  
 
    “We aren’t now, but we did for a time. Occasionally, exceptions are made for the families of residents. And anyone can petition the administration.” 
 
    “Administration? Is that what Olchern calls it?”  
 
    “It’s a free trade zone, not a warlord’s territory.”  
 
    They climbed a low hill, the cart’s motor straining under the weight of its four passengers. Past The Tower, Hugo could see where the land curved to the south, revealing hills covered in gardens. It wasn’t how the pictures looked. Those hills used to be covered in houses and apartments. Lee saw his gaze.  
 
    “Yes, we are crowded, but not as much as many think. Every rooftop is a garden, or a rain catchment. We cannot afford to waste space in such a world. No food will come from the mainland, as you know.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t send it if they had it,” Hugo said, and Lee nodded. He marveled at how many gardens there must be and what it took to grow enough food to feed the multitudes in Bermuda.  
 
    Lee brought the cart to a stop outside a building. Hugo was amazed to realize it was a functioning hotel. How many visitors did the island get to need even one small hotel? “I thought I was to see Tam Olchern?” 
 
    “Eventually, perhaps. For now, enjoy our hospitality while I pass this along.” Lee held up the package. “You’ll hear from us soon.”  
 
    “You aren’t worried that I’m armed?” 
 
    “Many people are armed in Bermuda,” Lee said and winked. “Best to remember that.”  
 
    After his host drove off, Hugo entered the hotel. The lobby was empty except for a single bellhop sitting on a bench and a man behind the counter. There was room for a hundred people at the tables in the restaurant. The man behind the counter bowed his head as Hugo approached. 
 
    “We have your room ready, sir.”  
 
    “I hope I have a view,” Hugo said sarcastically.  
 
    “A fine view of the Great Sound, sir.” 
 
    Hugo blinked in surprised as the manager slapped a bell, and the bellhop leaped to his feet and trotted over. Hugo handed him the small backpack he carried, and the bellhop headed for the stairs. Hugo moved to follow, then stopped.  
 
    “How do I pay you?”  
 
    “Sir, your room is taken care of by the Free Trade Zone. Enjoy your stay at the Hotel Bermuda.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hugo came down in the early evening, hungry and curious to see what he could find. There was a single waiter in the restaurant who spotted him as soon as he stepped off the stairs. The waiter bowed toward him and swept an arm toward a table.  
 
    “Would Mr. Legrand like to dine now?” 
 
    “Uh, sure,” Hugo said. “What’s the trade rate?” 
 
    “Meals are included in your stay, sir.” When Hugo sat down, the man handed him a menu. There were three meals to choose from; fish, chicken, and eggplant. He chose chicken. The food arrived in less than five minutes.  
 
    The waiter placed a large plate of mashed potatoes with a light gravy, two generous slices of chicken (one white, and one dark meat), slices of carrot, and a small salad of greens without dressing in front of him.  
 
    “Enjoy your meal, sir,” the waiter said. Hugo dug in with vigor. He hadn’t eaten anything except fish and bread for a month. When he was done, the waiter appeared beside him. “Dessert?” 
 
    “Of course,” Hugo said. The waiter presented Hugo with a scoop of orange sherbet in a shining silver bowl. Hugo blinked in surprise, taking a second to let things sink in. It was a frozen confection. In Bermuda. In the summer. He tried to savor the dessert but failed badly.  
 
    “Did you enjoy your meal, sir?” the waiter asked as he took away the silver bowl.  
 
    “Very much so,” Hugo said. “I know the meal is included, but allow me.” He placed a silver coin on the table—a 5 franc piece with 1940 embossed on its worn surface.  
 
    “I’m sorry sir, but I am not allowed.” The waiter backed away from the coin as though it were a viper. He seemed quite afraid, so Hugo took the coin back. The man’s face showed obvious relief.  
 
    “I believe I will go for a walk,” Hugo said.  
 
    “As you wish, sir.” The waiter bowed as he continued clearing the table.  
 
    As Hugo passed the front desk, the manager watched him without comment. The sun had set, and Somerset was slightly cooler, though not much. A trio of men passed by, pushing a cart. The two-wheeled machine had once been a truck, but now the rusted remains were muscle powered. Its cargo area was heavily laden with potatoes. The men were wearing ragged shorts and handmade leather shoes, and sweat ran off their ebony skin in rivulets. Clearly, these people weren’t living in the lap of luxury.  
 
    He walked along the avenue until he had a better view of The Tower. Electric lights glowed from many of the windows, including a suite of rooms high up near the roof. An occasional low-power LED streetlight provided some illumination. It looked like The Tower used more electricity than all the streetlights on the island combined.  
 
    He reached the fence around The Tower and could see the park which surrounded the government building. Formerly Springfield & Gilbert Nature Reserve, it was now a quiet park and had no public access. More LED lights lined the winding paths which were only being used by guards with big dogs, further reinforcing the exclusive feeling of the park.  
 
    Hugo spent another minute ambling along the fence line before turning and cutting across the street into an older residential area. He let his instincts direct him for a time, using the clear night’s stars to guide him. Compared to places in Europe, Bermuda seemed more like a picture postcard. Of course, looks could be deceiving. 
 
    “Hello da’ outlander,” a voice said in the accented English common of Bermuda natives. 
 
    Hugo turned his head slowly, allowing his peripheral vision to take in the scene. He saw a man so black he was nearly invisible. The man’s eyes glowed in the dim light. Hugo caught a glint from something held down at his side. He glanced in the opposite direction. There were two more there. He nodded.  
 
    “Good evening, gentlemen,” he said. “Fine evening for a walk, no?”  
 
    “He sounds like a Frenchie,” one of the men said.  
 
    “Not such a nice night for you, maybe?” The one who’d spoken first asked.  
 
    “Perhaps, perhaps not,” Hugo said and reached into his pocket. “I have a proposition for you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Master Legrand.” 
 
    Hugo looked up from his toast and saw a tall, light-skinned black man dressed in a fine suit standing a short distance from his table. His teeth were as perfect as his diction. The only thing that didn’t appear real was his smile.  
 
    “Good morning. You would be?”  
 
    “I am Elan Olchern, Tam Olchern’s son. He sent me to speak with you.”  
 
    “Oh?” Hugo asked, popping the last bit of toast into his mouth and washing it down with a sip of tea. Lord God, real tea!  
 
    “Yes, of course. I trust you’ve enjoyed the hospitality of the Hotel Bermuda?” 
 
    “Perfectly. But I thought I would be seeing your father.”  
 
    “No, no,” Elan said and shook his head. “I’m afraid you need to go through me before you can see my father.”  
 
    “Oh, well, in that case…” Hugo stood and wiped his mouth with a perfectly starched napkin before walking over to the younger Olchern. “Where shall we talk?”  
 
    “The market is wonderful in the morning,” Elan said and gestured toward the front door. Hugo nodded and followed him out.  
 
    There was a slight breeze off the ocean which made the day pleasant, despite the increased heat. It was obvious that many of the menial laborers were kept off the streets and avenues during daylight. Bermuda’s more affluent citizens owned the day. They didn’t wear rags or sweat under heavy loads. They rode bicycles, were pedaled about on rickshaws, or, in a few cases, had electric carts like the one he’d ridden from the docks.  
 
    When Hugo was out the night before, there had been no market. No stalls. Hugo nodded at the work that had been done on his account. Impressive maskirovka.  
 
    “Are those oranges?” Hugo asked at a small stall run by an older woman.  
 
    “Have one,” Elan said.  
 
    “What’s the price?”  
 
    “Nothing, for you.”  
 
    Hugo looked at the stall owner who wouldn’t look him in the eye.  
 
    “Take it, Hugo Legrand.”  
 
    He took an orange and ripped into it with his teeth. It was amazing. “My thanks,” he said around a mouthful of pulp. Elan nodded, and they moved on.  
 
    “Your island is as amazing as I was led to believe.”  
 
    “We thank you,” Elan said and gestured around him. “My father accomplished much after we got rid of the corporate bastards.” 
 
    “I’ve heard tales about how you rid yourself of Obsidian. You did it with so little loss of life and property.” Hugo looked at the avenue lined with houses that were many centuries old. “How did you manage?”  
 
    Elan smiled slyly. “I wasn’t very old when father did it. He’s never told me everything. I do know he was friends with the administrator and somehow took advantage of the friendship. The nukes had just flown. Ships full of burned people were fleeing from America, many in vessels so radioactive you could cook your dinner on the hulls.” 
 
    Hugo nodded. He was old enough to remember the nukes, the dying, and the crackling hell that followed.  
 
    “So, what have you brought us?” Elan asked.  
 
    “Same as I gave your customs man,” Hugo said.  
 
    Elan produced the wrapped package from his suit coat pocket and held it out. Hugo nodded. Elan unwrapped it and revealed a plastic vial. Hugo noted it was now half empty. “Potassium chloride with 10% urea.” He shook the vial and watched the light react to it. “Not commercially made.” 
 
    “No,” Hugo admitted. “My people made a living by making fertilizer at an abandoned chemical plant near Brive-la-Gaillarde. We had a couple of chemists in our group and several farmers. The mixture isn’t perfect.” He nodded at the vial. “It has too much urea, not enough selenium and other elements.” He shrugged. “However, here? You’ve been using human and chicken shit, trying to compost, and you’re still having troubles, aren’t you?”  
 
    The look on Elan Olchern’s face spoke volumes. Hugo had guessed all this from secondhand accounts of travelers. Most who passed through Bermuda weren’t treated half as well as he had been. Most weren’t treated at all.  
 
    “There is some truth in your statements,” Elan said. “We have difficulties getting fresh nutrients. The farm supervisors beg for fertilizer. Needless to say, shipments are hard to come by.” He glanced in the direction of King’s Wharf. “Until now.”  
 
    “Until now,” Hugo nodded.  
 
    “How much do you have on that very large ship?”  
 
    “I think the better question would be, what do I want?”  
 
    Elan’s face became cautious in a split second. He examined Hugo with a hooded gaze for a long moment before speaking. “Go ahead.”  
 
    “Fresh water is most important.” 
 
    “Of course, but we get all ours from rain.” 
 
    “It’s been pretty rainy this spring.”  
 
    “Agreed,” Elan said with a little nod. “What else?”  
 
    “Food. I have a lot of refugees on the Vichy.” Elan watched and listened. “Some would like to stay here.” 
 
    “Not possible.”  
 
    “Even if we can bring more fertilizer?”  
 
    “I-I can’t make that sort of commitment.”  
 
    “Your father can.”  
 
    “That is true. However, my father is careful about who he meets with.”  
 
    “I understand. However, considering what I have to offer?”  
 
    “Yes, considering…”  
 
    Elan was interrupted by a man stepping out of a side alley and smoothly putting a knife against his throat. “What ‘ave we here?” the man asked.  
 
    “You don’t know who you’re messing with,” Elan said.  
 
    “Oh, sure ah do. Now back up here slowly so we can haz a little talk-y-talk.”  
 
    Hugo lifted his hands before he spoke. “Hey, I don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    “Won’ be no trouble,” another man said, pushing a knife tip against the small of Hugo’s back. “If’n you follow your friend there.”  
 
    Hugo glanced to the side where a third man waited, a small, but lethal-looking, skinning knife held in his left hand. “You follow them into da alley,” the man said. Hugo followed.  
 
    “Listen,” Elan said, a catch in his voice. “You guys want stuff? Food? Girls? I can get it for you. You’re from St. George’s, right?” The one holding the knife to his throat grinned. “Yeah, you’re that group of refugees been there since just after my d—” He swallowed. “Since just after Tam Olchern took over. Tough area, no power, not much—” 
 
    “Shut ‘da fuck up,” one of the others said and backhanded Elan across the face. The impact rocked him backward, and the blade at his throat bit flesh. His eyes widened, and a trickle of blood dribbled down the blade and onto the knife-wielding man’s wrist.  
 
    “What ya got?” the man with the skinning knife asked, pushing in close to Hugo. He used the knife to push Hugo’s jacket open and stopped suddenly when he saw the shiny handle of Hugo’s pistol tucked into his waistband. “Hey—” he started to say, then Hugo drew the weapon and fired.  
 
    Hugo moved the pistol upward as he pulled the trigger three times. The bullets hit the man in the groin, solar plexus, and neck. He staggered back with the first two shots, a look of surprise on his face. He opened his mouth to yell something, but the third shot tore his voice box out, along with his carotid artery. He fell backward, eyes wide in shock.  
 
    The man on Hugo’s other side snapped something unintelligible and grabbed for the hand holding the pistol. Hugo didn’t stop him, instead drawing a sheathed dagger from behind his back with his left hand and sweeping it up and across. The man’s right arm opened like a book, from his wrist to his armpit, and blood poured out.  
 
    “My God!” he screamed. Hugo moved the pistol across his body and fired, the bullet tearing the man’s jaw off. Amid the spray of blood, his tongue flapped horrifically.  
 
    “Stop it!” the man holding Elan screamed.  
 
    Hugo was drenched in blood from the gunshots and knife slashes. He turned hard eyes on the last man who, despite seeing the damage to his two cohorts, still held the knife to Elan Olchern’s neck. The cut grew even deeper and significant blood flowed.  
 
    “What are you doing?” the man demanded. Hugo slowly lowered his knife and gun to his side. “If you don’t let me leave, I’ll kill him!” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Hugo said. He threw his SAS commando-style dagger underhanded with a tight flick of his wrist. It spun twice before punching through the man’s eye and out the back of his head. The man jerked, his arms encircling Elan’s chest and his throat flying outward. His knife fell from dead fingers.  
 
    Elan fell to his knees, and Hugo was there in a flash. “Let me see,” he said, prying the man’s bloody fingers away from the wound. Blood flowed, but didn’t spray.  
 
    “H-he tried to k-kill me,” Elan stammered.  
 
    “Yes, he did.”  
 
    The sound of running feet made Hugo look up as a trio of uniformed men raced into view. As soon as they saw Hugo, covered in bright blood and holding a pistol, they froze and raised their rifles. Oh fuck, Hugo thought.  
 
    “Stop!” Elan shouted and stepped between Hugo and the men.  
 
    “Mr. Olchern!” one of the new arrivals yelped in surprise, lowering his rifle.  
 
    “Yes. I’ve been attacked, and this man saved me.”  
 
    The three uniformed men, troops belonging to the government, looked dubious but were unwilling to doubt the word of their boss’ son. They walked around with their weapons held low and examined Hugo’s handiwork. Hugo observed them. The man he’d shot three times and the man with the knife through his eye were obviously dead. They stopped at the last one, the man with the gash in his arm and the missing jaw. He was gurgling and looking around, his eyes as big as dinner plates. His tongue waggled as blood pumped and gurgling sounds came out of his shattered mouth.  
 
    “What should we do about this one?” the soldier asked.  
 
    “Fuck him,” Elan growled and spit onto the bloody cobblestones.  
 
    “Allow me,” Hugo said. He holstered his pistol, walked over and put his foot on the last thug’s face for bracing, and pulled the SAS dagger from the man’s head with a sickly schlikt. He walked over to the jawless man who was watching him. Hugo knelt in the blood and drew the knife across his throat in a quick, smooth motion. A few seconds later, the man was dead. Hugo wiped the weapon clean and sheathed it.  
 
    Elan focused on Hugo and gasped. They’d been two well-dressed men out for a walk a short time ago and, now, Hugo was drenched in blood. “Sir, are you injured?”  
 
    “Not in the least,” Hugo said, looking down. “However, I could use a change of clothes and a shower.” 
 
    “My men will take you back to the Hotel Bermuda.”  
 
    “I didn’t bring a change of clothes,” Hugo said. “And I’m not sure it’s safe.”  
 
    Two carts screeched to a halt, each overloaded with six armed men.  
 
    “I can assure you, there is no reason to be concerned.” Elan turned to the new arrivals. “I want a force assembled immediately to go to St. George’s and round up these scum!” 
 
    “Sir, that will take a considerable force.” 
 
    “I…don’t…care! They assaulted me. Do you understand? Here, within site of The Tower, our home, these scum from St. George’s assaulted me. If not for Mr. Legrand, I would probably be dead.” He turned back to Hugo. “Please, sir, I will have clothes brought to you. Go. Let my men escort you back.” 
 
    “As a favor to you and your family,” Hugo said and affected a tiny bow. “If you are well?”  
 
    One of the newly arrived men was already looking after the cut on Elan’s neck. “I am well. Go, clean, rest. We will talk again soon.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hugo lingered under the stinging hot spray of the shower for far longer than he should have. On the Vichy, the crew was limited to one two-minute shower per person, per week. Hot water was available, but only during strong daylight, and it smelled thickly of rust and oil. The water in Hotel Bermuda was crystal clear, clean, and seemingly unlimited.  
 
    Hugo looked down and noticed that the luxuriously tiled shower was awash in dark red blood. Lumpy clots stuck in places. There was a series of nearly perfect, bloody footprints leading from the entry door to the shower. The blood had run down his pants and into his shoes, completely soaking his socks.  
 
    When he was done, he left the water running and stuck his feet back under the stream. Too much blood had partially clogged the shower’s drain. He took the thick terrycloth robe, wrapped it around himself, and walked into the living room. He opened his briefcase and went to work.  
 
