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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    HECTOR GRAVES STOOD cautiously at the edge of the loading bay with his black eyes narrowed into the equally impenetrable darkness beyond the edge of the rear access to the old theater, conscious of the numerous voices echoing from the main chamber behind him. The air frosted on his breath as he tugged up the half-armored jacket he’d stolen coming back from his last stint on Forager duty before everything went to shit and he scored this sweet gig.  
 
    Except it wasn’t tasting so sweet anymore. The alkaline unpleasantness of his own nerves choked like an old antacid at the back of Hector’s throat and mouth. And the chill in the September air didn’t stop him sweating either. He felt sure everyone would notice him, right when standing out among the other troopers was the last thing Hector wanted. 
 
    He was backstage for a reason, after all. 
 
    The woman who burst out the back stage door and headed towards him across the open bay inside the back of the Council building almost felt like the fulfilment of his self-imposed prophecy. Immediately, Hector’s chill nerves spiked, and a choking cough escaped him with nowhere else to hide. 
 
    “Hey,” the woman said casually and joined Graves on the dock. She rubbed her bare hands together. “Gettin’ cold, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Hector said. 
 
    His lack of enthusiasm didn’t seem to daunt her and it was all Graves could do to stop questing around the back lot again, waiting for the trucks to arrive. A night vision unit was strapped to the woman’s helm, which only unsettled him further. 
 
    “You’re Graves, right?” the blunt-featured woman said. “I’m Drake. Lydia.” 
 
    She offered a hand. Hector had to acknowledge her, not quite meeting her eyes which were framed in the tan-lined from the mirror shades many of the troopers wore to look the part during daytimes at least. It was too dark out now for that. And like Drake said, getting dark earlier and colder too with every passing day. 
 
    “It’s Graves,” Hector said with emphasis on the Latino twang. 
 
    “Sure,” the woman said. “You were on Dan MacLaren’s crew, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he replied. “Not that crew, though.” 
 
    “You caught a lucky break there,” the woman said. 
 
    Hector dropped his eyes another notch, though couldn’t help himself the nod. 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it,” he said. 
 
    “So tell me.” 
 
    “Na.” 
 
    “You’re in Safety now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Hector replied unhurriedly – a roundabout hint for the female trooper to make herself scare. But she seemed doggedly determined to stay right where she was, passive attentiveness forcing more words out of him as Hector explained, “I was meant to go with Dan on that last trip outside the wire, but I . . . had a bad feeling.” 
 
    “Good feeling, then,” she said. “They were saying Ortega handpicked that crew. You one of his?” 
 
    “Ortega?” Hector choked off a laugh and heard his giddy nervousness in it. “No.” 
 
    “What tipped you off then?”  
 
    Graves swirled his eyes around their bland setting and started at the passing illusion of a truck noise he only imagined in the surge of the crowd from within the theater as an amplified voice addressed the meeting troopers like him were set to guard. When he was sure he was wrong about the persistent lack of the overdue trucks, Hector turned his fraught gaze back to the bland female trooper and strained the adrenalin from his voice, disguised with another milder chuckle. 
 
    “You’ll think I’m stupid. . . .” 
 
    “Go on,” the woman said. 
 
    “Fortune teller on The Mile –” 
 
    “Lady Methuselah?”  
 
    Drake’s astonished agreement took him by surprise. Graves’ feigned humor stalled again. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I see her sometimes too,” Drake said and shot him a grin. “You know she slips everyone the Death card most readings because it keeps people comin’ back.” 
 
    Hector’s grin was reedy, his voice thin. 
 
    “You drew the Death card?” 
 
    “Almost every time, dude.” 
 
    Drake’s smile lingered, strangely girlish on her face as she took her time with her bald-faced appraisal of the slender Latino and mistook his aversion for awkwardness rather than anything else, though her smile dropped as Hector returned his eyes to the back entry and the sounds ebbed and flowed in the Council meeting, competing for the lower frequencies he strained to hear presaging the arrival of Gunderson and Hobbes. 
 
    “What?” Drake said to him. “I’m not pretty enough for you? You’re pretty enough for us both.” 
 
    “I thought you were a dyke.” 
 
    “What, because I’m plain looking?” 
 
    It wasn’t quite sarcasm and it sure as hell wasn’t mirth in her voice, touched with a sense of grievance she’d been nursing since long before they’d ever met. 
 
    “Sorry,” Graves said and shrugged. 
 
    His wristwatch showed the trucks were now officially five minutes late. The unwanted woman beside him settled into a stolid pose, arms folded across her flak vest, the AR15 neglected on its strap. 
 
    “Meeting’s started,” Hector said and showed his watch as if that meant anything. “Don’t let me bore you. Go watch the show.” 
 
    “And listen to Wilhelm justify a Council with only two people left on it?” Drake replied. “No thanks. We’ll have elections over his cold dead body” 
 
    “I heard they were serving hot chai.” 
 
    “Ha,” Drake replied with a snort. “That’s not chai, friend, no matter what they tell you. You tryin’ to get rid of me or somethin’? Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    The woman made a dismissive action in reference to her passing flirtation of a moment before. Hector said nothing, lost in the milling words inside his head, none of them of any use. Instead, he parlayed his pained smile into something more like the genuine thing, including Drake in on the twinkle in his eye as he reached into his thigh pouch. 
 
    “Wanna see something cool then?” 
 
    Drake eyed him up with mild caution as if afraid he was about to pull his pecker out, no matter his reluctance to return her casual interest. Drake’s eyes widened, then narrowed instead as she realized the object was the dull matte black tube of a silencer instead. 
 
    “Jesus, what’re you doin’ with that?” 
 
    “There’s a bunch of them in the armory,” Graves said. 
 
    He made a slow show of drawing his Glock and smiled at her, sharing the secret as he screwed the attachment to the barrel aware the woman trooper’s gaze narrowed into even deeper suspicion.  
 
    Before Drake could take a step back, he turned the gun around handle-first and offered it to her. 
 
    “Have a try,” he said. 
 
    He pointed to a stack of forklift pallets on the far side of the loading bay. A high brick wall fenced the yard in. Graves could hear the engines now. His face hardened, counter-point to his relief, as Drake took the weapon. 
 
    “I thought the armory was on pretty solid lockdown,” Drake said. “You know, given everything we just been through.” 
 
    “Guns an’ ammo, yes.” 
 
    He pointed again at the stack. 
 
    “Don’t waste all my bullets,” he told her. 
 
    Drake did as instructed. Relaxed now, she squeezed off three suppressed shots that filleted the stacked packing timber, the impacts barely visible because of the poor light. She shrugged, seemingly nonplussed, and handed the pistol back to him. 
 
    “Great,” she said. “But what do you need that for anyway? Got some wetwork planned?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Graves smiled and stepped back as if to holster the whole damned thing. 
 
    Instead, he shot Drake point-blank in the face. 
 
    He was quick enough to catch the woman’s dead weight as she slumped. Her face stayed fixed in a dramatic look of surprise gone goggle-eyed with black syrup at once running down from the hole where her nose’d been, though Drake’s weight was too much for Graves to handle one-handed. Then he really did have to sheathe the gun with the suppressor still attached, casting an anxious look back into the open loading area behind him as a single pair of truck headlights lit up along the back wall and then turned in towards him. 
 
    He dragged the dead trooper off in what would be stage left, dumping her behind a stack of tall empty propane bottles left in the back area so long they were covered in grime and filthy webs. The truck lights missed the bulk of his act, so when Gunderson leapt from the truck door and asked what the hell he was doing, it was understandable. 
 
    “Cleaning up because you’re fucking late, you moron,” the Latino snapped. “Where’s Hobbes?” 
 
    “There was a problem with the other lorry.” 
 
    Gunderson’s English accent forgave him use of the foreign word, but he and Graves had known each other long enough that Hector knew what he meant instead of “truck”. It didn’t excuse the irritable look on Hector’s face. The big, blonde-bearded driver looked every bit the Viking pirate with the black patch covering one eye, an inscrutable, though gently annoyed look passing over his face. 
 
    “I have to reverse it up,” the Englishman said. “Get the doors.” 
 
    “So we’re going without him?”  
 
    “Hobbes?” Gunderson asked. “Yes. The Saint’s already en route.” 
 
    He motioned at the back of the truck’s box and the noise of the occupants sounded through its painted sheet-metal sides bearing the faded livery of the once world-famous cola drink. 
 
    “You know how it is,” Gunderson said. He offered a calm grin at odds with their grisly venture. “Death waits for no men.” 
 
    Graves nodded and moved off to pull in the loading bay’s side doors to create the corral they’d planned, and Gunderson jogged back to get into the idling box truck and bring it around so they could unload its deadly cargo just like they and the other surviving Lefthanders had agreed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Emergency Council meeting to address Uprising aftermath 
 
    by Delroy Earle 
 
    SURVIVING Council members will hold an emergency meeting on Wednesday night to outline the City response to last week’s chaotic Uprising which led to dozens of deaths and the capture of dissident Lefthanders leader Madeline Plume. 
 
    Citizens have demanded clear details about last week’s deadly revolt and the reasons behind it after savage gun battles gripped the City. 
 
    They also want to know how the City plans to restore security and guarantee that residents will not face further danger due to simmering political tensions. 
 
    The breakdown in security also triggered numerous unrelated killings, but the City has so far refused or been unable to cite the number of incidents. 
 
    Council President Dana Lowenstein denied rumors the sanctuary zone leadership was now dysfunctional and had plans to abandon the Columbus project. 
 
    “Let me start by saying no one is more shocked than the Council to learn Colonel Rhymes and our Safety Chief were conspiring against the leadership and planned an armed insurrection,” she said. 
 
    “We are shocked, appalled, and saddened at this unprecedented violence. 
 
    “We are also determined that it not happen again,” Cr Lowenstein said. 
 
    “The Colonel and Carlos Ortega were privy to the original plan to mount the sanctuary zone project, and we who are left are still struggling to come to terms with the scale of their treachery.” 
 
    The armed insurrection was sparked by a dissident group called the Lefthanders who believed military rule was needed to govern the City. 
 
    Cr Lowenstein and other Council sources were unable to explain why a violent revolt was justified. 
 
    No details were provided about the testimony of Colonel Rhymes’ lieutenant Plume who remains locked up with the surviving members of the rebellion. 
 
    Cr Ernest Eric Wilhelm III told the Herald the death of elected official Aileen Leng and the immediate retirement of his wife, Cr Carlotta Deschain, had not derailed the City project. 
 
    “It is a terrible time,” he said. 
 
    “I am sorry to ask for calm, or to have to ask for calm, but we are working day and night to maintain City operations, security patrols, and rations allocations.” 
 