    Hugo glanced up at a knock on the door. He scooped up his pistol before answering. “Yes?”  
 
    “I have your clothes, sir.” The voice was locally accented.  
 
    “Come in,” he said. The door opened, and a dark-skinned woman with short hair, wearing a traditional maid’s uniform, entered. She stopped when she saw him on the other side of the room, holding his pistol along his leg. She was carrying a large pile of paper-wrapped bundles. Her eyes widened in shock. “Place them on the bed, please,” he said.  
 
    She nodded and turned toward the bed. She’d taken two steps when she saw the line of bloody footprints from the door to the bathroom and the big pile of blood-soaked clothing on the tile floor. She swallowed.  
 
    “Are you here for the laundry too?” 
 
    “Yesa’ sir,” she said and carefully laid the bundle on the bed.  
 
    Hugo glanced at his open briefcase, then walked across the bedroom. Her eyes followed him like a deer observing a wolf. In the bathroom, he removed the belt from his pants, as well as a couple of items from the pockets. He placed the items in a pile, then took the bloody towel he’d used to clean his face and wrapped his clothes in it. The towel was almost immediately soaked through.  
 
    “Here you are,” he said and held the bundle out to her. She looked at it as though he were handing her a basket of cobras.  
 
    After a second, she accepted the bloody bundle and retreated through the door. As she left, Hugo could see a pair of uniformed men in the hallway. They didn’t have rifles, but one had a pistol on his hip. Hugo nodded as the fearful maid closed the door, then began looking through the packages.  
 
    He heard another knock as he was buttoning up his shirt. Whoever sent the clothes hadn’t known his size, so they’d sent a range based on Elan’s description.  
 
    “Yes?” he called.  
 
    “Mr. Legrand, I am Edward Colburn, chief of security for Bermuda. Might I come in?” he asked in a refined and almost perfect British accent.  
 
    “Come in.”  
 
    The door swung open, and Colburn walked in. He wore the same uniform as the other island security personnel, only he wore it like he’d worn a uniform all his life. He wasn’t as dark skinned as many of the island’s occupants. However, he was the first person of African descent Hugo had seen in a position of authority on Bermuda.  
 
    “Mr. Legrand, I trust you are well?’  
 
    “Well enough,” Hugo said. Returning to the bathroom, he took a washcloth and began cleaning off his belt and holster. Colburn stayed by the door and watched without comment. Hugo carefully wiped the blood off his gun before holstering it, then did the same with his knife. The new suit jacket they’d brought him covered the weapons perfectly. Lastly, he closed his briefcase.  
 
    “That a BayComm 5000?” Colburn asked.  
 
    “You know technology?”  
 
    “Yes, sir, I was an apprentice tech when the world exploded. Those were used for many things, if I recall, from cybernetic control to over-the-horizon communications.” 
 
    “I don’t use a tenth of its capabilities.” Hugo gestured at it with a shrug. “I use it to stay in contact with the Vichy. I thought I should let them know what happened.” 
 
    “So they can come to your aid?” 
 
    Hugo chuckled and shook his head. “No, my good man, so they can flee, if necessary. My people are far more important than my life.”  
 
    “A sign of a good leader.”  
 
    Hugo grunted and nodded, then shrugged. “I’m not sure what makes a good leader. I just do what I have to do.” 
 
    “I have no doubt. Mr. Olchern sends his regards.” Colburn gestured at the packages of food. “And his apologies for what happened. He also sends his thanks.” 
 
    “Thanks? For what?”  
 
    “For saving his son’s life.” 
 
    Hugo looked at Colburn who was staring at him with piercing eyes. “I was in the right place at the right time, that’s all.”  
 
    “Perhaps. We owe you for something else, as well.” 
 
    “What’s that?”  
 
    Colburn smiled and gestured toward the door. “Please, come with me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The vehicle waiting outside the Hotel Bermuda was a big old crew cab pickup truck, its back full of men in military uniforms, carrying weapons. The truck was painted white with red stripes and had a flashing blue light on top, as if there were any doubt it was official. One of the men was holding the cab’s back door open for Hugo and Colburn. He saluted when he saw the security chief.  
 
    Hugo got in without question, and the truck pulled away. They drove down the main road heading south, then east at a steady 20-30 kilometers per hour. People gave way quickly as the truck approached. The driver only had to use the horn a couple of times.  
 
    After they’d driven for a few minutes, Hugo asked, “Am I under arrest, Chief?”  
 
    The big man looked at him seriously, then laughed. “No, no, not at all. If you’ll just bear with me for a few more minutes…” He looked out the window, apparently getting his bearings. They’d just turned and were crossing a bridge over a causeway. When they reached the other side, Hugo saw a huge expanse of concrete and solar panels. “This was once our airport, but it is now a solar farm and a regular farm. We keep a runway in usable condition, but it’s been five years since a plane landed. It’s still in the hangar. It belonged to a former corporate bigwig who tried to escape from the old US mainland to Russia. He ran out of fuel.”  
 
    “What happened to the corporate people on board?” Hugo asked. Chief Colburn’s smile was tiny, and he didn’t respond.  
 
    They skirted the former airport, eventually crossing a bridge onto another island. St. George’s Island, Hugo thought. As they exited the bridge, he heard gunshots. Hugo sat up straighter and listened intently.  
 
    Chief Colburn noticed and smiled. “Yes, this is the other thing you did for us. You see, the last refugees we took in arrived ten years ago. We were in the midst of many projects to make Bermuda as self-sufficient as possible. Five ships arrived carrying just over 3,000 people. About half were adults. They were settled, here, on St. George’s. 
 
    “Mr. Olchern decided it would be beneficial to take them in and, initially, it was. However, when the skilled work ended, they had to take on increasingly menial tasks to survive. The children grew up disaffected, which manifested in the violence you experienced.” 
 
    A flurry of gunfire roared near them as the truck came to a stop and the uniformed men piled out of the back. Hugo watched them load their weapons and run into the buildings. The area smelled of smoke and gunpowder, like any other combat zone. Somewhere, a person was screaming. The attack on Elan Olchern had unleashed a small war in the little island nation.  
 
    “I have work to do, so I will have my man drive you back to the hotel. Rest and recover, and we will talk more tomorrow.”  
 
    “How long should this operation take?” Hugo asked.  
 
    “We are being as careful as possible. Skilled trade people are as hard to replace as bullets. However, they are fighting back. That is a mistake.” He scratched his chin. “Maybe a week. Do not concern yourself. None of the workers we need to conduct a trade with you are employed here.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Hugo said. A bullet sprang off the roof of the truck.  
 
    Chief Colburn laughed. “No, Mr. Legrand, thank you!” He opened his door and jumped out to join the men behind cover. The driver spun the truck around and raced away from the fighting. As they drove away, Hugo saw faces of despair.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Legrand.” Deputy Customs Director Jacob Lee walked up to Hugo’s table just as the waiter was refilling his tea. Breakfast was eggs, biscuits, fresh fish, a slice of orange, and a glass of mango juice. He’d asked the waiter what he usually had for breakfast, but the man simply bowed and smiled.  
 
    “Good morning, Director Lee,” Hugo said, wiping his mouth. “Care to join me?”  
 
    “Alas, I’ve already eaten. If you are finished, I’d like to talk to you about the trade.” 
 
    “I haven’t discussed it with Tam Olchern.” 
 
    Lee waved dismissively and smiled. “That is of no concern. I spoke with him this morning, and he is eager to move this along. The next step will be for me to see the cargo.”  
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    “Yes, of course. Anyone could produce a few ounces of fertilizer.” 
 
    “Did you test it?”  
 
    The man smiled. “I understand it was given to a tree in The Tower garden within hours of your coming ashore.” His expression turned serious. “Have no doubt, had the tree suffered ill effects, we wouldn’t be speaking right now.”  
 
    “I understand.” Hugo finished his tea and stood. “Ready when you are.” He picked up his briefcase, which he’d set next to the table while he ate, and Lee led him out the door.  
 
    When he’d awoken, he’d found his original clothes neatly folded on the dressing table. Somehow, they’d gotten the blood out of his white, cotton undershirt. Either that or they happened to have his brand. He couldn’t tell. The other packages of clothing, the ones that didn’t fit, were gone. He’d taken another luxurious shower and dressed in his freshly laundered clothes before packing everything else to take with him.  
 
    He’d cleaned his gun before going to sleep. There was blood in the action, and he was glad he’d brought along a small cleaning kit. He’d slept with the weapon under his pillow.  
 
    Lee drove Hugo back to King’s Wharf via the same route they’d taken earlier. When they arrived, he saw, more or less, what he expected. Four patrol boats idled next to the dock, each holding a half dozen armed men.  
 
    “That’s a lot of firepower,” Hugo said. “Can I ask your intent?”  
 
    “We want to be sure of your intent, Mr. Legrand. I’ve been instructed to do a customs inspection of your ship.”  
 
    “That requires four boatloads of soldiers?”  
 
    “They are not soldiers, Mr. Legrand.”  
 
    Hugo surveyed the men, noting that every one of them was armed. He also noticed that machineguns were now mounted on the boats. “Looks like an assault force to me.”  
 
    “This is what we must do,” Lee said.  
 
    “Okay,” Hugo replied, and the other man smiled. “I guess we are not doing business after all.” The smile faded. “If you could have an unarmed boat take me back to the Vichy, I would appreciate it.”  
 
    “You are being unreasonable, Mr. Legrand.” 
 
    “If you feel I am alarmed that you wish to bring an assault force, a heavily armed assault force, onto my ship, I plead guilty, sir.”  
 
    Lee licked his lips and looked at his people. The men waited impassively in the boats, bobbing up and down in the gentle harbor swells.  
 
    Hugo sighed and put his briefcase down on the pitted dock, opened it, and took out the BayComm 5000 headset.  
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
    “Calling for a ride.” Lee scowled. “Or to report that I am a hostage.”  
 
    “Sir, you insult us. We would never take you hostage after what you did for us.” 
 
    “Yet, you are determined to take a strike force onto my ship?” 
 
    Lee stared at him for a moment. Hugo had no idea what Lee was thinking, but he suspected he was trying to decide what he could get away with before calling his boss.  
 
    “Legrand to Vichy.” 
 
    “Vichy here, go ahead.” 
 
    “I’m going to need a ride, please.” 
 
    “Wait,” Lee said, holding up his hand. “Let me talk to Mr. Olchern.”  
 
    Hugo nodded. “Belay that, just a second.” He touched the headset, putting it on hold. Lee’s mouth became a thin line as he walked back to the small customs office at the end of the pier and disappeared inside. The armed men in the boats continued to wait and watch Hugo. Eventually, Lee returned. As he walked down the dock, Hugo could see the look of dissatisfaction etched in the other man’s features.  
 
    “Tam Olchern has acquiesced to your demands—in part.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “If you agree to broadcast a specific message to your ship, we will board with two boats and 20 men. The boats will not have heavy weapons and the men will only carry sidearms. In return, you will allow me and my agents 12 hours of unobstructed access to your vessel.”  
 
    “Eight hours,” Hugo said.  
 
    Lee cursed. “Eight hours, then. If we find what we expect, you will meet with Tam Olchern, and we’ll move forward.” Hugo nodded. “Good. The message is this: you are coming with two boats and twenty of my men, including me, for a customs inspection. You may inform them of the men’s armament.”  
 
    “Very well. Now?” Lee nodded and Hugo pressed the headset controls. “Captain Mercier?” 
 
    “Standing by, sir.” 
 
    “I will be coming with two boats and twenty men, including the Deputy Customs Inspector, for a customs inspection. The inspectors will all be carrying sidearms. The inspection will take eight hours, and we should be there in about two hours.” 
 
    “We’ll be there in 20 minutes,” Lee corrected.  
 
    “Sorry, make that 20 minutes.” 
 
    “Right you are, sir. We’ll be expecting you.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The two armed patrol boats stopped a mile from the Vichy. The two boats with Hugo and the twenty inspectors approached the former container ship, slowing to a few knots as they got close.  
 
    Hugo could see the crewman of the Vichy lining her railings. They manned the water cannons and other defenses, such as they were, meant to protect the ship from pirates. Those defenses weren’t effective before the world went to shit, and they were even less effective now.  
 
    Captain Mercier stood on the bridge wing with a pair of binoculars, carefully examining Hugo and his situation. The captain was doing his best to make sure things on the approaching boats were as Hugo said they should be. The man looked unhappy. Hugo wasn’t surprised.  
 
    Once they came alongside the boarding ramp, a small dock was lowered. A pair of men climbed down and tossed lines to the customs boats. Hugo was the first off.  
 
    “Ahoy, Mr. Legrand,” Captain Mercier called. “All well?”  
 
    “All’s well,” Hugo called back. The captain nodded. 
 
    “Deputy Customs Director Jacob Lee. Permission to come aboard, Captain?”  
 
    “Permission reluctantly granted,” Mercier replied.  
 
    Lee chuckled. “He’s a captain, all right. We’ll get this over with as quickly as possible.” He climbed the steps behind Hugo and stood at the railing. He took out a piece of paper and handed it to the captain. “Here are the areas we need to inspect, and I’ll point out other locations as I see fit.” 
 
    “You have eight hours, as specified,” Mercier said. “After that, you’ll get off my fucking ship.”  
 
    “Aye, Captain, I will.”  
 
    Hugo stayed with Lee as the customs man directed the search. First, the bridge and crews’ quarters. Afterwards, the engine spaces and bilge. He never explained what they were looking for. After four hours, he met with the men who’d been checking cargo containers, all of them escorted by crewmen.  
 
    Hugo heard the crewmen talking to Mercier. The customs people were opening the cargo containers. Hugo nodded. After a brief talk with Lee, the customs people resumed their search, this time going through the passenger containers. Hugo stayed back; he was way too familiar with the smell of those.  
 
    Time was almost up when one of the inspectors said something to Lee. The man turned to Hugo and spoke. “Come with me, please.” Lee led him to the second level of containers near the rear, right where Hugo expected him to. They stopped at a container similar to the passenger models, except it had an inside door. Two of Lee’s agents were there.  
 
    “Why do you have dogs?” Lee asked. Inside, a dozen dogs slept peacefully, each connected via wires and hoses to complex machinery. “And what are you doing to them?” 
 
    Hugo smiled and put a hand against the glass. “They are mine,” he admitted. “We try to act as though we’re the same as our people, but we do take some privileges for ourselves. I couldn’t leave them to die in radioactive fallout from the Blayais meltdown.” He sighed. “I never married. They’re my children.”  
 
    “Expensive children,” Lee said. “But, what are the machines?” 
 
    “They’re in hibernation,” Hugo explained. “Some of my chemists were part of Russian Techno’s hypersleep projects. They never got past prototyping canine suspension. They wanted to develop it for manned spaceflight to colonize Mars.” He shrugged. “But the technology works fine for our four legged friends.”  
 
    “Cerberus?” Lee asked, reading the tag on the nearest support machine.  
 
    “The project that developed the suspension technology.” 
 
    “Never heard of it,” Lee said. “In any event, we don’t allow dogs on Bermuda. Too many problems with the farms.”  
 
    “I understand. They’ll stay with me until we get to North America.”  
 
    Lee nodded and left. Hugo looked at the dogs a moment longer and smiled. Soon, my children. He gestured to the crewmen who sealed the container.  
 
    “Cargo time,” Lee said, and Hugo followed him. 
 
    The fertilizer was contained in ten chemical transport CONEX containers located in a secure area forward of the bridge. They were indistinguishable from the other containers, which was according to plan. Their location was only noted in a handwritten cargo report in a hidden safe in Hugo’s cabin. He didn’t know where they were without consulting that log.  
 
    “It’s not possible to open all ten,” Captain Mercier explained upon joining them beside one of the containers. He was reading the report from Hugo’s safe. “They’re mixed in with other containers in this stack. We can get them out with the deck crane, but it will take a few hours.” 
 
    “Why?” Lee asked.  
 
    “Security,” Hugo explained. “If pirates get ahold of one, they won’t get them all.”  
 
    “Unless they take the entire ship,” Lee suggested. Hugo shrugged. “Open this one, please.”  
 
    Hugo nodded to a pair of crewmen who used a key Hugo gave them. The door swung open with a groan of rusted metal. Hugo flicked on a flashlight revealing rows of 55-gallon plastic drums marked, “Salt.” He walked to the closest one and used a plastic wrench to unscrew the lid. Lee moved over and looked inside.  
 
    “They’re all the same,” Hugo said.  
 
    Lee grunted, took a ladle from his pocket and scooped out a sample. He sniffed it, then poured the fertilizer onto the drum’s lid to get a better look in the light. Satisfied, he took a thin metallic rod from one of his men and plunged it into the barrel, pushing until it hit bottom. The rod had markings which he examined.  
 
    “Another, please,” he said after withdrawing the rod. He pointed to a barrel halfway down the row. “That one.”  
 
    Hugo pointed, and the two crewmen took the wrench from him and opened it. Lee went through the same ritual with that drum, then three others. All produced the same results.  
 