    Trooper patrols were bolstered by support from another group known as the Brotherhood, despite the City’s recent incarceration of its leader, Construction manager Edward Burroughs, mistakenly blamed for a string of violent incidents in the lead-up to the Uprising. 
 
    Mr Burroughs has spoken frequently at City Council meetings about the need to enforce a strict gender policy keeping women from work considered better performed by males. 
 
    Colonel Rhymes, Chief Ortega and about 30 insurgents were killed in a City attack on St Mary’s Church which was also destroyed when gunfire struck the Lefthanders’ ammunitions cache. 
 
    The Battle of St Mary’s also saw numerous City Administration officials take up arms against the rebels. 
 
    Cr Wilhelm said the surviving Council and its advisors would detail “where to from here” in a frank discussion starting at 5.30pm on Wednesday. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    THE RUBBER WHEELS were about the only silent part of the gate Dkembe rolled aside. Tom actually put a finger in his ear, about all he could do with his wrecked right arm in a light sling and the sack of foodstuffs cradled against his chest. His children Lucas and Lilianna barely noticed the squeakiness of the contraption as they followed their father with a cautious sense of wonder. They knew as much as they ever would, and far more than Tom thought they needed to about exactly what’d gone on at Ortega’s compound the previous week, what Tom still couldn’t stop referring to as “Ortega’s place,” where he nearly lost his life, nearly betrayed the City, and nearly got them the fuck out of the mortal danger they seemed to be continuously skirting here in the new life they’d carved out for themselves – in Tom’s case, carved out quite violently – amid the ruins of the once sedate city of Columbus. 
 
    There was a gaunt, pale, skinny, mawkish-looking Latino guy hanging back, but sticking close to Dkembe all the same, his scraggly thin long black hair as wrinkled as the face he wore, scoured by worry lines, a look of perpetual watchfulness Tom wasn’t sure if he trusted in someone who would be living with them. Tom had trusted Dkembe to bring across a couple of guys he knew from Construction to help get their ill-advised cattle enterprise up and running. He knew he had to trust in that trust – knew he had to trust someone – if he was ever getting the damned thing off the ground, knowing as well his biggest challenge was overcoming his own equally cursed desire to somehow get out of the whole venture while he still could. 
 
    And yet there he was. He didn’t even know if the Confederates would make it back before the snows came, which was equally crucial to the whole “cattle baron” business Tom had inadvertently (and quite metaphorically) bought into.  
 
    The new recruit’s hyper-vigilance bordered on “Kevin-level high alert,” as Lilianna called it. Tom had to force himself to stop watching Gonzales so closely. 
 
    True to form, Kevin angled behind all of them, lingering out on the street where Tom’d nearly been shot on the spot the week before, the feral boy’s eyes and his very body language screaming volumes about his readiness to quit and run on them if things turned feverishly pear-shaped – as they had so many times for the youngster, and indeed all of them, since the world stopped making sense almost six years ago, just before Lucas’ birthday. 
 
    Tom moved them inside with a nod to Dkembe, resisting the urge to shoot a friendly grin at Gonzales knowing the last time he’d tried, Tom looked more like a silverback gorilla baring its teeth to defend his territory rather than setting the fragile wiry man’s spirit at ease. Tom also considered including Kevin in that gaze, but his son’s friend – dwarfed almost, with Lucas coming into his height now it was almost birthday time again – shrank back, eyes dissecting the dusty back garage area with a fevered brightness almost palpable in its intensity. And Tom didn’t begrudge him for it. The newcomer Gonzales hadn’t proven himself yet. Kevin had already shown over and over in the past week that he might be timid, but the boy was ferociously, perhaps almost dangerously sharp. Tom also knew he had his son to temper the other boy, while in Gonzales’ case, that duty fell to Dkembe.  
 
    “You’re really moving in here, dad?” Lilianna asked. 
 
    His blonde-tressed daughter didn’t even try to keep the dainty tone from her voice. Tom’s answer came more like a rebuke. 
 
    “We,” he said with a gruff dullness. “We are moving in here. Yes we are.” 
 
    “It smells.” 
 
    That was Lucas’ contribution. He wrinkled his nose for comedic effect, winning a nervous titter of laughter from his shadow as Kevin entered the garage and gently clutched the edge of Luke’s sleeve. Tom and Lilianna swapped a look, his daughter as versed in the dark arts of keeping her face neutral as her dad, and that alone accounted for the silent mirth that sprang up between them, unnoticed by the others as Tom then flicked his eyes indicatively towards the – let’s face it – somewhat ghoulish-looking Gonzales now stepped in too close even for Dkembe’s liking. The tall black twentysomething moved away in a fug of lucid disdain, shooting an angry glance at his friend, and then rounding back around to Tom and bowing his head in tacit submission. 
 
    “Place cleaned up pretty good,” Dkembe said. 
 
    “But that smell –” 
 
    “Good work,” Tom said to his lieutenant as casually as he could, though making sure he’d heard it. The young man had proven himself too easily cowed time and time again, and Tom wanted to break him of the habit without breaking him in the process. He drew himself back to Luke’s interruption almost unwillingly. 
 
    “What’s that weird smell, dad?” 
 
    Tom nodded to them, and with the vehicles gone, they crossed the oil-stained garage to the next partition with the day outside filtered through the chain-link awning of green outdoor mesh over their heads creating the illusion of cover alongside the blasted-plain red brick two-floor building they were now calling home. 
 
    All of them except for his daughter, anyway. 
 
    Wilhelm called it “the spoils of victory”. To Tom, it just made good old-fashioned plain sense to shift homes, though he’d hoped for the company of more than just his children and their attendants when it came time to move in. Even the “housewarming dinner” Lila planned for later that night seemed heavily ironic with the weather turning to shit outside and her determined to “try out” the live-in arrangements at the Enclave. The grey-filtered day had the cold and the wet competing for which would piss Tom off most, and as a few more drops started pattering overhead, the rain clouds were winning. 
 
    “This way,” he said. “What you can smell is the . . . indoor nursery.” 
 
    “Nursery?” Lucas said. “Like . . . babies?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Tom scoffed a laugh, bemused and puzzled at the same time to imagine what the fuck his son was thinking went on here before, though Tom himself struggled to call it benign. 
 
    “Ortega was growing plants indoors under lights,” he explained. 
 
    “That smell. . . .” Lilianna said. 
 
    “. . . is cannabis resin,” Tom said. “Marijuana.” 
 
    “Whoa, this is a dope farm?” 
 
    It was about the most Kevin had said in their whole week together. Tom actually stopped short of the wooden gate through to the back section to light a curious grin on the kid who was obviously more switched on than Lucas at least in that one regard. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Are you gonna keep doin’ it?” 
 
    The small boy’s beaded gaze locked on Tom’s mouth with a singular intense focus that continued to confirm what the older man suspected, the boy’s speech sometimes hard to ascertain, as rarely as it came anyway, and as malformed as the boy himself, whom Tom suspected was deaf, or at the very least hearing impaired. Also revealed in Kevin’s hard-eyed stare were the gears and levers of the ten-year-old’s shrewd calculations. 
 
    “No,” Tom said and sighed slightly, somehow anticipating the look the boy then offered, clearly thinking his de facto guardian short of common sense. 
 
    “It’s a good trade on the street,” Kevin muttered. 
 
    “I know,” Tom said. 
 
    His daughter interrupted in that cocky way she only did with Kevin. 
 
    “My dad’s hardly going to become a drug dealer, Kevin.” 
 
    She finished with a cute laugh of derision. Tom might’ve felt sorry for the boy on the receiving end of such a finely-tuned and sharp instrument, except Kevin clearly had no idea what a drug dealer was, as well as a single-minded self-confidence in his original assessment of the plan where he imagined them settling down into the deal-bag business rather than somehow overseeing the logistics of the transport, receipt, execution, butchery and refrigeration of the promised, treasured incoming consignment of one hundred per cent prime post-apocalyptic wilderness-raised beef.  
 
    “Dumb,” was all the boy said. 
 
    Tom let it go, confident in Luke’s ingrained response to gently rebuke his friend with a rough push as he’d done on the dozen other occasions where Kevin quietly ridiculed Tom and Tom just as quietly let it go. 
 
    The boys and Lilianna fell in lockstep with him as he worked the garden gate open, letting them through into the nursery proper and its unintended entryway, a section of all-weather metal sheeting creating an alfresco alcove, with the metal weapons’ racks, high school-style lockers, and huge industrial sinks bolted against the wood-and-sheet-metal boundary fence bordered on the other side by two big dirty Home Depot work tables only recently swept clean of potting mix and dirt. Beyond those, Ortega’s cannabis crop drooped under its own weight, the lights and irrigation tubes switched off for the past week. The resin in the air was so pungent, they shielded their eyes against it, walking in from the dirty side parking area. Kevin’s eyes, narrowed also with his disdain for Tom’s lack of acumen, widened again at seeing the profundity of it all, then he renewed his unspoken assault with his eyes on Tom’s profile as Tom ignored him like the benevolent father figure he was pretending to be, the compassionate grimace not a good fit for his face focused instead on the sweeping gesture he made with his good arm, now free of the sack of provisions he set upon one of the benches. 
 
    “I know it’d be easy to keep this going, but like Lila says, it’s not really my thing,” Tom said and managed not to say it bitterly, no one forcing him to justify himself to a fucking ten-year-old, but there he was doing it for the sake of the overall effect of calm leadership he wished he could hand on to someone else like he’d done with so much of the construction work bundled onto Dkembe and their new recruits. 
 
    “Where’s Attila and Kent?” 
 
    “Trading for ethanol,” Dkembe answered. 
 
    Tom had about a hundred questions, but Kevin piped up again. 
 
    “I can do this,” the boy said and met Tom’s gaze as directly as he could.  
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Keep the plants alive. Growing.” 
 
    “We don’t want the plants alive, Kevin,” Tom said quietly. “That’s how we’re helping pay for the ethanol . . . and about every damned other thing we need.” 
 
    “Dumb, though,” the boy said and scowled, though he broke off the eye contact as he did it, looking around like looking for someone to blame. “It’s a . . .  one of those . . . opportunities.” 
 
    “Look at you with the big words now.” 
 
    “Lilianna,” Tom warned her. 
 
    His daughter gave a humorless laugh, hands up leaving the poisoned chalice of Kevin’s default parenting to him and washing her hands of it in the one fell move, sweeping through on a tour of the marijuana maze as if she’d taken offense. Tom ignored her too. Lucas’ hawk-like gaze tingled between his shoulder blades as he looked back at Kevin. 
 
    “Ortega had a whole bunch of people working here keeping the lights on and the water flowing, and we don’t have time or resources for that shit right now,” he said. 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “You’re a smart kid, Kevin,” Tom said to him. “There’s plenty of work for you too.” 
 