    “How much is in this container?” Lee asked.  
 
    “There are 255 drums in this container. Each holds 257 pounds for a total of 32.76 tons or 65,535 pounds. Based on my estimates, one container can improve your crop yields for five years. Longer, if you switch to a monoculture or only use it on one crop.” 
 
    “You’ve thought this through,” Lee said.  
 
    “Wouldn’t you?” Lee smiled at him. Hugo made his move. “So, do we go forward?” 
 
    Lee looked around as if he might spot something at the last moment to change his mind. After a second, he looked at Hugo and nodded. “Let’s head in so you can meet Tam Olchern.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Elan Olchern was waiting when the cart pulled up to the base of The Tower. As Hugo expected, security was tight. However, the checkpoint at the main gate was only manned by two people. It looked to Hugo as though the guard shack was designed for a half dozen.  
 
    “Welcome!” Elan said as Hugo got out. Instead of offering his hand, Elan pulled Hugo into a hug. “My friend, I am so happy to hear everything went well.”  
 
    Hugo was surprised for a second, then returned the hug with a little less enthusiasm. “I’m glad too. Do I finally get to meet your legendary father?”  
 
    “Of course, of course. Come inside our humble home.”  
 
    Hugo looked up at the sheer, ten-story, slab sides of The Tower and smiled when Elan called it humble. Deputy Inspector Lee fell in behind them, and they entered a plush lobby where fewer security were present than Hugo expected.  
 
    Built at a time when power was readily available, The Tower’s ten stories sported a bank of four elevators. One was still operational, and that was amazing to Hugo. Elevators were power-hungry machines. The door stood open, and a smartly dressed man bowed as Hugo, Elan, and Lee entered the elevator. As soon as they were inside, the man pressed the top button. The doors closed smoothly, and they began to rise. 
 
    “It’s been a long time since I rode in an elevator,” Hugo noted.  
 
    “We manage a few amenities,” Elan said, then grinned from ear to ear.  
 
    The elevator arrived at the top floor, and the doors opened into the foyer of the penthouse. The owner, Tam Olchern, waited inside.  
 
    “Welcome to my home, Mr. Legrand.” Tam Olchern was in his late fifties and as fit as an acrobat. It was clear his son inherited his high cheekbones and dirty blonde hair, though Tam’s hair was beginning to gray. His eyes were dark and sharp, quickly taking in every detail of his visitor and potential trading partner.  
 
    He wasn’t what Hugo was expecting. “Thank you, Mr. Olchern. Pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “You are not what I expected,” Tam said.  
 
    “Oh? How so?”  
 
    “I’ve heard of you. Word of your fertilizer operation in old France gets around, especially on an island where trade is rare.” 
 
    “I suppose I should be honored you’ve heard of me.” 
 
    “It’s beneficial too,” Tam added. “If I hadn’t heard of you, I would have had the patrol boats turn your ship away. Dozens try to land illegally each year. The fishing boats help keep them away. There’s only so much food to go around.” He studied Hugo from head to toe. “I expected a fat, old chemist or former corporate operative. Maybe even a surviving Geno Freak who’d been bred for the business. You, sir, look more like a soldier.”  
 
    “Running a factory in a radioactive zone full of roaming warlords requires some of that.” 
 
    “For that, I am grateful.” Elan moved next to his father, who put an arm around the younger man’s shoulder. “I would be without my son, if not for you.” Elan smiled and nodded.  
 
    “I was just doing what I could. What needed doing.”  
 
    “Either way, you have my thanks.” Lee was off to the side, and Tam glanced at him.  
 
    Hugo tensed slightly. Months of planning came down to this. 
 
    “Everything was fine,” Lee said. “It’s an incredible ship, and the fertilizer is as your farmers have said. According to Mr. Legrand, they have over a million pounds of it.” 
 
    “One point three million,” Hugo said. “It represents a lot of lives.” 
 
    “It can save a lot of lives,” Tam said. He gestured, and they moved into a plush living area. A servant brought in refreshments. One of the room’s walls was a window. The wharf was visible a half mile away—a spectacular view.  
 
    “Even the ones on St. George’s Island?” Hugo asked.  
 
    Tam laughed and shook his head. He pointed a finger at Hugo and waggled it. “We cannot cry over spilt milk. Those people tried to kill my son and you! We are merely pruning the weeds. It’s proving more difficult than I feared.” 
 
    “Looks like a lot of your people are there.” 
 
    “Most of my forces, I fear. I barely have enough to man The Tower’s security. A lot of people will be mad. But, thanks to your fertilizer, I can increase the yield and quality of our crops. My head farmer says we can grow some things we couldn’t before. By God, more than a million pounds!” He clapped his hands together. “How much will you trade and what do you want?”  
 
    “I want 100 gallons of water per pound, five pounds of fresh or preserved food per pound, and one gallon of diesel per five pounds of fertilizer.”  
 
    Elan gasped, and Lee shook his head. Hugo watched Tam closely. The older man narrowed his eyes, then laughed. “You are a shrewd trader, sir. I cannot impoverish myself, even for your fine product. Do not tempt me to take it.” 
 
    “You would find that difficult,” Hugo warned.  
 
    Tam looked at Lee who half nodded and half shrugged. “It wouldn’t be easy,” he confirmed.  
 
    “Let’s not talk hostilities,” Tam admonished. “Those days are past. We can come to an agreement. You have my assurance. I would invite you to dock your ship, the Vichy is it? Dock and we can discuss the details. I can provide all you ask, though we need to discuss the exchange rates.” 
 
    Hugo set his briefcase on the desk and opened it, removing the headset from his BayComm 5000. Tam’s eyes sparkled with interest as Hugo put on the headset and spoke. “Captain Mercier, the way is clear. You may dock.” 
 
    “Very good, sir, we are weighing anchor immediately.”  
 
    “Let’s finalize negotiations,” Tam said.  
 
    They sat. The details took several hours to work out during which Hugo could see the Vichy approach the wharf and begin docking. As the ship stopped, Tam was pouring champagne.  
 
    “I am sorry we could not agree on your refugees. Maybe another time?”  
 
    “If possible,” Hugo agreed. “You win some, you lose some.”  
 
    The elevator opened, and Edward Colburn entered. He was sweaty and exhausted looking, and he had a bloody gash on his forehead which had clotted.  
 
    “Ah, my good security chief,” Tam greeted him. “How is the operation progressing?”  
 
    “Well enough, sir. We should wrap it up by tonight.”  
 
    “Good news indeed,” Tam said.  
 
    “I would like to have seen your ship,” Colburn said to Hugo, looking out the window at the Vichy. He paused and looked curiously at a curl of smoke rising from one of the dock buildings.  
 
    “You wouldn’t have liked it,” Lee told him. “He has dogs.” Colburn glanced at Lee, then back at the dock. “A bunch of them in suspended animation. For the trip, he said.” 
 
    “What?” Colburn said, turning to look at Lee. He glanced at Hugo who wore a small, neutral smile on his face. “Suspended animation?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lee said, confused.  
 
    “It was good you didn’t come along,” Hugo said.  
 
    “Were there labels on anything?” Colburn asked Lee.  
 
    “A tag on some of the machinery said Cerberus.”  
 
    Colburn’s look of surprise turned to one of horror. He spun back toward the window and saw several smoke columns rising now.  
 
    “What…” Lee said, standing and looking at Hugo. “What does that mean?”  
 
    “I figured Colburn would know,” Hugo said. “The infrastructure is distinctive, and he said he was involved in technology before the nukes. I was concerned, for a minute, he might insist on coming along.” 
 
    Colburn took out his portable radio and yelled for his men on St. George’s Island.  
 
    “What is going on?” Tam demanded.  
 
    “Get everyone back to Somerset immediately,” Colburn ordered, then drew his gun and pointed it at Hugo. “Sir, get your family to the bunker in the basement!”  
 
    “For dogs?” Tam asked. He looked out the window and saw the smoke from the piers. He turned to confront Hugo. “What do you think you are doing?”  
 
    “Taking this island from you,” Hugo said, finishing his drink and putting the empty glass on the coffee table. Tam’s expression went from concern to fury. “It took me a while to figure out how to get my ship to shore. I knew I’d probably only get one chance. Your reputation for shrewdness is well earned.” 
 
    “You bastard,” Elan said.  
 
    “Sir, you need to get to the bunker!” 
 
    “Not until I see him dead,” Tam spat, pointing at Hugo. “But not on the carpet.” 
 
    Hugo raised his hands, rose, and walked across the sitting area. He could see that the carnage from the wharf had spread as quickly as he planned.  
 
    “What about the dogs?” Lee demanded.  
 
    “They’re not dogs,” Colburn said. “They’re cyborgs. CERBERUS stands for Cybernetic Endoskeletal Reinforced Bio-organism Engineered Retaliatory Uplinkable System.” Lee still looked confused. “They’re war dogs, or as some call them, Hellhounds.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Lee said.  
 
    “No, not God. So, that is why you needed to dock?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Hugo said. “My little babies don’t swim. Downside of all the enhancements.” 
 
    “Shoot the son of a bitch,” Tam ordered. 
 
    “Bastard,” Elan said.  
 
    Hugo continued to look out the window, noting movement at the edge of the park around The Tower.  
 
    “Any last words, Mr. Legrand?” Colburn asked as he pointed his pistol at the back of Hugo’s head.  
 
    “You can call me Lord Commander.”  
 
    “Shit,” Colburn cursed and pulled the trigger. The bullet passed through the spot where the Lord Commander’s head had been, then through the window.  
 
    The room reverberated with the gun’s report, and a split second later, with the sickening crunch of shattering vertebrae as the Lord Commander’s foot hit Edward Colburn’s neck where it met his skull. The shattered bone severed his spinal column, and Colburn fell like a marionette with cut strings.  
 
    Director Lee tried to pull a compact pistol from his pocket, but the Lord Commander drew and threw his dagger, and the spinning blade impaled Lee in the neck, creating a fountain of blood. Lee lost interest in his gun as he tried to stop the blood flow. 
 
    The roar of automatic weapons fire interrupted the Lord Commander’s planned chain of attack, as he was forced to roll away from the stream of crisscrossing bullets. The Olchems had surprised him when they retrieved machine pistols from concealed locations in the sitting area. Impressive. 
 
    “How can he move so fast?” Elan yelled during a pause in the firing.  
 
    “You don’t think my dogs are the only cybernetically enhanced beings?” the Lord Commander yelled back. A flurry of automatic gunfire poured into the bar he was taking cover behind. He could hear the Olchems moving in opposite directions, trying to flank him. Glass exploded inward. Too late.  
 
    A few more bullets flew, then they suddenly stopped. The room was filled with the sound of gurgling screams. The Lord Commander stood and saw two of his beauties standing over the Olchems. Elan was dead, his head torn off by a cybernetically modified war dog. Tam was still clinging to life despite having part of his ribcage torn from his body.  
 
    He looked at the Hellhound that attacked Tam. “I’ll need to review your combat subroutine.” A non-throat kill was suboptimal.  
 
    “Spare my other children, please?” Tam gurgled.  
 
    The Lord Commander walked over to the dying man and sighed. “I’m afraid that’s not going to happen. I can’t risk having anyone doubt my authority.” Tam started to say something, but The Lord Commander sent a command to the Hellhound which ended the man’s life with a blinding flash of titanium teeth.  
 
    The Lord Commander walked over and looked out the window. His men, disguised as refugees, would be offloading from the Vichy. It would have taken too long to get to the weapons for the assault, so he’d risked the 12 hellhounds. So far, none were out of commission. He looked back at Tam’s cooling body.  
 
    “I expected better of you,” he said, then turned and looked out over his new acquisition. The day was still young, and there was still a lot of work to do.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Salt by Marisa Wolf 
 
      
 
      
 
    Every time one of my children leaps from the ship, I can’t summon a single regret for any of the choices I made to get us here. At night, there are hauntings, but I can forget them once the sun rises. I never needed much sleep, anyway. 
 
    “—whole patch of blueberries, we coulda picked forev—” Helen saw me and straightened from her knot, her face brightening. “Dad! One of the northern pull outs had some flooding. We sailed right up in the tender, sent out a party, and found the biggest patches of raspberries, blueberries, and fiddleheads I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Helen was twenty-three, with no real memories of the world before the Fall to shadow her joy in the one she’d inherited. I’d done everything in my power to give her the tools to keep her safe, but she’d found happiness on her own. There were many things I was proud of in the years since the bombs, but she was the best of my creations. 
 
    “Clean?” 
 
    “Clean enough for us.” She laughed, double checked her knot, and stepped away from the edge of the dock. “We’ve got buckets of them. A fair catch of fish too, but we had to toss half of them back. Hopefully, Jim had better luck with his nets.” 
 
    “Any contact?”  
 
    “Not a soul. We’ll debrief once we’ve unloaded, but there wasn’t a hint of sailors on the sea or trappers on the land. It was a hard winter.” 
 
    And a late spring. I remembered years in my childhood when the air kept its chill well into June, but these last few winters had lingered so long I wondered if we’d get icebergs in the harbors instead of summer winds. 
 
    Maybe this last winter had been enough to root out the last of the lingering survivors on the mainland. I’d had the thought before and been wrong, so I pushed the hope away. It was too much to ask that anything be so easy, in this Fallen World.  
 
    “We deserve a quiet trip now and then. I’ll meet you in the hall for debriefing.” I hugged her close, smelling the salt of sweat and sea in her hair. It was a moment of peace, and I allowed myself to enjoy it before continuing on my way.  
 
    Every day, I walked the harbor, studying the ground in front of me, the docks, and the salt-stained buildings. I no longer searched the water, not anymore, not 15 years after my wife vanished one dawn somewhere along this route.  
 
    My half-hour walks were rarely interrupted, though someone would inevitably be waiting for me at the meeting house by the time I made my way back. My happiness at Helen’s return from her successful trip kept me from glaring at Geordan when he stepped out from a building and turned toward me.  
 
    “Elias.” He was my age, but more thickly built. Like all the surviving members of the Ag Society, he came from generations of island farmers and had the frame and weathered features to match. His dark eyes stared somewhere close to my shoulder, not at my face. Not for the first time, I wondered if I should have put one of his brothers higher on the priority list, but that decision was nearly 20 years behind us. We were stuck with each other. 
 
    “Geordan.” I matched his tone and kept walking, and he fell into step next to me. It was easier when we didn’t have to look at each other.  
 
    “Greenhouse repairs are done, and we’re sending the crew down island with extra bike wagons to help Zee haul some shellfish back up. They wanted to get an early start, so I didn’t want to hold them until after the morning meeting.” He waited for my grunt of acknowledgement before continuing, hitching a shoulder during the silence. “Some sheep are missing.” 
 
    “Missing?” I stopped walking and stared at his broad, entirely human face. Geordan had been too old for anything except nanite treatments when the world finished its free fall, and while that had been enough to keep him and his farming expertise alive, there were times I mourned the waste. He could have been more. The nanites could have made someone else so much more.  
 
    He kept his eyes forward and nodded, with an expression that was either New England stoic or too embarrassed to show his dislike of me.  
 
    “How are they missing?” We had no wild predators—Martha’s Vineyard was a small island, and we’d been here long enough to know what lived here. I’d inoculated or we’d bred just over 300 animals after the bombs started flying—our livestock and some well-trained dogs. Nothing big enough to carry off “some” sheep.  
 
    As I glared at him, the silence between us grew. After a long minute, my frustration cleared enough for me to connect the dots and understand. “The greenhouse crew worked through the night so they could get home, but they were supposed to be on watch.” 
 
    Geordan tensed, which gave me the answer moments before he nodded. 
 
    “And you approved it. You’re telling me before the morning meeting, so we can go after the raiders, and you don’t have to tell the collected heads you screwed up. For fuck’s sake, Geordan. Tell me you at least sent a runner to the docks to get the Ava ready.” I waited until he nodded, then turned on my heels and ran back to the main dock. I hated not completing my walk up and down the harbor. The unsettled itch of something undone would follow me the rest of the day, but better that than some assholes sailing through the world thinking we were an easy mark. 
 
    “Helen won’t be done unloading the Seven,” I muttered as we hurried, not wanting to make conversation, but not wanting to risk silence. I wanted him to be clear about how annoyed I was. “You could have sent a runner, and we might have caught Jim and his crew before they took the Biscotti out, but I suppose you just noticed.” Sarcasm streaked my voice, and I let it, not waiting for an answer. “The Ava’s the fastest ship we have, while they finish repairs on the Connor.” 
 
    The Connor, a forty-footer named for Geordan’s youngest brother, wouldn’t be repaired anytime soon, not until this idiot found a way to stop irritating me. I hated getting on my wife’s namesake, as it inevitably reminded me that all that was left of her was her once-favorite sailboat and two grown children.  
 
    Why hadn’t Geordan sent a runner? We had rarely been raided, and less often were such raids successful, but we hadn’t been able to empty all the ports in what was once Massachusetts. There were people out there who would take uncertain boats and unpredictable seas over looming death on land. With a bit of wind and a hell of a lot of luck, they occasionally made it here. Surviving their inexperience and navigating safely to shore and sheep were difficult, but it had happened often enough that patrols were still mandatory—or, they were supposed to be.  
 