    “But the weed –” 
 
    “Kevin,” Tom interrupted. “Shut the fuck up now, OK?” 
 
    Kevin was no stranger to threats – implicit or otherwise. His jaw snapped shut almost audibly, and that was the first time they heard Gonzales laugh. It was about as pretty as the rest of him, which meant not at all. Tom had to restrain the urge to throw a balefire glance the skinny man’s way, nodding the responsibility to Dkembe instead and moving towards the side door to their new homestead, Pamela de Jong’s ghost dying again and again in his memory and the innocent doorway framed still with the dark stains of her blood. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    TOM STOOD IN the empty doorway longer than he’d planned, annoyed at himself for ever thinking his quick check on the bare room he’d imagined for Iwa Swarovsky was anything but another unconscious chance to steep himself in contemplation about the romantic disasters of his life. The doorway was empty and so was the room. The bare wooden boards stained by old paint led to a brick fireplace. The window from the second floor offered a good view of the approaching street and a safe elevation from the ground, the same as the tenement above the bicycle mechanic’s on the other side of The Mile.  
 
    But Dr Swarovsky’s apartment was deserted there as well. 
 
    “I swear, dad, that annoying little kid. . . .” 
 
    Tom turned his head, otherwise still framed in the doorway with his left arm seemingly much recovered. Standing there seeing if his daughter’d finish her unfinished thought, it felt good to press his arm and shoulder into the solid doorframe, the aches therapeutic after nearly losing use of both limbs countless times amid the madness of the previous week, and the City nearly pitching face-first over the brink into chaos. Things weren’t that much better now, but at least the daily gun battles had ceased. Unfortunately, so had a lot of the regular trooper patrols relied on to keep the peace between the City’s sixty thousand-or-so remaining non-insurrectionary Citizens. There just wasn’t the manpower to spare as the weather took its inevitable turn and there was a rush to shore up many City projects, as well as the security needed to do it with Madeline Plume and a dozen of her Lefthanders still under lock and key, and whispers on every street corner about the remnants of their dread, failed conspiracy.  
 
    “Don’t worry about Kevin,” Tom said. 
 
    “You don’t think he’s right?” 
 
    Tom smirked that his daughter was sufficiently paranoid to ask that, and proud of her for doing so. Once upon a time, people who were stupid at age sixteen could afford to stay that way their entire lives. But these weren’t those days. He kissed her cheek instead, irritating her by giving her carefully pulled-back hair a ruffle. And like the smart girl she was, Lilianna took that as her cue to lean in. 
 
    “So about tonight. . . .” 
 
    “Our dinner?” Tom said. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said and bit her lip prettily. “I was wondering if we could maybe do that tomorrow night instead?” 
 
    “The dinner was your idea,” Tom said. 
 
    “I know,” Lilianna replied. “I just thought you might be . . . annoyed if I skipped out?” 
 
    “No, that’s fine,” Tom said with a straight face. “I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want to do . . . just make sure you cook something simple the boys will eat before you . . . what, something to do with Beau, I’m guessing, and the Enclave?” 
 
    “Dinner?” Lila said instead. 
 
    “It’s your night,” Tom said. 
 
    “Yes, but –”  
 
    “You called it a housewarming, but only because you were cooking anyway.” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s why I said you’d get mad about me skipping out.” 
 
    “Not if you don’t skip out.” 
 
    “I wanted to . . . there’s a dinner –” 
 
    “An Enclave dinner?” 
 
    “Jesus,” Lilianna said genuinely flustered now. “I wish you’d stop calling it that.” 
 
    “That’s what it’s called.” 
 
    “It’s not what it’s called,” his daughter said. 
 
    “Well, it’s what it damned well is,” her father growled. “And it is called the Enclave, or did I miss something? Wilhelm calls it that, right?” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Lilianna said. “Since Delroy Earle keeps writing about it and saying it’s the City’s back-up plan –” 
 
    “Which it is.” 
 
    “– and that we get extra rations credits and things like that, Councilor Wilhelm says we’re calling it the Bastion now.” 
 
    “The Bastion,” Tom said. And it wasn’t a question. 
 
    “That’s right,” Lila answered anyway. 
 
    “I thought the ‘age of spin’ died when the Furies rose up,” Tom said. “I guess I’m wrong. Where there’s a newspaper trying to report the truth, there’s a politician trying to put his own polish on things.” 
 
    “Why are you so down on Councilor Wilhelm?” 
 
    Tom’s mouth remained half-open while he tried framing a reply and stood there blinking like a lizard in the desert sun instead. He tried rebooting himself only to fail again. He swallowed painfully. 
 
    “I’m . . . ‘down’ on him, am I?” 
 
    “Seems that way.”  
 
    Tom exhaled and didn’t notice the gentle plume of frost, too perplexed by his child’s lack of detached skepticism to say anything of any use. He moved to pat Lilianna on the shoulder and maybe let the whole conversation die. Her relocation was underway despite his grave misgivings. Lilianna only stilled further discussions by telling him each time it was “just a trial”. 
 
    “I think you’re just angry about the doctor,” Lila said suddenly. “Swarovsky,” she added, as if Tom was for some reason uncertain who she meant. Likewise, her subtle eyebrow movements back towards the doorway he’d only just quit. “You know I’m sorry, right?” 
 