    “Did anyone see them?” 
 
    “The greenhouse crew was already packing up when Sal came in with the herd count. I sent him to you, but he must have passed you somewhere.” 
 
    That wasn’t entirely Geordan’s fault. I tended to be out early on the days one of my children was away. Helen hadn’t been due back for another day or so, but I could feel a storm building. My daughter had a far stronger weather sense than I did, so I’d been fairly certain of her early return. Neither Geordan nor Sal would have had any reason to expect a storm before the clouds started changing later in the afternoon. 
 
    “I sent Red down to the docks; he was all I could spare. Someone had to tend to the chickens and cows this morning.” 
 
    I grunted. I knew it was a legitimate answer, but I had little patience for the head of Ag on a good day. According to the collected heads—Med, Ag, Repair, and Marine—we were more or less equals. According to me, as head of Improvements, with direct responsibility for saving nearly every human and human-adjacent life on this island, I was first among equals, and they forgot it at their peril.  
 
    My role also meant I had no business getting on the Ava and chasing after raiders, but with Helen newly returned, there was no world in which I was letting her ship back out without me.  
 
    She was already bellowing orders from the deck of her mother’s namesake when I reached the dock.  
 
    “Taking the Squid and the Telenovela toward the mainland. I bet they’re Nantucketers, but there’s no need to let them slip through ‘cause I got cocky.” Helen didn’t pause in hauling up the Ava’s small tender to shout the update my way, and I didn’t need to ask to know which crews were handling the other ships. Andres was head of Marine, from ship repair through fishing, and he didn’t allow anyone on the docks who wasn’t ready for whatever they got tapped to do.  
 
    “Red, tell the heads I’m going out on the run.” I pulled aside the runner Geordan had sent and gestured toward the meeting hall. The boy was gawky and eager and still adjusting to the latest of his upgrades. A nictitating membrane stuck halfway across his eye, and he blinked fiercely to clear it while I talked to him. “Geordan’s going to clean up the mess and host dinner for all of us at the end of the day.” 
 
    Geordan stepped forward to argue, but Red took off at a run, and I ignored him and hopped in the boat. Geordan couldn’t join me—one head on the water per trip, unless we declared an extreme case. That rule had stood us in good stead since a sudden storm and a lucky shot had cost us three heads in a single excursion 10 years ago. We’d avoided the mainland for a good two years after that.  
 
    Three missing sheep was no good, and raiders were a problem, but not enough for Geordan to deepen the hole he’d dug for himself. Helen shot me a look, but she’d only argue my ride-along if I got in her way.  
 
    “Lee, you ready?” 
 
    “Lines clear from the cleets!” Lee tossed the ropes over and jumped into the boat as Helen secured the dinghy that trailed the Ava on most trips. We were unlikely to need the tender on a hunt like this, but it was always better to have it than not. 
 
    Lee and Helen maneuvered the boat with the ease of a longstanding team. Lee raised the main sail while Helen took us on a starboard tack and got ready to unfurl the jib. I gestured to Tim, and we left them to it to set out the grappling hooks and unpack the weapons.  
 
    The headwind was strong, so we’d lose some time cutting the angles clear of the harbor, but our quarry would be encountering the same obstacles, and I could guarantee they didn’t have someone with Helen’s sense of direction on the rudder. I had given several of our Marine members adaptative cryptochromes that allowed them to orient against Earth’s magnetic field. Whether it was because of her age or my motivation or both, Helen had, by far, the strongest affinity for them. All of our sailors learned and practiced CELNAV, but a handful had the skill built in, and I didn’t think Helen could get lost if she tried.  
 
    The Ava moved in relative silence, cutting through the water and zigzagging through the wind with such ease, we lost sight of our island before the sun hit its zenith. Before long, Lee turned and waved to catch our attention.  
 
    He shouted, “Ship ahead. Overtake?” 
 
    Helen’s grin was predatory; I knew her answer before she opened her mouth. 
 
    “Let’s see how good they are—how long til we get them in irons?” 
 
    Lee held up two fingers to register his bet of two hours, and Tim paused, then held up three. I didn’t bet—it would be potentially safer for us to speed ahead, then bear down from upwind to steal their propulsion and slow them until we could jump aboard. However, if they had backup coming from their island, they could do the same to us. It had been awhile since we’d heard anything from Nantucket. Perhaps we shouldn’t have left them alone so long, but they hadn’t threatened us or come our way in so long, I’d hoped they were all dead.  
 
    Since that didn’t appear to be the case, it was better not to assume and let our superior skill and more maneuverable boat make the other crew do what we wanted. It was a bold move, but that had been Helen’s style since she was a toddler, trying to take over my lab.  
 
    She kept us so perfectly angled to the wind, it only took three directional changes to cause our quarry to overcorrect. Despite a flurry of desperate motion on board, they continued to slow, drifting too far into the wind and losing any forward momentum beyond what the current gave them. They were turned in irons, drifting more than sailing. We didn’t lose rudder authority and closed the distance quickly.  
 
    We stayed low and spread out across our deck as we approached. Despite our small group of blacksmiths, bullets were at a premium, but certainly not impossible to obtain. A day earlier, I would have told you Nantucket was deserted, without a sailboat to float. There was no need to double down on my incorrect assumption and get shot for the trouble.  
 
    As we got close enough to hear the nervous sheep, we could see that there were at least two humans on board.  
 
    “Stay away—we’ll kill the sheep, we’ll kill you, and we’ll burn both ships!” 
 
    “It’s not worth losing all that. Steer off!” The second voice was notably older than the first, and I tightened my hands around the thick rope of the grappling hook. They were a grandfather and maturing grandson, or a mismatched pair allied by old experience and youthful enthusiasm. The older man sounded nearly as nervous as the sheep. He was pissed, for certain, but worry threaded equally through his shout.  
 
    “We only took what we needed. You have plenty!” Desperation. There was plenty of that in this Fallen World. If they’d lived this long without nanites, they could likely make it longer. I wouldn’t have to dip into the limited stores hoarded in my lab.  
 
    “All the quahog beds are empty, and our fishing has been shit. You’ve got plenty!” 
 
    They had caused no damage, stolen very little, and had a ship and some skills to trade. Perhaps we could come to a—  
 
    One of the sheep screamed as its throat was cut, and a third human took advantage of the distraction to take his shot. Tim staggered back, grabbing his biceps, and I released my pretty fantasy.  
 
    Alliances with strangers were hard to come by in this Fallen World, but death was easy. I spun and threw the grappling hook as Lee returned fire, dropping one of the men. The remaining two sheep were panicking from the sounds of the gunshot and screams still lingering in the air.  
 
    Helen turned us broadside just enough for the grappling hook to catch perfectly, and I set my feet to pull.  
 
    The man with the gun came rapidly into focus as the boats swung closer together, and the older man leapt across the distance, hoping to take us by surprise. He wielded his bloodstained knife with more skill than flash. 
 
    Helen ran forward to meet him, and I looked down and pulled the end of the bowline against its locking ring. When I looked up, the armed man was down, clutching his throat, and Lee was covering Tim as he leaped to the new boat.  
 
    For a moment, I wished we still used harpoons, but Andres had emphasized the need to preserve hull integrity for any prize ships we might commandeer on our adventures. Scavenging and repurposing were far more efficient than finding the trees needed to build new boats from scratch. Tim, his gunshot wound already closing, punched the youngest of our three opponents directly under his ear and rolled away as the man fell to the deck. Lee shot just often enough to keep the gunman crouched behind cover, and Tim made his way slowly around the boat.  
 
    Knowing I’d only be in the way, I kept hold of the grappling hook’s rope and watched Helen clean up before rolling the older man’s body off our boat and into the water.  
 
    It made a distinct plop—the sound of human remains hitting the ocean. I’d long ago lost count of how often I’d heard that noise, which sounded the same in both calm and choppy seas.  
 
    The sun beat down on us as Tim stalked the gunman, our boats bumping together in a calm companionship that belied the struggle on the decks. The man popped up again, but he couldn’t get a shot off before Lee did. Lee missed, but he distracted the man more than enough for Tim to close the distance, and in moments, I heard another distinctive plop.  
 
    The two remaining sheep crowded to the far side of the boat, their bleating subsiding into sad moans, and Tim slowly moved in on them, making reassuring noises that carried with ridiculous clarity to us. Thankfully the sharp breeze brought us the scent of brine and the faint smell of the tide, instead of the foul odor of mixed sheep and human effluvia.  
 
    “Leave them over there,” Helen called, smiling at our new boat with possessive pride. “It’ll be easier to tow them back than it would be to get them over here in their current state.” 
 
    “I’ll just throw—” 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Lee, one foot balancing him on the side of the boat, had already lowered his gun when we registered what had happened.  
 
    The boy had recovered, crawled after Tim, and was cleverly sneaking up behind him with a club, when Lee saw him, took careful aim, and dropped him.  
 
    A third plop.  
 
    Three clean kills, a minor injury, and one lost sheep. It didn’t feel great, and Helen had lost her smile, but it was still a win.  
 
    “Want to keep going, see what’s happening on Nantucket?” 
 
    Tim asked the question, but we already knew the answer. Nantucket had nothing we needed. We could go back with more ships and raid their island to ensure they couldn’t slip back to our island, but there was no point in a taking a fight to them that wouldn’t yield us anything. If these three weren’t the last of them, any remaining survivors would hopefully see their disappearance as further reason to leave the Vineyard alone.  
 
    Besides, there was a storm was coming, and if we made all speed toward home, we could dock before it caught us.  
 
    We’d talk about the situation with the other heads. Desperation made people do stupid things. If I’d learned anything in my lifetime, I’d certainly learned that.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The fishing is still shit.” Jimmy slouched in his chair, hunching his shoulders in a way that called attention to the scars on his neck. After he’d almost drowned as a child, I’d tried to make him amphibious. Instead, I’d set off a cascade of failures inside my son’s tiny body. Eventually, I left him with excellent night vision and ridges of sewed-closed skin that served no purpose. He’d forgiven me, but I couldn’t blame him for hating the almost-gills. 
 
    “We hoped it would get better with the summer, but the nets are either empty or full of things too dirty to eat.” Andres had been happy about the new ship, but his delight had faded throughout the course of the meeting. “It’s no wonder the Nantucketers were hungry enough to come here. If we’re running low on food, they must have been out most of the winter.” 
 
    “Burner said the Aquinnah oyster beds are barely hanging on.” Geordan looked uncomfortable. I wondered how long he’d been letting the patrols lapse. Had the greenhouse been damaged by the storm or by the raiders? “Crops are okay, but if we have any unexpected freezes like last year, we’re going to have to use our stores.” 
 
    “Parts of the mainland are sprouting pretty good,” Helen interjected, rolling around some of the blueberries from her last trip in front of her. “We haven’t seen anyone out there since last fall. Maybe we should take some longer trips that way.” 
 
    “Med could use supplies. There’s only so much willow and appleseed we can use.” Kim, head of Medical, had been a veterinarian before the Fall. We had plenty of doctors to choose from when I started rad-proofing the critical personnel, but animal vets and combat medics would make the most of our new world. It hadn’t surprised me when her peers made her their head, given her ability to adapt and her expert knowledge of livestock—a critical combination.  
 
    “Everything reachable’s picked clean, and anything not reachable is uncertain as hell. Are we rushing into this?” Howard was head of Repair. He had finagled our solar panels to keep critical energy flowing into the island’s batteries when the cable from the mainland failed. We used electricity sparingly, mostly through the winter. He’d also figured out how to power the kerosene lamps with coal. He had never let us down, which was more than I could say for myself.  
 
    “If we wait until the need becomes pressing, we’ll be more likely to make desperate decisions.” Like the Nantucketers had. Helen didn’t have to add that for us to hear it. 
 
    “Thanks for your reports, skippers.” Andres nodded to my children and gestured toward the door. We’d already heard from the Squid and the Telenovela, though they’d had much less to report.  
 
    The debate continued for some time, and I listened, considering. Howard wasn’t wrong— we weren’t at the tipping point yet, but we did seem to be picking up speed.  
 
    “I have an option.” 
 
    Geordan stared down at the table, clenching his mug hard enough to stress the pottery. I looked at his whitening knuckles for a moment, then shrugged. He wouldn’t like it. I couldn’t imagine any of them would.  
 
    “We head up to Ipswich.” 
 
    They were underwhelmed by my suggestion. Geordan released his mug so quickly it wobbled, and Kim let out something that sounded like a laugh.  
 
    “Vacation time?” Andres asked, eyebrows raised. “All this luxury has you missing camping?” 
 
    “You know I worked for Obsidian, before the Fall.” 
 
    Interest now. Scowls on several faces other than Geordan’s, but interest too.  
 
    “They’d taken over some old Nike sites on the South Shore for experiments, and that’s mostly where I worked. The bunkers came in handy.” Only Kim knew for sure that I’d been involved in the rise of the Geno Freaks, decades earlier. Though given the improvements I’d worked on over our time together, I’m sure the others at least suspected it. Obsidian had recruited me because of my expertise, with offers, perks, and resources way too good to ignore.  
 
    I could take no credit for the nanites, that invention predated me. But what I was able to do with them…some of the best years of my life were spent in Obsidian bunkers, finding new ways for the human body to stretch, grow, develop, and accomplish amazing things. Agents.  
 
    It had been beautiful.  
 
    But it was never enough. Obsidian cannibalized one corporation after another, but when it couldn’t eat Teledyne whole…well, I’d seen enough Geno Freaks gone wrong to ignore how that was going to play out. I hoarded nanites for months, smuggling them out in small doses, faking data to cover how many I’d actually used. And when things became strained, I cleaned out my stashes and ran.  
 
    Not far—they would have expected me to go far. I was fairly certain they didn’t know about the sprawling compound my wife had been working on for her family, so I went to ground under their noses, just off the coast.  
 
    Looking back, I’m sure they would have found me in a couple of months— I was not nearly as good at hiding as I thought—but Obsidian or Teledyne started chucking nukes, and suddenly, everyone had much bigger things on their plates than me. And then, I became fairly sure, everyone who could or would have come for me…was dead.  
 
    So, I used my nanites to keep the people I needed alive, and we set about making Martha’s Vineyard an isolated, purely self-sufficient community.  
 
    It had worked for…almost 20 years. Now? 
 
    Everyone was staring at me, even Geordan, and I realized I’d been lost in my thoughts for a few minutes. Clearing my throat, I rapped my knuckles on the table and leaned forward.  
 
    “Support personnel move around quite a bit, and I noticed a small handful rolled down from Ipswich before detailing back there. I picked up a little chatter, usually while they thought I was lost in thought.” I paused as Kim laughed, acknowledging that was probably something I did all too often. “It was a safehouse for bigwigs, a proper bunker with supplies—weapons, canned food, equipment, and probably king-sized mattresses, knowing some of those guys. Obsidian had them all over the place, so chances are low anyone’s there, and lower that they stayed once the air cleared up a bit.” 
 
    “That’d give us some margin in case things keep tilting down.” Andres shrugged. “And it’s not so far that it would cost us a lot to make the trip if it’s already cleared out.” 
 
    “Some of the med tech would still be good if they stored it properly.” Greed unabashedly coated Kim’s voice and face. “And they might have a stock of nanites.” 
 
    Everyone leaned forward. I didn’t know how likely it was, but if anything kept me safe in this community, it was the nanites and my knowledge of them. I’d taken pains to secretly teach Jimmy and Helen about them in case anything happened to me, but only Helen showed any aptitude.  
 
    Another stash of nanites and I could return to adapting not only our community members, but any promising young people we could find out in the world. There were plenty of parents trading their children to far worse fates…if I had more nanites, I could offer survival and more.  
 
    We quickly decided. It only took a handful of days to stock the Ava and the Telenovela, and to agree on their crews. 
 
    The heads voted to allow Kim and me to go, though we’d sail on separate boats and take different routes to Ipswich. Kim sent a small contingent of her people with me, but refused to entertain the thought of not getting her hands into Obsidian stores if they existed.  
 
    Ten of us would go, with two ships and double tenders for each ship, in the hopes we’d have the luxury of time and enough goods for multiple trips.  
 
    We plotted two different two-day trips, allowing plenty of time to travel the 200 miles—the Telenovela would swing further out to sea, and we’d hug the coast, to see what there was to see and to scare up any prey.  
 
    All went according to plan, until the machine guns. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Why the ever-living fuck is the goddamn bunker booby-trapped?” Kim demanded, panting behind the remains of the rock wall we’d taken cover behind. 
 
    “Because Obsidian was full of assholes.” My heart was beating too fast for me to steady my aim, and I didn’t know what to shoot at. The machine guns ran on motion-sensors and were quicker than we were. We’d managed to shoot down three, but five new ones had appeared. Eventually they had to run out of ammunition, but Cary and Tim were already dead, and I had a feeling we’d run out before the guns did.  
 
    “Dad!” Helen’s voice was sharp, and I realized she’d been trying to get my attention over the sound of gunfire for some time. She was further down the field, crouched next to Alex, behind a boulder. Something shifted sluggishly in my mind. 
 
    “What should I look for? Is there a keypad?” 
 
    “Tim was faster than you, if he couldn’t —” 
 
    “I’m trying, or Cary and Tim are dead for nothing, and we’re not doing that. What should I look for?” 
 
    What had the guard said? He had been a particularly chatty one, trying to impress Susan, who’d only had eyes for ribosomes. It had been over 20 years ago, and he’d been annoyed and barely listening, but something…something had stuck, especially after he’d noted the coordinates… 
 
    “In a tree! They wanted it to be hidden, but it had to be outside the firing line. Something an aide could have reached from a car.” He scanned the area, wincing every time one of the guns fired. 
 
    “Got it!” Helen sprinted away from safety, but out of the area the guns were programmed to care about, so the danger was brief. Still, my limbs went cold and heavy, watching her. 
 
    The guns went ominously silent. If anyone lived nearby, they’d be on the move, either running like hell or coming to see what survived the shootout. I supposed it depended on how important scavenging was to them.  
 
    Helen fidgeted with a few suspicious bulges on a tree near the overgrown road, digging her nails deep into the bark. Finally, something swung open, and we let out a ragged cheer before realizing we had no idea what came next.  
 
    Each Corporate bigwig had a separate code, but the support staff had a dump code, a basic bypass. Chances were low that it was the same for my lab and this bunker, but at this point…Were rockets going to come shooting out if we put in the wrong code? 
 
    On second thought, it was definitely better not to say that out loud.  
 
    “Numbers and letters?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Helen waited, the image of confidence. Her faith in me was, as ever, entirely inspiring and fully terrifying. What if I killed her? Could I shrug that off the way I’d powered through so many other deaths? The way I’d buried the loss of her mother? Of our first son? Of… 
 
    “7-6-A-as-in-alpha-2-2-9B-as-in-bravo.” 
 
    She entered the code and nothing happened. No rockets, and the guns didn’t retract. I was cursing to myself when Alex risked a look around the boulder.  
 
    “There’s a hole.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “A hole. Right in the middle of the guns we shot out. I can’t…” He leaned a little too far, scared himself, froze, then breathed again when nothing shot him. “I can’t tell if it’s stairs or something else, but there’s a hole.” 
 
    “We don’t have time to play. If anyone lives nearby, they might come to check this out, and I’m low on ammo.” Helen took a deep breath, and before any of us could register her actions, exploded forward, racing directly into the line of fire. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Nothing continued to happen, and eventually, we warily staggered to our feet and out of cover.  
 
    “Next time, throw a damn rock,” Kim suggested, stalking forward. 
 
    Inside the hole was a short set of stairs, which led to a lift, then to a cavern full of goods. Alex and Helen stayed up top to guard, and while there weren’t any nanites, there was everything else we could have asked for.  
 
    “Boots!” Lee’s eyes were shining with joy and tears. “Tim used to complain about how fast the salt eats through them. New boots!” 
 
    “Food and medicines first. We’ll gather clothes on the second trip.” I said it reflexively, as if we didn’t all know the priorities, but his silent, immediate acceptance shook me out of my self-righteous haze. “Toss a few on the cart. We’ll get more if we can.” 
 
    His grin warmed even me, and I shook my head. This bunker had me off balance, and the sooner we looted it and left, the better I’d feel.  
 
    “These Corporate fancies really were big on themselves. They have a damn tanning bed down here.” Kim rolled her eyes, hiking a huge duffel bag over her shoulder and pulling an overstuffed cart behind her. “I’m expecting to find a bowling alley down one of these halls.” 
 
    Lee glanced at her, confused by some of her terms.  
 
    I knew immediately it wasn’t a tanning bed. I’d already started back the way Kim had come before I caught myself. What the hell did I think I was going to do with an imprinter? For the second time, I hauled my thoughts back to the task at hand, and we’d nearly completed our third trip, when Alex burst out of the lift. 
 
    “Someone’s coming. Helen climbed one of the trees and saw them. We’ve got time but not much.” 
 
    “Oh for fuck’s—move!” Kim had a bellow any staff sergeant would have approved of. “We’ve got incoming.” 
 
    The carts were hell to move through the field, but the canal wasn’t far, and Helen had sent two men ahead to inflate a zodiac. Between the four tenders and the zodiac, we were able to load everything, and we were underway before we heard our pursuers. 
 
    Unfortunately, reentering the dump code hadn’t closed the bunker or reset the guns, so we wouldn’t be coming back for anything we’d missed. Nor, sadly, did we have automatic weapons to cover our retreat. I hoped the open pit would attract the survivors’ attention, distracting them from their pursuit.  
 
    But some people couldn’t do what was easy. 
 
    The current was with us, and we pulled ahead without laying eyes on anyone, but they must have had some resources and someone smart. While we were still tying the tenders to the sailboats, they caught up to us.  
 
    That wouldn’t have been much of a problem if one of the motherfuckers hadn’t had a rocket launcher.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I remember salt burning my nose and water heaving out of me, and being unable to tell if I was wet, bleeding, or dying.  
 
    The answer was all three.  
 
    Helen held my head still, her eyes boring into me as Kim cursed like the sailor she’d become. 
 
    “Dumped half your blood into the ocean like you don’t have any goddam sense. You’re fucking lucky there wasn’t a shark smorgasbord. Alex almost died pulling in Lee and his damn boots. But fuck if we don’t still have two tenders, the zodiac, and your dumb, old ass. Fucking Obsidian bunker. Wish your motherfuckin’ nanites would kick in and knit up any damn one of these mother —” 
 
    I’d never been so happy to lose consciousness.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I woke up at home. Jimmy was slumped in a chair across the room.  
 
    I had to clear my throat three times to wake him, but he leapt admirably into action once I did.  
 
    “We brought enough supplies back to make the trip worth it, but we had to sink the Ava.” He ran through a list of updates, while I sipped water and tried to find my voice.  
 
    Damn. I’d have to talk to Andres about getting the Connor repaired.  
 
    “We lost a chunk of the stuff we collected and four of the 10 men we took in. And…” Jimmy halted, fists bunching on his lap. The scars on his neck bulged, as though the gills wanted to open.  
 
    “Either some of them followed us, or the Nantucketers are better prepared than we thought.” 
 
    “What?” I croaked, but he understood. Still, the moments stretched before he sat up and met my eyes. 
 
    “We’ve lost twenty sheep and a handful of goats. Zee took the Squid out for a day-trip, two days ago, and hasn’t come back. Burner says two of his shellfish harvesters vanished.” 
 
    I wanted to go back to sleep and try again, but the nanites had done their job, and there was no escape for me.  
 
    “What’re we…?” The roughness in my voice was definitely related to my long stretch of unconsciousness, not this horror he was sharing.  
 
    “Helen’s on the hunt with some of the night boys. Everyone’s taking patrol shifts. You might want to see if you can whip up some new aids in the lab to help us get a jump on them.” 
 
    We both knew that was a stretch, but I certainly couldn’t stay in bed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Unsurprisingly, I had not had a new stroke of brilliance in the lab. Two more days, four more killings. Whoever was hunting us seemed to know exactly where we weren’t looking and was able to strike and vanish before anyone could turn their head.  
 
    The gravel path between the shed that covered my lab and my house was lined with oyster shells and sea-turned rocks. I’d long ago learned to walk it quietly, and I listened to the general night sounds with the overconfidence of knowing my surroundings. None of the killings had happened in the middle of town, and I was sure I’d hear anyone on my path. 
 
    I didn’t consider that someone might already be there, waiting, in the stretch of darkness between the shed and home. 
 
    The shape shambled forward, stretching to its full height. The top resolved into an oversized head a moment before the entirety of its face split open. Shadows couldn’t hide the utter wrongness—teeth crowding in sharp rows, and the gaping wound of bone and gums and jagged edges. A hint of rotten fish and congealed blood stained the air between us, and its mouth opened further.  
 
    “I ate your wife.” The voice was somehow worse than the growing stench, guttural and forced out of a shape that had no business using words.  
 
    Rage boiled through me, almost enough to block the death smell, and I froze in place. Ava had disappeared at the water’s edge, and a picture of how it happened crystalized. She’d been out walking, studying the colors of the sunrise, finding some measure of beauty in this Fallen World. The water had risen. A bullet head, impossible, flat dead eyes, and teeth, all of those teeth, opening out of the water and grabbing her by the leg, ripping an arm— 
 
    No! Rejection fought against the rage, the illogic of it slamming home. If this creature had found me all those years ago, it would have hunted me then, not now. The missing lambs, the cracked ships…they would have happened all along.  
 
    There had been no blood anywhere in the harbor, nor screams. Staring into that huge blue-gray mouth, studded with red infections, and the endless rows of claw-sharp teeth, I knew this one wasn’t made for clean kills. Ava was gone, but this Geno Freak hadn’t been there for it.  
 
    Nevertheless, I wanted to split him down the middle and see what made him work. How had he survived, continued to change and grow, when all those eager young things had died before the world fell? 
 
    Part of me wondered how often I or one of my peers had used Greenland sharks, if their longevity had been passed on in the same way the fleetingness of a feline had. Would parrot plumage have led, in some cases, to a century of life, if the shock of the body’s changes hadn’t killed them in a handful of years? 
 
    I remained wary, ignoring my scientist’s voice, and focusing on the survival instincts that had brought me this far. I had no weapon, while the Geno Freak kept his in his face. My lab offered plenty of options, but he’d waited here, on the path between the shed and my house, where there were plenty of rocks and little else.  
 
    Even in my prime, I had never been much of a fighter, and though the nanites kept me hale longer than I deserved, they couldn’t suddenly make me strong enough to survive combat with a seven-foot-tall, walking shark-man.  
 
    “You ate my wife and waited 15 years to come for me? Have you been waiting for seasoning?” I hadn’t mastered my rage, and the words came out sarcastic and provoking. I was smarter than that. For some reason he didn’t attack; he made an awful, choking sound that I belatedly realized was a laugh.  
 
    “Now, I know who you are. Before I was just passing through, and she was convenient. I followed you. I learned. I hunted.” He laughed again—the sound of a goat strangled by a python. “I’m glad she was your wife. Next you. Then your daughter. Then your son. No one is looking at the ocean. Everyone will think it’s someone else. They don’t know what you did. They won’t look for me.” 
 
    The joy convinced me. The grating, grinding, rotting voice made the muscles of my neck clench, but underneath the horror was unmistakeable happiness. He was so pleased with himself, with this looming death of mine, I knew it was true. 
 
    He’d taken Ava.  
 
    He’d hunted and stalked the island for the last several weeks, but he’d been here before. Maybe he’d caught my trail from the bunker, but I knew it didn’t matter. The failing ocean had always sent him back to a place he’d once found easy food. It was only a matter of time until he found me.  
 
    I tensed to jump sideways. I would grab the largest rock I could find and bash him until I bled out. But the sound of his laughter stopped suddenly. I froze like the prey I was, waiting for his attack.  
 
    He stood there, unmoving, a thick shadow crawling over the top of his bulbous head. I have no idea how many seconds it took me to realize there really was no shadow.  
 
    A hatchet had split him from the middle of his pointed head to damn near his eyes. I couldn’t make sense of it until a taloned hand appeared from behind him, raking across his eye down toward his open maw.  
 
    He staggered, and still I could only stare.  
 
    The fight was bloody and fast, and I stood uselessly by as my daughter silently took the monster apart as he thrashed around to face her. He bit her left shoulder, but before he could tear and rip, she dug her hands between them, plunging the reinforced bone and claw into his throat and pulling it free in a spray of blood.  
 
    They fell to the ground, his teeth still locked onto her. Finally, I found my feet and remembered how to move. As I leapt forward, eyes shone in the dark to my right, and a single howl echoed through the night air.  
 
    Who? Which of them had seen, had heard? 
 
    It didn’t matter. Not yet. I don’t remember closing the distance, just the feel of clammy skin, neither shark nor human, and the sight of Helen’s wide, bright eyes losing focus as they stared up at me. The creature’s dying effort had been to dig his countless rows of teeth as deeply into her as he could. Given the width of that impossible mouth, I couldn’t know what he’d punctured, nor could I pull him off her to let her bleed freely in the path she’d run as a girl. 
 
    I remember speaking, but not the words I said. I remember breathing sea-salt and blood-salt. I remember voices, responding to the howl, coming to help.  
 
    I remember Helen’s face—no confusion, no shock. A hunting bird, satisfied with her kill.  
 
    I remember screaming.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The nanites did their job.  
 
    Helen regained consciousness two days later, the holes in her lung and around her heart repaired, the sharpness returning to her gaze. I promised the doctor modifications for all his children and any more he might want. It was an impractical, extravagant promise, but we both knew I would hold to it.  
 
    At the end of the week, as I stood at the end of the harbor walk and stared out into the sea, Helen joined me on silent feet.  
 
    “How many more are out there?” 
 
    “A few days ago, I would have told you none and been sure of it. Now…” I shrugged, unable to face her. “I don’t know. Could be none, could be a hundred or more.” 
 
    “Someone sent him.” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head, hearing the utter certainty in her tone. “There’s no one left. He smelled me, something in the water. He followed my trail.” 
 
    “Someone sent him.” She shrugged, her eyes so steady on my face I finally looked away from the ocean and met them with mine. “It’s not a coincidence. You thought it was safe, but you were wrong.” 
 
    “I’m —” The argument died on my tongue. I’d been wrong about so much. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Then we have two options.” She turned her gaze toward shore, and I knew that, as always, she saw more than I ever could. “And I don’t want to wait around for them to come here.” 
 
    “You want to hunt them?” It was a rhetorical question, and she didn’t bother to answer. After a few minutes, I followed her gaze out to the ocean. The water stretched restless to the horizon, and I wondered what else was out there.  
 
    Monsters. Ones I’d made or helped Obsidian seed throughout the world. Ones that had formed themselves in the void of civilization.  
 
    I’d made hundreds of mistakes, saved a handful of lives, and done this. I’d created something brave and fierce and prepared for this world we’d destroyed. I couldn’t stop her if I wanted to. 
 
    Legacy isn’t simple in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Enforcer by Christopher Woods 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    I walked down the well-lit street and looked around with a smile on my face. It was two hours after dusk, and people were walking around. Not thugs or killers. Real people.  
 
    I stopped and looked at the building to the right of the square. It had been a little over seventeen years since I left that place behind me. 
 
    What had happened inside was jumbled in my head, but I remembered some of it. The guy who had taken care of me for the first six months was prominent in my mind. The doctors who had taken over, less so. The various methods they had used to “fix” me caused them a lot of pain and misery when I left. They didn’t leave at all. I had left the place in quite a mess. 
 
    The people in Wilderman still remembered what I had done to the men who tried to dissect me. Their shock treatments hadn’t brought me out of my vegetative state. They had grown tired of helping me and had strapped me to a table where they planned to take me apart. I had settled the royal rumble that had been going on inside my noggin and decided not to let them. 
 
    The building was still dark and empty seventeen years later. I’m sure some brave souls had gone in and looted the place, but the building was still unoccupied. 
 
    “The people in this zone have long memories,” I muttered. “They’ll probably come after me with torches and pitchforks.” 
 
    A girl who sat on a stoop looked up at me as I walked by, talking to myselves. Even a prosperous zone like Wilderman separated its rich and poor. The girl looked to be about eleven and wore a dress of multiple-colored fabrics. Whoever had made it had used whatever material they could find. She held a basket that contained small figurines. 
 
    “What have you got there?” I asked. 
 
    “My momma makes them from some of the stones I collect.” She pulled one of the figurines from the basket. “This one is Thomas Wilderman.” 
 
    I looked closely at the stone figure. “Do you mind if I look at the others?” 
 
    “Sure, mister.” She smiled and held the basket out for me to see.  
 
    I reached in and pulled out a female figurine. 
 
    “That one is Bella Trask, Hero of Wilderman.” 
 
    “Doesn’t look much like her.” I saw the disappointment in the girl’s face, so I turned the figurine sideways. “Ah, there she is. Your momma must have seen her from the side.” 
 
    Her face lit up. 
 
    Softie. I chuckled at Childers’ comment in my head. 
 
    “You’ve met the Bella Trask?” 
 
    “Yes, I have,” I said. “She helped me and a friend with a job way over in Stiner.” 
 
    “Is she amazing?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe how amazing she is.” 
 
    “Yes, I would.” 
 
    I pulled out another figure. 
 
    “That one is the Beast,” she said in a hushed tone. “Momma said he came from that building over there. She said he killed every one of the people inside and escaped into the city. It was a long time ago, before I was born.” 
 
    “He looks quite scary,” I said.  
 
    “He was one of the scariest things ever.” 
 
    “And this one?”  
 
    “That one is Teresa Manora, Matron of the Society of the Sword. She’s said to be very pretty. Momma has never seen her, but she has talked to many who have met her, so she did the best she could.” 
 
    “Pretty close,” I said. 
 
    “You’ve met her, too?” The little girl’s amazement was something I hadn’t seen in years. It reminded me of my days as a child, comparing comics and baseball cards, before everything went completely off the rails. 
 
    “Yes, I have.” 
 