    “Lila,” he said, and again not so much met a dead end as felt everything including his thoughts dissolved into unthinkable ribbons of gossamer air.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    Tom shook his head. 
 
    “What’s happening at the Enclave?” he asked instead. 
 
    Lilianna knew when to pick her battles. She gave a short feminine grunt. 
 
    “There’s a . . . sort of a party,” she said. “A dinner. A remembrance.” 
 
    “For the kids who died?” 
 
    “They weren’t kids, dad –” 
 
    “Lilianna, they were kids, no matter what else you call ‘em.” 
 
    “Comrades?”  
 
    Lila looked about to cry. Tom didn’t begrudge her her grief. God knows, the showdown at St Mary’s Church was intense and Lilianna had thrown herself into the thick of it. At the same time, her father also knew she’d barely been inside the place more than a night or two and now she was waving flags and proclaiming fealty to Ernest Eric Wilhelm III’s vision for his “Bastion”. 
 
    “It’s funny, you know,” he said quietly. “I’m sad about the choice Iwa made, sure. But that’s just nothing compared to the rest of it.” 
 
    Tom motioned like the power had drained out of him, and Lilianna followed with a look of concern as they headed back to the head of the stairwell leading down to the building’s ground floor and its killing corridors still scarred by shotgun blasts, the torture room Ortega kept at the back now prepped for storage. 
 
    “When we set out for the City,” Tom said, “as your father, I worried those years with just the three of us might mean you two would have a tougher time adjusting back than either of you thought. Couldn’t believe I was so stupid.” 
 
    “Dad. . . .” 
 
    Tom shook his head as they descended practically side by side. 
 
    “No,” he said to her. “I’m really not being hard on myself. It actually is funny, you know, in that sad, ironic, world-weary way you know I love so much.” 
 
    They shared a bittersweet ironic smile and exited the stairwell back into the entryway, the brick building’s old front doors boarded up and reinforced from behind and a bunch of storage shelves set across from them. Ignoring the basics of fire safety, Ortega had every exit controlled to force egress and entry to the house through the one choke point out in the nursery and then via the vehicular gate, and Tom hadn’t made any changes except to remove the padlock on the last external doorway down near the cell where he could still smell Abe Ben-Gurion’s piss.  
 
    “What’s funny about it then?”  
 
    “Out in the wild,” Tom said. “Out on the road, it was just us.” 
 
    “You miss it.” 
 
    “Somehow.” 
 
    “But there were so many times. . . .” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And every time we thought we were safe, like at the Library –” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “We lost them, too,” Lilianna said softly. “And people, dad. Every time.” 
 
    “We haven’t lost people here too?” he asked reproachfully. “Wasn’t that the point you were just making about your friends?” 
 
    “OK, yes,” Lila said. 
 
    “Well, I’ve lost people here too,” Tom said and grated the worst of the sullen bitterness from his voice so that at least he still sounded like an adult man and not a whining teenager himself.  
 
    “I’ve lost both of you,” he said. 
 
    “Hey that’s not true –” 
 
    “I know it’s not true,” Tom said and sighed, though it was more like a snarl. “Doesn’t mean it doesn’t feel that way though.” 
 
    He motioned at her offhandedly and led the way back outside. 
 
    “This was always coming,” he said. “I’d rather you were safe here and able to meet someone closer to your age and maybe . . . I dunno what you’re doing, really.” 
 
    “Building a future?” Lilianna offered with a vague sense of hope. 
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    “I dunno, dad,” she answered again. “I’ve never done it before.” 
 
    Tom chewed on that one a moment. They stopped moving. The boys were out in the nursery whooping about something, and neither he nor Lilianna wanted them to break their moment. 
 
    “I guess I didn’t do much of a job on my one and only effort,” Tom said. “And Iwa prefers to go trekking halfway across the fucking country than stay here and build a future with me, and frankly, I don’t really blame her.” 
 
    “You wish you were going too.” 
 
    Tom chuckled at his daughter’s therapist tone and pulled himself up short. 
 
    “That really is a conversation for another time,” he said. “Way into the future. Let’s just concentrate on the here and now, huh?” 
 
    “OK,” Lilianna said. “So, about that dinner?” 
 
    Tom sighed and dropped his head in surrender. 
 
    “Looks like we’re having horse burgers again.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THE TWO BOYS snapped their eyes up as Tom re-entered the nursery. Kevin took one scan of Tom’s eyes fixed on Lucas and started to discount himself from the scene until Tom raised another one of those Pope-like hands to still him with benevolence. 
 
    “Kevin,” he said. “You’re quite right that we don’t want to waste the set-up Ortega had here. But we’ll use those tubs to grow our own vegetables, not weed, no matter how much . . . money or . . . bullets or whatever that might bring in, OK?” 
 
    The ferrety boy watched him so intensely that for a moment Tom wasn’t entirely sure he’d heard at all. Then Kevin gave an ultra-quick nod, like maybe just in case saying nothing made Tom mad. Tom sighed, pained at the boy’s retreat into what had long since become a normal baseline paranoia. And Tom sighed again as he dropped concerns over something so potentially beyond his control. 
 
    “You two sounded excited about something,” he said at last. 
 
    Kevin stayed fixed to the spot, but Tom’s son Lucas edged forward to show what they’d found: on old iPhone. Tom raised an eyebrow and shrugged. 
 
    “What’s so cool about that?” he asked. “You can buy them by the dozen on The Mile.” 
 
    “It’s not the phone, dad, it’s what’s on it,” Lucas said. 
 