    “Oh, my momma would love to meet you!” 
 
    Another of the figures made me grin, “And this one?” 
 
    “That is the man who conquered the Beast. His name is Mathew Kade. He has a coat just like yours!” 
 
    “Yep. I really like his coat, so I got one too.” 
 
    “He’s the toughest man in the whole city.” She added in a low voice, “They say he even killed some Warlords.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “That’s what momma said.” 
 
    “How much for the whole basket?” 
 
    “The whole thing? All of them?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Momma said they are ten script each.” 
 
    “That’s, what? Ten figures? A hundred script?” 
 
    Her eyes were wide.  
 
    “Are you going to be safe with that much script?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” She nodded. “Nobody wants to anger the Peacekeepers.” 
 
    “Alright, then,” I said. I handed the girl the chits. “Put those in your pocket just to be safe.” 
 
    She counted the script, then quickly pocketed it.  
 
    “Momma will be so happy, mister.” 
 
    “Good. She does fine work.” 
 
    She pulled the figurines from the basket and handed them to me. I slipped them into various pockets. 
 
    “Here’s a little extra in case you want to slip over to that stand and get one of those sticky buns.” I slipped her an extra ten script. 
 
    She inhaled excitedly, and the smile that crossed her face let me know my generosity had been worthwhile.  
 
    “Thank you!” 
 
    I nodded as she turned and ran for the stand. It had to have been hard for her to sit there, trying to sell the figurines, with the glorious smell of cinnamon and sugar permeating the air. 
 
    Don’t even think about it, Childers said. 
 
    “Boy, those smell delicious.” 
 
    You’ll get fat and get us all killed. 
 
    Almost makes me long for a bullet wound, I thought. 
 
    I could hear Stephen Gaunt chuckling. 
 
    “Quit your whinin’,” I grumbled and continued down the street. “I’ll stay away from the damn things. But if I see a taco stand, all bets are off.” 
 
    Bloody tacos will be the death of us, Childers said. 
 
    “You know you love ‘em, Bill.” 
 
    Dear god, man. It is William. Not Bill or Will. William. 
 
    “Alright Willy,” I said. “Let’s go find out why Wilderman sent for us.” 
 
    With a final look at the Obsidian building where I had spent a great deal of time before the Fall and the three years after, I continued down the street full of people and vendors who would never be set up this late in most places. All the streetlights worked, which was damned unusual for anywhere in this broken city.  
 
    I walked three more blocks that were pretty much the same as the first block I had passed coming into Wilderman. There were more red-uniformed Peacekeepers in the outer edges of the Zone, but I was seeing fewer as I headed toward the huge Scraper Thomas Wilderman called home.  
 
    The main entrance to the Scraper had been impressive before the world went down the crapper, and I had to stop and admire the ornate statuary. What impressed me more than anything was that they were still there. Wilderman’s people had done good work, cleaning and restoring the statues.  
 
    Most folks wouldn’t know what they were. The griffin, a mythological beast from the old world, combined the body of a lion with the head and wings of an eagle. The statues had been there for decades before the Fall. 
 
    “First time in Wilderman?” one of the guards asked. He wore the red of the Peacekeepers. 
 
    “Nope, but it’s been a while.” I shook my head. “These used to be in worse shape.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the young Peacekeeper said. “Mister Wilderman had them cleaned up a couple years back.” 
 
    “I’m suitably impressed with the zone.” I gestured back the way I came. “If you see people out this late in most places, they’re trying to kill you.” 
 
    “Is it really as bad as they say out there?” 
 
    “In most places it is,” I replied. “There are some good folks in some of the zones. Many have never traveled out of the zone they were born in.” 
 
    “I’ve never left the zone,” he said. 
 
    “Place like this,” I said, “there’s no need to leave it.” 
 
    “I was going to go out and see the world, but my father convinced me to join the Peacekeepers. Maybe I’ll go after my five years are up.” 
 
    “Your time in the Peacekeepers should help when you do go out there,” I said. “It’s a rough place, and you need to know how to fight if you plan to travel. You need to learn about each zone before going into it. Stepping into the wrong one can get you killed.” 
 
    “I’ll do that, Mister…” he looked at me with a questioning expression. 
 
    “Kade, Mathew Kade.” 
 
    “Oh.” He looked surprised. “We were expecting you later this week. The next caravan is still two days out.” 
 
    “I don’t use caravans.” 
 
    “Then it must not be as bad as they say.” 
 
    “It is,” I said. “But some people are better left alone. I usually travel through zones where they know that. Others find out the hard way.” 
 
    “Anyway, Mister Wilderman is in the Great Hall, Mister Kade. Go straight through the entrance and cross to the double doors. The guards there will tell him you’re here.” 
 
    I looked back at the people on the streets.  
 
    I guess, if there are zones like this, there may be some hope after all for this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “You must be Kade,” the big man said as I entered the Great Hall. 
 
    He was over six feet tall and dressed in a nice, old-world suit. 
 
    “Wilderman,” I answered with a nod. “Gotta say, my curiosity was piqued when I got the message you wanted to see me. Last time I was here, this zone was a lot smaller.” 
 
    “True.” He nodded. “And there was a whole building full of dead people.” 
 
    “If it helps, they were pretty bad people.” 
 
    “Were they?” 
 
    “Bad enough. Wanted to cut into my brain and see what it looked like. I didn’t like the idea.” 
 
    “And the stories began about the ‘beast’ who came out of that place.” 
 
    “I don’t take offense.” I shrugged. “Fella who walked out of that place was pretty beastly. What I’m curious about is why you asked me to come back. Frankly, I expected you to try to arrest me. Then, things would have gotten ugly.” 
 
    “Why did you come if that’s what you expected?” 
 
    “Expect the worst. You’ll never be disappointed.” 
 
    He stared at me for a moment, then started laughing. “That’s what I’ve been telling these bastards for years.” 
 
    I looked at the small man to Wilderman’s left. He shrugged and nodded. “He has.” 
 
    “I’m rarely disappointed,” Wilderman said. 
 
    “Same here,” I returned. 
 
    “This is going much better than I expected,” he said. “And I’m not disappointed. I don’t want to arrest you, if that makes you feel any better. I’d like to hire you for a job. I heard you’ve been pretty busy lately. I’m hearing about a nice little chunk of this city that’s going through some changes.” 
 
    “That’s the Society,” I said. “They’re trying to clean things up a bit.” 
 
    “I heard it began with you. As a matter of fact, I spoke with the Matron recently. She said something about a certain fellow who keeps dropping presents on her doorstep. A zone run by a mad man is suddenly under new management and requesting a Chapter House. A couple of others lost their Warlords and would also like Chapter Houses. I even heard about a new alliance forming in those zones and several surrounding them.” 
 
    “I just did my job,” I said. “Shit happens.” 
 
    “She said something similar. Things seem to happen around you. When I talked to her, she suggested you for the job I have in mind.” 
 
    “What kind of job?” I asked. 
 
    “I need someone to escort a valuable person across the zones to Kathrop. She has the College, and my daughter wants to attend.” 
 
    “What about a caravan?” 
 
    “The problem with caravans is the time they take to cross. They move slowly, and they stop throughout the city,” he said. “Mister Kade, I have enemies. You don’t build something like this without enemies.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I said. “But there’s safety in numbers.” 
 
    “I have numerous enemies.” 
 
    “Alright.” I nodded. “Pretty long trip. Probably take two days, unless you want us to travel nights. But doing so would put your daughter in more danger.” 
 
    “A caravan would keep her in the streets for nearly a week. Two days is much better. No need to travel nights if you have a safe place to stay.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then you’ll take the job?” 
 
    “Depends,” I said. 
 
    “I assume you’re talking about pay?” 
 
    “Guy’s gotta make a living.” 
 
    “Escort and bodyguard duty,” he said. “Five thousand seem fair to you?” 
 
    “I can deal with that.” I nodded. “When do you want us to move out?” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on her leaving for another two days.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I want to look around anyway. Haven’t been here in a while.” 
 
    “I’ll have a room prepared for you.” 
 
    “No need,” I said. “I’ll stay down the road a piece. I had a nice room last time I was here.” 
 
    I could see he wasn’t pleased but, when he looked into the dead eyes of someone else, he decided not to say anything. 
 
    Instead, he nodded. 
 
    “I’ll be here bright and early.” 
 
    I turned and strode out of the large meeting room filled with people. 
 
    Trap? One of the many voices asked. 
 
    “Not sure who it’s for,” I muttered. “If it’s me, he’ll need more men.” 
 
    I expect the trap is for someone else, Mathew, Childers said. Perhaps one of those gents in that room. 
 
    “I expect so,” I said. 
 
    “What, sir?” The same young guard I spoke to earlier asked as I walked by. 
 
    “Nothin’,” I answered. “Just talkin’ to myselves.” 
 
    “Umm…” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, kid.” 
 
    I grinned and walked on past the young Redcoat. My head was probably the best place I knew for decent conversation in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The dark building looked much the same as it did seventeen years earlier. I remembered bits and pieces of what happened here. I remembered the pain more than anything. But there was a time before that when someone had helped me. I couldn’t thank him at the time, but he kept me alive.  
 
    Then the “doctors” arrived. I shook my head and pushed those memories aside. They’d paid for their sins with their lives. One day, I hoped to meet the other guy, though. He was an Agent. It had taken an Agent to restrain me when the madness came over me. 
 
    “Stands to reason he’ll still be around, somewhere,” I muttered. 
 
    Perhaps we will meet him someday, Childers said. I would love to thank him. 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    There was a great deal of pain after he turned us over to them, another voice added. 
 
    “All of us felt that, David,” I answered as I pushed open a large double door leading to the facility behind the Atrium. “If I had stepped forward more quickly, we might not have had to live through that.” 
 
    If we had not lived through that, you might never have pulled yourself back together, Mathew, Doctor Amanda Fender said. 
 
    “Don’t hear much from you, Doc,” I said. 
 
    Your profession is very hard for me, Mathew. And the company you keep is dubious, at best. 
 
    “This whole damn world is hard for you, Doc.” 
 
    It is. But I will be there for you when you need me, Mathew. 
 
    Her consciousness faded into the background. 
 
    Death troubles her, Childers said. She is too gentle for a world like this.  
 
    I tapped the side of my head. “Several folks, up here, are too gentle for this place. Luckily there are a few who aren’t.” 
 
    “Very true, Mathew.” I had dropped into a completely different voice as Gaunt spoke. 
 
    “You know I look crazy carrying on one-sided conversations. When I start answering, it goes to a whole new level.” 
 
    I heard Stephen laughing in my head. 
 
    “Laugh it up, Chuckles,” I muttered. “Doc’s probably right. Seems like you guys who are closest to the top are dubious characters.” 
 
    “She must be referring to William,” Stephen said. 
 
    “Not me, I’m sure,” Childers returned. 
 
    “Great,” I mumbled. “Now it’s a three-sided conversation.” 
 
    Do you actually plan to sleep here? David Rasting asked. There are a lot of bad memories in this place. 
 
    “Why not?” I shrugged. “He killed everyone who hurt us back then.” 
 
    He certainly did, Childers said. 
 
    I reached into a pocket and pulled something from it. 
 
    Oh, dear, David said. You’re going to do that here? 
 
    “It’s Tuesday.” 
 
    I’m not sure why you bother, my friend, Childers said. 
 
    “He’s one of us, too.” I shrugged and sat down near a lamp with a good bulb I had found. I plugged the lamp into a battery pack I pulled from another pocket. “This has been one of the handiest things.” 
 
    He is dangerous, Gaunt said. 
 
    “That’s kind of funny, coming from you.” 
 
    Nevertheless. 
 
    “He’s not so bad,” I said and opened the book and started reading aloud. 
 
    I will never quite understand you, Mathew. 
 
    “It’s part of my charm, Stephen.” I shrugged and started reading again. “Do you like green eggs and ham? I do not like them, Sam-I-Am.” 
 
    Something moved around a bit in my head. Something we kept in a cage. 
 
    There are some things that should never be released. Not even in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “Mister Kade,” Wilderman nodded. “How has your stay been?” 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “Relatively peaceful. No one has tried to kill me yet.” 
 
    “Yet?”  
 
    “The day’s still young.” 
 
    He smiled and beckoned to a girl who was standing nearby. 
 
    “This is Melody.” 
 
    “Miss,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “She is packed and ready to go whenever you are,” he said. 
 
    “Grab your pack, and let’s go,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Be careful with my girl,” Wilderman said.  
 
    “No one will touch her, Wilderman.” I gave him the cold, dead stare of someone else. His eye twitched a little. 
 
    Melody picked up her pack and slung it across her back. She raised the hood on her poncho. 
 
    I smiled a little as I turned toward the door. 
 
    “Stay behind me for the first bit,” I said. “When we step out of the zone, move up to my left.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    We walked straight down the street and past the checkpoint into Wilderman’s zone. 
 
    As soon as we were out of hearing distance of the checkpoint, I motioned for her to step up. 
 
    “Did she leave yesterday, or will she be leaving today?” 
 
    The girl was silent for a moment. 
 
    “He said you weren’t stupid,” she said. “She left yesterday with a group of traders that aren’t really traders. We are a decoy.” 
 
    “How did they get you to put your life on the line?” 
 
    “I love her.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I said. “People do stupid shit for love.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “I expect we’ll get hit before we get through the first zone. When that happens, do exactly as I say, and you may live through it. No sense dying for love if you don’t have to.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Always watch your surroundings and always take note of any nearby cover. When the shooting starts, dive for that cover.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “They’ll likely wait until we get out of sight of the checkpoint, so any moment now.” 
 
    Fifth floor, third window. 
 
    “Yeah, I see it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just talking to myselves. Get ready to run for that corner on the left.” 
 
    I saw her eyes widen. I’m not sure she really understood what she was getting into when she volunteered to be the decoy. 
 
    “When I say run, run like your life depends on it. Get behind that corner and drop to the ground.” 
 
     Fastest route or safest? Stephen asked. 
 
    I glanced to the left side of the street, “Fastest. Third floor, fourth window on the left.” 
 
    “Run for cover.” I nudged the girl. She sprang forward, and I shot to the right. I reached the wall of the building on the right before she had covered five feet. 
 
    Jumping upward, I caught a ledge and threw myself up to the next one. The guy across the street fired, and the glass in a window below me shattered. I was already twenty feet above it. A gun boomed right above me, but the shot went wide because I was pushing it. Then I was in the room with the gun, and the woman who had fired flew out the window, screaming. 
 
    I turned, raised my rifle, and shot the man staring up at me from the third floor. 
 
    Glancing down, I could see five men running toward the alley where the girl was hidden, and I calmly shot four of them, emptying the rifle’s clip. Then I went through the window, dropped down a story, and caught a ledge with my left hand. It was just a matter of moments before I landed on the ground and threw the rifle.  
 
    It made an odd noise that reminded me of a propeller as it spun. It slammed into the back of the fifth man with enough force to send him hurtling down the alley. 
 
    I heard a squeak from the girl as the dead man flew past her. 
 
    “How long have you been in Wilderman?” I asked as she peeked up at me with wide eyes and a pale face. 
 
    “B-Born t-there.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Only problem with a zone like Wilderman is the lack of danger. If you don’t learn to fight, you’re just another victim in this Fallen World.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    I’m pretty sure they expected better results from their hit team, so I figured we would be able to cover a zone or two without any more trouble.  
 
    “Let’s move,” I said. “Walk on my left.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    She fell in beside me, and I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye. I could see her hands shaking. 
 
    “Fear is good,” I said. “It will help keep you sharp. Can you use a weapon?” 
 
    She shook her head with a sharp jerk. The girl was terrified. 
 
    “Damn Wilderman,” I muttered. 
 
    I could take her down to the Tees and get the Mardins to let me run her across the zones, but I suspected the real daughter was being escorted through there. Being the decoy meant we needed to stay visible. 
 
    “What?” she asked.  
 
    “It would have been so much simpler if he had let me escort his real daughter. This bait and switch shit just complicates things. It’s hard to keep someone alive when I can’t use the stealth routes. Decoys are expendable. Sucks for the decoy.” 
 
    “Stealth routes?” 
 
    “Yeah. But they’re not an option for us.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed as a familiar form slipped out of an alley. She stopped at the edge of the street and beckoned to us. 
 
    “Hi, Honey,” I said with a grin. “Fancy meetin’ you here. What the hell have you gotten me into?” 
 
    Teresa Manora gave me a crooked smile. “I planned to catch you before you left Wilderman, but you took off at dawn. Missed you.” 
 
    I followed her into the alley with the girl in tow. 
 
    “Hello, Tamara,” she said. “It was brave of you to volunteer for something like this. Whether her father agrees or not, Melody does not think you are expendable. She wants you to join her. I brought someone else to stroll through the zones with him.” 
 
    She pointed at me. “Traveling with this one is not for the light of heart. I have it on good authority there is a pretty sizable group of people in Jankida’s zone who wish to hurt Thomas by capturing or killing his daughter.” 
 
    “Do tell,” I said in someone else’s voice. 
 
    Tamara looked at me oddly, but Teresa just shook her head. “Stephen, you will probably enjoy what I have in mind.” 
 
    Another form slipped from the back of the alley to join us. 
 
    I chuckled. “Whoever is in Jankida is in for a rude awakening. How the hell are you, Fenris?” 
 
    The small woman shrugged. “Good as can be expected, considering I haven’t slept in two days, trying to get here in time for this.” 
 
    “I guess they’ll be in for an even ruder awakening than I thought.” I laughed. “Fenris is bad. Fenris with a lack of sleep, damn!” 
 
    Judy Fenris grinned. She wore the same poncho as Tamara. 
 
    “I think this just got interesting,” I said. 
 
    Judy Fenris was a full Knight of the Society and a walking disaster for anyone who came after us. 
 
    “The Mardins will escort Melody’s party under the streets while you two take a pleasant stroll.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “I have business with Wilderman. I’ll be along in a few days.” 
 
    “Looking forward to it.” I grinned. 
 
    “I bet, you lecherous old bastard.” 
 
    “I resemble that remark,” I said. 
 
    Fenris snorted.  
 
    I placed a hand on Tamara’s shoulder. “Go with her; she’ll see you safely to your girl.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “She’d be better off going to Stiner and getting a different education,” I muttered as she followed Teresa back into the alley. 
 
    “Both of them,” Fenris said. “Neither has any weapons training.” 
 
    “Wilderman’s a dumbass.” 
 
    “Agreed.” She turned toward the street. “Shall we? I think we have an appointment with a crowd of idiots in Jankida.” 
 
    “That, we do.” I grinned and followed the Knight. 
 
    There is no shortage of idiots in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “Walk alongside,” I said. “We’ll try to stick to the same patterns.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” Fenris answered. 
 
    “What have you been up to for the last few years, Fen?” 
 
    “Trying to set up a Chapter out on the east end.” She kept her head down so no one could see her face. “Hard sell out there. There are some pretty vile zones on the coast.” 
 
    “I was out there about seven years ago, for a few days, but not long enough to get a real feel for the area,” I said. 
 
    “Slavers work on the coast, bringing in new people for the Flesh Peddlers. There’s a whole pipeline of slaves coming in from there. Some end up at the Circus.” 
 
    “One of these days, something has to be done about those bastards,” I said. “But I know my limitations, it’s going to take more than me to get the job done.” 
 
    “When the time comes, the Knights will be with you. You know that.” 
 
    “There are at least thirty Clowns who are Corporate Agents. Knights are bad asses, but Agents are on a whole other level. Knights can match or beat the other Clowns, but that core group is going to take Agents. We don’t have the manpower to take ‘em out yet. I’m good for several, but I can’t take out thirty at once.” 
 
    “Jesus, Kade,” she said. “They’re Agents?” 
 
    “Yep.” I nodded. “And you don’t have to call me Jesus when we’re alone.” 
 
    “She told me I would probably stab you before we’re done. I didn’t believe her. I’m starting to see her point.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t stab little, old me, would you? After calling me Jesus and everything?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Why I always get to work with the crazy ones is beyond me,” I muttered. 
 
    “No one else will work with you.” 
 
    “You might have a point.” I shrugged. “Hasn’t worked out all that well for the last few. Poe got shot, and Michael and Lindsey had some bones broken.” 
 
    “Poe wanted to come out for this one, but he wouldn’t fit in the cloak.” 
 
    “It would take ten of them to cover the big bastard. Besides, we might have to run, and he hates running.” 
 
    She chuckled. “I wasn’t planning on running.” 
 
    “Might need to, to keep our cover. The longer they think you are Melody Wilderman, the better. We’ll probably end up running all the way to Kathrop.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Expect the worst, so you’re never disappointed.” 
 
    “I’ll hope for the best and live with my disappointment, thank you,” she said. “It builds character.” 
 
    “I have plenty of characters,” I said. “Don’t need to build any more.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just trying to see what she sees in you.” 
 
    “I keep telling people. It’s my charming personalities.” 
 
    “I heard something about a huge bathtub.” 
 
    “It could be that too,” I said as we reached the boundary of Zemmich, the zone in which we had been hit. 
 
    “I think that first hit was just to feel us out,” I said. “I’m not sure if they’re really aware of what they’re dealing with.” 
 
    “They have a little better idea now,” she said. 
 
    “Not really,” I replied. “They saw a little of what I can do, but you are still a wild card.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Christ, you’ve never played poker?” 
 
    “No. And you don’t have to call me Christ when we’re alone.” 
 
    “Touché.” I grinned. “Poker is a game of chance played with a deck of cards.” 
 
    “What are the rules?” 
 
    I sighed. “Never mind. I’ll show you next time we’re both in Stiner.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I hear that’s where the bathtub is.” 
 
    “Nobody cares about anything except the damn bathtub,” I muttered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “So, what’s the play when we get to Jankida?” 
 
    “I reckon we’ll kill a bunch of folks that need killing.” 
 
    “That’s a given,” she said. “Do you want me to keep my cover?” 
 
    “As long as you can.” 
 
    She sighed. “Defenseless girl.” 
 
    “Cheer up.” I smiled. “They’ll probably send a couple hundred seasoned killers. You’ll have to fight through the majority, because I’ll get shot right at the beginning.” 
 
    She sighed and shook her head. 
 
    “What?” I shrugged. “Low expectations lead to pleasant surprises.” 
 
    “That’s just another way of saying the same thing, Kade.” 
 
    “Damn Wilderman stole my other line.” 
 
    Fenris shook her head. “Sometimes it’s ok to feel good about things.” 
 
    “Nope. As soon as that happens, everything goes down the crapper.” 
 
    “Those fellows up ahead look like they’re up to no good.” 
 
    “You were starting to feel good about things,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, shut up!” 
 
    “Right down the crapper. Probably get blood on my new coat.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re waiting for someone else. They don’t look like much of a hit squad.” 
 
    “Just your average idiots,” I muttered. 
 
    “Give us the girl,” the leader of the pack of ten men said when we got close enough. “Give us the girl, and you can walk away.” 
 
    “I wish we didn’t have to keep this stupid cover,” I muttered. “I could just give you to them.” 
 
    She chuckled. 
 
    “I guess you’ll have to run for cover when this starts.” 
 
    “I think I’ll keep her,” I said. “But I’m going to warn you. If I get blood on my coat, I’m gonna be pissed.” 
 
    All but one rushed forward. He drew his pistol and fired it at me. I wasn’t where he was aiming when the bullet passed through, but I did feel a tug at the very bottom of my coat. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” My hand blurred as I pulled a throwing knife from its sheathe and buried it in his throat. 
 
    “That’s just as bad as getting blood on it! I already have one at home with a damn bullet hole in it!” 
 
    I continued throwing blades as the group got closer and smaller. A single person reached me. I slapped the blade from his hand. 
 
    “Gack!” was all he managed as I gripped his throat and lifted him off the ground. 
 
    “Do you see this?” I said, pointing toward the tear in the bottom of my coat. 
 
    “Gurk!” 
 
    “A man of few words. It seems you have a lesson to learn, which means I can’t kill you, or you won’t learn it. Just know, this is going to hurt me just as much as it hurts you. Well, actually, it’s going to hurt you a lot worse.” 
 
    I dragged him over to one of his partners.  
 
    “This looks good.” I picked up a piece of old, galvanized pipe the guy had used as a club. 
 
    Sometimes learning is painful in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “Did you have to leave him hanging there?” 
 
    “No,” I answered. “Could have killed him.” 
 
    “I thought that spike through the shoulder bit was reserved for Warlords who piss you off.” 
 
    “Nope, it’s for people who cost other people their lives through sheer stupidity.” I shrugged. “If I kill them all, they won’t learn anything.” 
 
    “That’s true, but you may end up with another Blechely.” 
 
    “That guy is no Blechely,” I said. “But, if he does anything like Blechely did, he’ll learn the next lesson.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “Blechely could tell you.” 
 
    “I heard that Blechely’s organs were nailed to a wall in alphabetical order.” 
 
    That was a beautiful arrangement, if I do say so, Stephen said inside my head. 
 
    “Lesson learned.” 
 
    “I guess so,” she said. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’ve got a hole in my coat.” 
 
    “Seems like it would be a common thing in your line of work,” she said. “Who wears one of those?” 
 
    “Says the girl in a poncho.” 
 
    “And it’s coming off as soon as possible. Stupid cover.” She muttered the last two words.  
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    “It’s forever getting in the way. That’s what makes me wonder why you wear that useless coat.” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know.” I shrugged. I tapped the side of my head. “No one up here really has a preference for it. Maybe I really liked the coat before all this crap.” 
 
    “Maybe?” 
 
    “I don’t remember much from before except bits and pieces.” 
 
    “Before the Fall?” 
 
    “Before the Imprinter,” I said. “I remember more about being an Agent than I do about the time before.” 
 
    “How do Imprinters work?” 
 
    “They drop a personality and skill package into an Agent’s body. That’s who you are until the mission is complete. Most of the Agents who survived the Fall are living the lives they were given for their last mission.” 
 
    “So, you don’t know if that’s your original body?” 
 
    “I know it’s not.” 
 
    “You sound pretty certain.” 
 
    “I do remember some things,” I said. “The original Mathew Kade was killed during a robbery. I threw the guy who killed him through a window.” 
 
    “The more I get to know you, the more confused I become.” She shook her head. “You, Mathew Kade, threw a guy out of a window after he killed Mathew Kade?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Weird.” 
 
    “I thought so.” 
 
    “I guess it was pretty satisfying, though, to kill the guy who killed you.” 
 
    “It was. I really liked Kade. I wish I could remember more about him. I was close to ninety when I joined the program, and I remember very few of those years.” 
 
    “That’s awful,” she said. 
 
    “The upside is I have memories from quite a few of the Imprints that were dumped in my noggin. Now, I’m the guy who drinks and knows things.” I chuckled. 
 
    She turned to me with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Just a reference to an old television series. There was a dwarf who drank and knew…never mind.” 
 
    Fenris was probably thirty, so she would only have a child’s memory of the world before the Fall. 
 
    I smelled food cooking. 
 
    “That smells interesting,” I said. “Smells like actual beef.” 
 
    We were crossing into Fogel. Then I heard the music. 
 
    “The Farmers? I didn’t know they were coming to Fogel today.” 
 
    “Didn’t you come in this way?” she asked. 
 
    “No, I was north of Wilderman when I got the message. At the new Gorman Chapter House.” 
 
    “I didn’t know Gorman had gotten a Chapter House.” 
 
    “They didn’t either. They pissed off a Knight.” 
 
    “Never a smart thing to do.” She shook her head. “Who was it?” 
 
    “Hargrave.” 
 
    “She shoot them all?” 
 
    “Becca wouldn’t shoot them all, would she? How do you set up a Chapter House if you kill all the people?” I asked. 
 
    “You have a point. She probably didn’t have enough ammo to kill everyone.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never seen Becca run out of ammo. I didn’t get to ask her. She was already gone by the time I got there. Teresa just wanted me to make an appearance to show support. Who knew this Enforcer gig would mean I’d have to do that?” 
 
    “I heard about that. You’re a cop.” She laughed. 
 
    “Nope you’re a cop. Teresa’s Chief Gordon.” I grinned. “I’m Batman.” 
 
    She laughed. “I understood that reference.” 
 
    Perhaps all is not lost in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    A delightful smell came from a wagon close to the Scraper. 
 
    “Those ribs smell divine,” I said as we stopped at the fold-out counter on the side of the wagon. There were three women behind the counter that were obviously sisters. They all looked alike with their black hair, brown eyes, and Native American bone structure. The only difference was their age. 
 
    “Ladies,” I said in greeting.  
 
    “Good day, sir,” the oldest of the three answered. “The ribs are just about finished. Teira would probably hit me with something if I took them off the grill early.” 
 
    “How much longer?” 
 
    “Less than a half hour.” 
 
    “That’ll be fine,” I said. “We’ll look around a bit. Always like to see what you folks are offering. Changes from zone to zone.” 
 
    “You aren’t from Fogel?” 
 
    “Nope, we’re traveling through. I’m from Stiner.” 
 
    “I didn’t see a caravan,” she said. 
 
    “Just the two of us.” 
 
    “There’s no way I would travel this city with a single companion,” she said. “Unless it was one of the Pratt brothers. Anyone foolish enough to attack one of them deserves whatever happens.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the Steadholder’s last name?” 
 
    “Yes it is. He has two sons, Zee and Jimmy. Zee is the Commander of the Farmers’ Guard and Jimmy is…well he’s just Jimmy. No one wants trouble with Jimmy.” 
 
    “I know it’s none of my business, but what are they like? I worry about what will happen after the Steadholder is gone. I know he’s getting on up there in years.” 
 
    “Zee is next in line for the position. He doesn’t want it, but he really doesn’t have a choice.” 
 
    “Have to play the hand you’re dealt.” 
 
    “This is true. There may be another, though, if she is ready by then. Zee’s daughter, Allie, could take the position. But only if Kendrick makes it another ten years or so. She’s not ready yet, but another decade, and she’ll make a fine Steadholder. I have no doubt Zee would be happy to pass on that position.” 
 
    “Frankly, I’m surprised you’re this free with information,” Fenris said. 
 
    “Part of each vendor’s job is to help assuage the fear of the city folk. The Farmers are here and will be for the foreseeable future. Lord knows we don’t want the city to sink back to where it was when I was a girl. I wouldn’t wish that on us.” 
 
    “This city is still a pretty awful place,” Fenris said. “But you’re right. I would hate to see it fall back to those days.” 
 
    “You said you’re from Stiner?” she asked. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I haven’t been there yet, but I am looking forward to the opportunity. I would dearly love to meet the Matron of the Society of the Sword. Have you met her?” 
 
    “A few times.” I chuckled. 
 
    “A few?” Fenris asked, shaking her head. 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “I think she would be very interesting,” the vendor said. “I have a great respect for anyone who can do what she has. I think a person who instills that much loyalty in her people would be worth knowing.” 
 
    “She’s a pretty amazing woman,” I said. 
 
    “Listen to me jabbering on like an old woman,” she said. “Go enjoy the wagons and come back in a little while for the ribs.” 
 
    I nodded, and we walked toward another cluster of wagons. 
 
    “You could have told her who you were. It was pretty obvious she didn’t know. Most folks know you two are an item.” 
 
    “Then she would have clammed up, and I enjoy watching people talk about her. She inspires them, and I can see it every time they mention her. I scare them.” 
 
    Sometimes anonymity is a good thing in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The ribs were delicious, and the barbecue was perfect. I placed the bones inside the paper wrapper and gave them back to the woman. She smiled.  
 
    Fenris looked at me with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Dog,” I said. 
 
    “Makes sense.” She turned to the vendor. “What breed?” 
 
    “We have several breeds,” she answered. “My favorite is the Shepherd. He is always the first to greet us when we get home.” 
 
    “German?” 
 
    “Australian.” 
 
    “Very smart animals,” Fenris said. “We don’t see many dogs in the city. I’ve only seen two. If they were not kept in, they would be in a stew pot fairly quickly.” 
 
    “We have many dogs. The early days were not as rough on the Farms as they were in the city. Some years we contemplated eating the dogs, but now there is plenty of food, so we can keep them as pets.” 
 
    “Still, there are quite a few places in the city where there’s not enough.” 
 
    She nodded. “We try to keep the city supplied. Sometimes we cannot. The Farm caravans roll all year ‘round, but some zones are not as welcoming as others. Some are harder on the poor than others. The system in place is the best that could be developed at the time, but some of us feel it could have been better.” 
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    “What?” Fenris asked. 
 
    “If you knew how many times that’s been said, you’d laugh too.” 
 
    She shook her head and looked back at the vendor. “I was here, in the city, before the Accords. It’s easy to say things should have been done differently, but I saw people I grew up with commit murder, rape, and cannibalism. I saw streets filled with the dead and gutters running red with blood. I was twelve when we fled the city. I lost three brothers and a sister in that escape. We were captured by a newly self-proclaimed Warlord. I watched as the Accords were signed. I saw the changes first-hand. I’m not sure there was any other way to bring about a semblance of peace to the city.” 
 
    “Perhaps you’re right,” the vendor said. “Sometimes I wish there was more we could do. The Accords keep everything at this level. There are times I wish we could push harder for what was here before the bombs. That is why I wish to meet the Matron. She is doing things I wish we could do. Our sources say she has united more than ten zones in the last year. She is even known to be in a relationship with Mathew Kade…” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as she glanced at my long coat. “Oh, my…” 
 
    Fenris laughed. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “I am guessing that under that coat is a leather harness from the Farms holding some throwing knives made of old-world steel and a straight razor that has been talked about in more zones than you’d think possible.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “I know Marigold, and I should have placed that coat as soon as I saw it. You’re probably wearing a pair of her pants and shirt, as well.” 
 
    “I guess my secret is out,” I said. 
 
    I heard a gunshot in the distance, and I became someone else for a split second. 
 
    “Oh, my…” 
 
    I looked back toward the vendor. 
 
    “That would explain a lot,” she said. “For a moment, I was looking at someone much like Jimmy Pratt. You’re an Agent?” 
 