    Tom kept waiting for the conversation to make sense. The old phone was completely inert, the screen and buttons still caked with dirt. 
 
    “It’s a dead phone, son,” he said. “We’ve . . . you used to have a few of them, if you remember, back in the mountains, when you were little?” 
 
    Being “little” wasn’t territory Lucas wanted to revisit. He gave a passable impersonation of his father as he scowled and twisted away with the inert iPhone as if punishing Tom for it. 
 
    “I know that,” Luke said. 
 
    “Ask him,” Kevin hissed quietly. 
 
    But not quietly enough. Tom wasn’t such a grand mediator that he was about to pretend when they started whispering in front of him. He cleared his throat instead, crossing his arms and even managing to get his injured wing in on the act as he shot Kevin the hairy eyeball. 
 
    “Ask me what?” 
 
    “Dad,” Luke said. “Can we go out later?” 
 
    “Out?” Tom said dumbly. “What about our housewarming?” 
 
    Kevin interjected with another of his dull breathy whispers, painfully autistic eyes trained hard on Tom like some Pavlovian experiment gone wrong. 
 
    “You said it wasn’t happening.” 
 
    Tom turned the dial up on his self-evident misgivings. 
 
    “And you know that . . .  how?” 
 
    Kevin flinched at his own error and the unwitting exposure. 
 
    “Kevin,” Tom said to him. He strained the anger from his voice about as effectively as a waiter wiping down a guest with napkins. “You’ve been eavesdropping?” 
 
    Lucas added, “That means listening in,” he said for his friend’s benefit. 
 
    “Listening?” Kevin almost grunted. “Yes.” He met Tom’s eye, blanched, looked away again. “Of course. Smart.” 
 
    It took Tom a couple of seconds to interpret the boy and then a few more to realize Kevin was right. If the situation were somehow horribly reversed, the only logical thing would be to gather as much intel as required to make sure no threats could possibly sneak up on the undersized boy. The whole world could be against him, from his perspective. And Lilianna was frequent in her criticism. One look at Kevin’s face and he could believe the boy thought they’d as soon slit his throat as simply raise problems with him face-to-face. 
 
    “OK, listen,” Tom said even though he had no idea what else to say. “You’re right, Luke’s sister’s going to the Enclave . . . the goddamned Bastion . . . and so yeah, we’re not doing anything special, just need to get the rest of our stuff loaded in, and –” 
 
    “Kevin and me don’t have much to bring,” Lucas said. “Does that mean we can go now?” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    The boys checked in with each other, but it wasn’t a conspiracy, just excitement. Lucas waggled the grimy old phone. 
 
    “Taking this to the Edgelords,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t know what that is.” 
 
    “Just off The Mile,” Kevin muttered. 
 
    “They’ve got the Internet,” Kevin said. “And there might be some of it on here.” 
 
    “Internet?” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    Tom took in the fervor in the boy’s eyes, Kevin beside Luke with at least enough common sense that his own excitement didn’t really show. Tom kept tracking between the two of them and then the phone, retrieved from a dirty bucket of things pulled out of Ortega’s potting mix, and then it all finally started to click. 
 
    “You think there might be stuff on the phone?” he asked. “Like, data?” 
 
    “Edgelords can get to it,” Lucas said. “And they’ll pay. Can we go?” 
 
    Tom sighed. He used his left hand to gently withdraw his right arm from its sling and lowered the injured arm until it hung safely by its own weight. His right shoulder throbbed and they’d run out of any sort of painkiller two days before. Tom hadn’t seen Iwa the whole time. 
 
    “It’s not like I’ve got a better offer for you,” he said at last. “Are you going now? At least it’s daytime. You’re not missing classes now, are you, son?” 
 
    Luke’s sunny demeanor darkened at his father’s cheap shot, and the boy squinted back, as if asking should he feel hurt for being happy without his father, or that he’d ditched on School for good. Tom immediately felt like a piece of shit, which only reinforced that he wasn’t much good for company right now. He waved his good hand dismissively and swiveled to go track down Dkembe and the other strange newcomer Gonzales.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    ASIDE FROM EVERYTHING else it entailed, Daniel MacLaren’s death left his Reclaimers crew without a squad leader, and when they bumped into each other in the market place, it had almost felt like kismet for Tom to offer Kent work. The six-foot-six Pacific Islander was poor MacLaren’s second in command, but he had no taste for the work, and like the others made unemployed by MacLaren’s fatal folly – in which Tom’d played a hand that still left him seething with unresolved fury and more than a good measure of self-loathing – Kent was shaken by the sudden shift in the dynamic. The idea of safe employment inside the sanctuary zone had obvious appeal, and the two men shared a weirdly affable bond without much base. 
 
    Dkembe enlisted Gonzales and the surly Hungarian survivor Attila from his work with the Construction teams, but Kent was shrewd and loyal enough that he steered Tom towards Karla and Ionia, also from the Reclaimers. Karla was an experienced mechanic and her soft-spoken companion had learnt everything at her girlfriend’s side since landing in Columbus the previous fall. That the women had lived through the City’s first winter and treated the advancing sequel with grim practicality won Tom over to recruiting them as well.  
 
    “They may as well take that upstairs room,” he said to Kent as he eyed his son’s departure and tried to focus on the task at hand rather than his perhaps-imagined intuitive concern. “Are you sure you don’t want to move in too?” 
 