    I looked more closely at the woman. “You’re saying Pratt is an Agent?” 
 
    “I am. And I would wager you are too, Mister Kade.”  
 
    I frowned. “And Zee Pratt? If Jimmy is an Agent, I would expect him to be in charge of the Farmers’ Guard.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Zee is something else. He doesn’t talk about it. There is a lot of talk about what you are doing, though, Mister Kade.” 
 
    “So much for anonymity,” I muttered. 
 
    “If you wanted to be anonymous, you shouldn’t have worn that stupid coat,” Fenris said.  
 
    I started to say something but arguing with a woman is futile in any world, fallen or not. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    We were a single zone away from Jankida.  
 
    “You see that?” Fenris asked. 
 
    “Yep.” I watched the window from the corner of my eye. “He ducked inside as soon as he saw us. I’m guessing he’s a lookout.” 
 
    “I would love to grab him and find out what’s waiting.” 
 
    “I would too. Sucks being bait.” 
 
    “It’ll suck more when they attack,” she said. “I have to play helpless.” 
 
    “You get to be a damsel in distress,” I said. 
 
    She looked at me in a way I should have been worried about. 
 
    “I haven’t been a damsel in distress since I was thirteen and followed Teresa out of that hell hole.” 
 
    “I wondered who else had come out of the General’s compound. You were one of them.” 
 
    “I said, back there, that we were caught by a Warlord.” 
 
    “The General was bad news. I’ve heard some of the stories about the Compound.” I turned my head toward her. “That was before I got a handle on all this.” 
 
    I touched my pointer finger to my forehead. 
 
    “Teresa doesn’t talk much about what you’ve got going on up there.” 
 
    “Lot of folks up here,” I said. “Some are whole, some are just wisps of memories. They give me a whole reservoir of skills to pull from. And, then, there are some things that should never be spoken about.” 
 
    Truer than many would believe, Childers said. 
 
    I would almost take offense at that, Stephen returned. Except I know it is the truth. 
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    “What?” Fenris asked. 
 
    “Talking to myselves,” I said.  
 
    She shook her head. “They got any idea what to expect when we hit Jankida?” 
 
    “If they plan to snatch you, they’ll send a lot of guys, hoping to swamp me.” 
 
    “How long do you want me to play the damsel in distress?” 
 
    “Until they get close enough to you.” 
 
    “How close is enough?” 
 
    “You be the judge of that,” I said. “We want to draw as many of them as we can in close, so they can’t get away. After this, they’ll know we’re not they ones they’re after. I’m hoping we can kill enough of them to make that knowledge useless.” 
 
    She nodded. “Let’s get ready, then.” 
 
    There was a suspicious lack of foot traffic in the street. Alleys overflowed with bodies.  
 
    “Looks like you were right.” 
 
    “Head for the cover of that stoop.” 
 
    “Gotcha.” 
 
    “Alrighty, then. Stephen?” 
 
    My whole demeanor changed in front of her, and she looked a bit startled at the grin on Gaunt’s face. 
 
    “That’s not disturbing,” she muttered as she turned and ran for the stoop. 
 
    “Hello, my lovelies!” he said as he moved faster than anyone had a right to move. I was ten paces closer to the incoming horde in less than a moment. 
 
    “I have something special for you,” he taunted them. Then I was among the horde.  
 
    They had been warned I was dangerous, but they really had no idea what they had gotten themselves into. I held a throwing blade in each hand and flowed through them like water. I wasn’t really interested in killing them as much as disabling them.  
 
    I severed a hamstring. I sliced a femoral artery. Someone raised a gun, and I rocketed a blade across the street where it sank into her throat. I grabbed another blade. Where I moved, bodies fell and yells became screams of pain. Soon the street was filled with screams of terror.  
 
    I felt a tug at my left side and threw a blade that embedded in the eye socket of another gun wielder. 
 
    “Don’t run,” I whispered into the ear of a man who tried to flee. “You haven’t seen the fun part.” 
 
    I grabbed the man by the back of his leather garb and turned him toward the crowd that had almost reached Fenris. 
 
    “Almost time for the surprise!” Gaunt’s voice was more excited than I had heard in some time. 
 
    “Watch!” he barked as the man tried to squirm. 
 
    The poncho split along the front and Fenris drew two short swords. They were a little smaller than the Gladius Michael had used, but they were shaped much the same way, with both of the blade’s edges sharpened. 
 
    The group closest to her never realized she wasn’t the helpless girl they expected as her swords began to dance. A yeoman is a bad ass, a Squire, even more so. But a Knight is a wonder to watch. Especially doing what they are best suited for in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The street was littered with bodies, and the metallic smell of blood filled the air. Fenris slid her blades along the shirt of one of the dead to wipe away the blood. Her arms were coated to the shoulder, and her black armor dripped.  
 
    “How the hell did you do that and keep your stupid coat so clean, even though you got shot?” 
 
    “It’s a gift,” I said. I looked down at my side, still holding the man up by the scruff of his neck. He was crying. 
 
    Tossing him to the side, I looked up toward the skyscraper that housed the Warlord, Mortimer Jankida. 
 
    “This didn’t happen without his support,” Fenris said. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s time for a lesson,” I said. 
 
    “I’ve heard about some of your lessons,” she said. “Our cover is blown. We may as well head back to Stiner.” 
 
    “Agreed, but only after I go see Mortimer.” 
 
    “I’m guessing a new Chapter House is about to be requested?” 
 
    “Could be,” I said and reached down to pick up a four-foot-long piece of rebar. “Ah, this is perfect.” 
 
    She chuckled and followed me into the Scraper.  
 
    “Oh, Morty?” Gaunt’s voice echoed in the open lobby. “Where are you, Morty? I think it’s time we had a bit of chat!” 
 
    Some lessons are harder than others in this Fallen World. 
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Excerpt from “This Fallen World:” 
 
      
 
    He placed a coin in front of me. I looked at it in surprise. It was a solid gold coin from the Old World. Probably worth ten thousand scripts now. 
 
    “This is a down payment,” Hale said. “You find her, you get another. Return her to me unharmed, you get three.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Thank you, Agent,” he said softly. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He passed me a folder, and I opened it to see a picture of a pretty young red-haired woman. She appeared to be late teens or early twenties and that could be bad. This fallen world is hard on young beautiful people. 
 
    Warlords could swoop in with their troops and steal people at will. They were Warlords because the held the weapons or tech that gave them control over those around them. 
 
    There had been incidents for years. I had a great disdain for the term, Warlord. They were the ones who had found some advantage and abused it, for the most part. 
 
    There were a few good men, such as Wilderman, who held the reigns of fourteen city blocks. He provided protection to those who lived in his domain. He taxed his people but he also provided true protection.  
 
    Miles to the East, there was Joanna Kathrop. She held sixteen blocks and ruled with an iron fist. She had found a cache of weapons and provisions in her area several decades back. Her cadre of loyal soldiers backed her and she established her rule of that area. 
 
    There were others, both good and bad. The majority of them were bad. They ran single and double blocks. The Warlord that controlled the area where the Strike Zone was located wasn’t the worst, but he was far from the best. 
 
    I turned the page and found the sector that Hale and his daughter had lived. 
 
    “You were under Yamato?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, “he took down the Bishop a decade ago.” 
 
    “Yamato’s always been fair,” I said. “Did you take this to him?” 
 
    “He couldn’t help me,” he said. “She was traveling across the city.” 
 
    “What the hell was she doin’ travelin’?” I asked. “Was she in a caravan?” 
 
    The Caravans were the only semi-safe way to travel the city. You paid for your ticket, and the Caravans paid their tax to run through the Zones. 
 
    “She was going to the new College, set up by Kathrop, in a small Caravan run by a man named Drekk. He claims she never showed up for the last leg of the trip.” 
 
    “Drekk,” I spat the word out. “I’ve heard of Drekk. If you want to travel anywhere, you have to use the Accredited Caravans. You can’t use people like Drekk.” 
 
    His face fell. “We didn’t know about this until it was too late. We aren’t rich people, Mister Kade.” 
 
    I looked down at the coin still in my hand, and looked back to him with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “The life savings of both my family and the family of Seran Yoto, her fiancée.” 
 
    “Poor would not be what I would call this, Hale,” I said. “There are people right in this room who won’t see this much wealth in ten lifetimes. You dwell inside the Scraper. You have running water and electricity. Don’t ever try to pass yourself off as the poor. It’s insulting.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Who set up the Caravan?” 
 
    “I set it up through a man in the Scraper. His name is Denton. He owns a supply store on the bottom floor.” 
 
    “Ok,” I said. “That’s where I’ll need to start. I’ll be there first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “But the Caravans don’t run at night.” 
 
    “Some people, it’s safer to leave alone, Hale. When you get back to the Scraper, tomorrow, I’ll have some answers for you.” 
 
    “How will you cross three zones tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll walk, Hale,” I said. “Corporate Agents can take care of themselves.” 
 
    “You haven’t been an Agent for twenty years.” 
 
    “You’re right, there.” I said, “I’m something else, now. I’ll see you tomorrow night at your Scraper.” 
 
    I stood and walked away from the booth. Jared was beside the bar, talking to several suits. 
 
    “Yo, Jared,” I said. “I’m on a job for a few days. Ya can fill the table if ya need to.” 
 
    “Be careful, Matt,” he said. “Last time Jenny took a week to get you patched up.”  
 
    “I’ll try, buddy.” 
 
    I had a feeling about this one. Things looked bad for Maddy Hale. Drekk wasn’t known to be trustworthy. 
 
    Life can be dangerous in this Fallen World.  
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Excerpt from “The Devil’s Gunman:” 
 
      
 
    I eased the door open and braced for gunfire or a fireball. 
 
    I got neither. I swept the entryway with my rifle’s sights. Nothing more offensive than some high school photos glared back at me, and I didn’t hear anything running down the hallway or readying a weapon. There were no shouts from police or federal agents, either. 
 
    What I did hear, from the living room, was incessant chatter underscored by the occasional interjection of a laugh track. The chatter was accompanied by the soft peripheral glow of my television. Whoever had broken into my house was watching a sitcom. 
 
    “I’m unarmed,” a man’s voice rang out. “So put down the rifle, and let’s have a talk.” 
 
    “The fuck we will,” I shouted back. “You broke into my home!” 
 
    I moved down the hallway, keeping my rifle on the opening to the living room. 
 
    “That’s part of what we have to talk about,” the voice said. I peered around the corner and saw a young Caucasian man. His pale features and dyed blue hair did little to mask the malicious smirk on his face. He was dressed in an oxford shirt and slacks with a skinny tie, as though he couldn’t figure out if he wanted to look like he’d just joined a band or an investment firm. He wore a silver tie clip with a red blood drop on it. 
 
    I stood there with my rifle sights on his head. 
 
    “I’m here as a messenger,” he said and flashed his teeth. I saw pointed incisors. That was enough for me. “This is peaceful, Nicholas. No need to be violent.” 
 
    I lowered the rifle. I didn’t like the prick’s condescending tone; he sounded like he enjoyed the sound of his own voice. Those types were always eager to give up information. 
 
    “Okay, let’s talk. Who’s the message from?” I asked. 
 
    “I hold the honored post of Emissary of the Lyndale Coven,” he said politely, examining his nails. “We’ve taken a professional interest in you, and Coven leadership sent me.”
“Oh yeah?” I asked. “What for?” 
 
    “To dictate the terms of your surrender,” he said, locking eyes with me. His hands twitched, then curled slightly. I imagined him leaping off the couch and knocking me down. I fought the urge to bring the rifle to bear, keeping it at the low ready.  
 
    “Thought your kind needed an invite,” I said. 
 
    The man snarled. 
 
    “We both know who built this house. I have a standing invite. The coven master says that the Duke no longer wants you, so you’re fair game. Our agreement, which I have right here, has the details.” 
 
    He pulled a no-shit scroll out of his suit jacket and put it down on my coffee table. I glanced at it. The Lyndale Coven seemed to be under the impression that I belonged to them. I read the word “slave” once, and that was enough for me to decide I wasn’t interested. 
 
    “No dice,” I said. 
 
    “These terms are much more charitable than those the Coven Master wanted,” he said, warning in his voice. “Oath breakers aren’t normally given this kind of clemency.” 
 
    I didn’t have much idea what he meant about oath breakers, but I wasn’t going to play ball with this pompous fuck. 
 
    “Not charitable enough,” I said. “Why do you guys want me? Running out of blood from young clubgoers and runaways?” 
 
    The young vampire smiled again, flashing his teeth with what I’m sure he thought was menace.  
 
    “It’ll certainly improve our coven’s standings with the Duke if we prove we can clean up his loose ends. I’m sure you’ll make an excellent blood thrall. We’ll be taking a pint of blood every month, as—” 
 
    I raised the rifle and sighted in on his head. He sighed, and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Look, you primitive ape, guns won’t—” 
 
    I fired three times, the rounds earth-shatteringly loud in such a tight place. He screamed in pain and terror as the holy rifle’s bullets tore through him, the wounds leaving bright blue caverns of light. 
 
    His screaming echoed in my head, so I kept shooting. I fired the rest of the magazine until there was nothing left but a corpse, riddled with holes and glowing softly, and me, standing there in my gunpowder-fueled catharsis. 
 
    I dropped the mag and slapped in a fresh one, savoring the sound of the bolt sliding forward and knowing that if the emissary had any friends, they too, would be introduced to the kinetic light of St. Joseph. 
 
    “Anyone else here? I got more.” 
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Excerpt from “Shadow Lands:” 
 
      
 
    The combatants, for lack of a better term, were both resting at the edges of the dance floor. To the left was a very butch-looking blonde in what looked to be purple leather, along with her entourage, while to the right, a petite, dark-skinned Hispanic in a princess outfit stood, surrounded by meat popsicles wrapped in leather. Vampire fashions make no damn sense to me, for what it’s worth. There were a few ‘normals’ huddled against the far wall, which showed signs of someone’s face being run along it, repeatedly. Sure enough, the London ‘Special’ was in the DJ booth. He killed the sound as soon as he realized we were standing there. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, may I introduce the final players in our little drama, the Reinhumation Specialists of the Quinton Morris Group!” the Special said into the mike. 
 
    “Fuck me running,” I said. 
 
    “With a rusty chainsaw,” Jed finished. 
 
    The two groups of vampires turned to face us.  
 
    “Remind me to kick Michael in his balls when we get back to the office,” I said. 
 
    “You’re going to have to get in line behind me to do it,” Jed replied.  
 
    “You can leave now, mortals,” the blonde said with a slight German accent. She had occult patterns tattooed around her eyes, which had to be a bitch, because she would have had to have them redone every six months or so. Vampires heal. 
 
    “Like, fershure, this totally doesn’t involve you,” the Hispanic said, her accent pure San Fernando Valley. 
 
    “Jed, did I ever tell you how I feel about Valley Girls?” I asked, raising my voice. 
 
    “No…”  
 
    “Can’t live with ‘em, can’t kill ‘em,” I replied, swinging my UMP up and cratering the Valley vampire’s chest with three rounds into the fragile set of blood vessels above the heart. Sure, the pump still works, but there’s nothing connected to it for what passes as blood in a vampire to spread. On top of that, company-issue bullets are frangible silver, to which vampires have an adverse reaction. 
 
    With that, the dance was on. The damn Special in the DJ booth at least had the good sense to put on Rammstein. Mien Teil came thundering out of the speakers as we started killing vampires. Gunny ran his M1897 Trench Gun dry in five shots, dropped it to hang by a patrol sling, and switched to his ancient, family 1911. I ran my UMP dry on Valley Vamp’s minions, then dropped the magazine and reloaded in time to dump the second full magazine into the Butch Vampire as she leaped toward the ceiling to clear the tables between us and the dance floor. As soon as Butch Vamp went down, the remaining vampires froze. 
 
    “Glamour,” the Special called, stepping out of the booth. “I can control a lot of lesser vampires, but not until you got those two randy cunts thinking about how much they hurt.”  
 
    “You. Fucking. Asshole,” I panted.  
 
    Combat is cardio, I don’t care what anyone else says. 
 
    “Yes?” he replied.  
 
    I looked him over. He was wearing a red zoot suit—red-pegged trousers and a long red jacket with wide shoulders over the ubiquitous white peasant shirt, topped with a red, wide-brimmed hat. He even had on red-tinted glacier glasses. 
 
    I felt his mind try to probe mine, then beamed as he bounced off. 
 
    “My that hurt,” he replied. 
 
    “You know, we don’t work with Michelangelo for nothing,” Jed replied. Apparently the mind probe had been general, not specific. 
 
    I went through the messy side of the business—staking and beheading—assisted by Capdepon. Crash helped Jed sort out the normal survivors, followed by prepping the live lesser vampires for transport. The Special leaned against a wall, maintaining control of the lesser vampires until we could move them out. Once all the work was done so the cleaners could move in, and the lesser vampires were moved out of Eyelash, I stepped wearily to the Special. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    “You can call me,” he paused dramatically, “Tim.” 
 
    I kicked him in the nuts with a steel-toed boot. Even in the undead, it’s a sensitive spot. 
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