    “No, it’s OK,” Kent said in his usual affable way. “I’m settled. This’ll be good work. Thanks, Tom.” 
 
    “We’re all helping each other,” Tom replied. “That’s how I see it. I’m not looking to get into any more trouble, and if we’re helping the City in the process, all the better.” 
 
    “So you’re on board, huh?” 
 
    Tom cranked one eye at the big man easily towering over him, contemplating his reply and trying to read the Islander’s utterly unremarkable face. 
 
    “You’re a bit of a cultural cliché, you know, Kent.” 
 
    Tom snickered with as much mustered amiability as he could manage, dissembling the question that still hung over him whether Kent was there to ask it or not. 
 
    “Eh, what do you mean, Tommy Gun?” 
 
    “Man, you gotta stop calling me that.” 
 
    “Not many of us Islanders dig The Clash, bro,” Kent grinned back. “Cliché in that?” 
 
    “Still, you always seem so fuckin’ cheerful. . . .” 
 
    “That’s a bad thing?” 
 
    “No,” Tom replied. “Just difficult to manage.” 
 
    “I’ve seen my share of shit, bro.” 
 
    Kent’s face darkened. Tom knew the big man had a twin brother, and now that too was in past tense. But his new foreman wasn’t keen to continue the discussion, and the work ahead of them was a good justification for that. Tom patted Kent’s shoulder, not even wincing this time as he smiled gruffly, squeezed his recalcitrant right hand into a fist, and then headed towards the compound’s gateway. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    ACTIVITY ON THE Mile ebbed and flowed with the transit of workers coming back early into the built-up zone, and others finishing the daytime business of trading for the basics needed to make life in the City possible. A group of young boys hawking firewood clearly hewn down from weatherboard housing – and others interrupting Tom’s passage to offer handmade soaps, candles, knives and magickal charms designed to protect against Furies – all slowed his pace as Tom headed back in the direction of his old digs with a leaden sense of foreboding about what might not even come.  
 
    The peddlers and itinerants couldn’t derail Tom’s gloomy train of thought, but the trooper patrol bursting out of one of the nearby abodes took him almost completely by surprise, followed as it was by their yells as a painfully thin, soot-stained teenage girl broke free of their restraints to charge out into the crowds and make a run for it. Other Citizens dived for cover, much faster on the uptake than Tom, astonished further yet when the two armed and armored men lifted their guns on the fleeing teen as if they might open fire. Instead – and much to the disgust of the female trooper – the Safety patrol stowed their weapons instead and took off after the young woman down the path she’d cleared through the milling foot traffic like Moses streaking madly across the Red Sea. 
 
    “Sheesh,” Tom muttered aloud to himself. 
 
    Hoping to avoid any more instances of such havoc, he turned off The Mile at the soonest chance, pushing aside tent awnings to move into one of the sodden alleyways created by even more hawkers’ huts, the serene Ohio streetscape barely a memory any more with all the unexpected infill. A fortune teller arose from her stool and was summarily ignored with a single rude gesture as Tom grunted, distracted by the smell of what he hoped was pork roasting, and nearly instantly collided with the lean figure of a man coming the other way. 
 
    Finnegan Locke. 
 
    A look of mutual and completely unexpected recognition flashed between them like telepathy, so palpable that Tom experienced it like a flash of light – a flash of alarm, in fact, as the fraudster he’d known in civilian life halfway across the country saw Tom at once for who he was. Old grudges die hard, and Tom had already guessed all the furor since his arrival in the City and newspaper publicity meant his erstwhile nemesis Locke was already wise to him. 
 
    The scar Tom’d seen when spotting Locke at the City Council meeting glistened angrily in the daylight through the silver hawthorn of the beard he wore like most men in the City, razors a luxury few could afford, now with the trappings of the civilized world stripped away. Locke’s gray eyes revealed a lurid cocktail of seething anger and a cold-burning lust for vengeance once thought completely lost to the convicted criminal, serial fraudster, and all-out corporate villain. 
 
    Every option in the chess manual of life flew through Tom’s thoughts in the one hot conviction there was no better choice than to seize the chaos of the moment.  
 
    Before Locke could do much more to react, Tom grabbed him by the shoulders with both hands, injuries forgotten in the heat of the moment as he whirled the leaner man into and through several wheelbarrows stocked with foul-looking melons. Finnegan lost his footing in the mucky channels scoured in the lane, all the paving stripped by those with other plans for the bricks, and before Locke could right himself, Tom barreled into him and pushed him into and through the faded red fire door on the side of the building the various tents and lean-tos used as their base. 
 
    Tom’s advantage continued as the door let onto several steps down into the submerged ground level of a former warehouse, and whatever the three men inside were doing, the brash entry frightened the bejesus out of them and they fled before Tom could even land atop his quarry. 
 
    But he was completely unprepared as Finnegan Locke ignored getting to his own feet to scissor his legs around Tom’s ankles instead, bringing him noisily to the floor. 
 
    The force of the impact knocked the air from Tom’s lungs, and Locke was already up and moving like a spider monkey over and across him, his legs bicycle kicking the air just for long enough to direct his energy into a new Brazilian Jiu-jitsu move where Locke’s wrapped around Tom’s head before he could get an arm up in defense. 
 
    Sheer panic flooded through him, with no idea the former stockbroker and disgraced felon had such skills in him. 
 
    Locke’s legs around his neck were a vital danger. Fear spurred Tom to heft his greater bulk to one side, gripping the dusty concrete floor for purchase as he rose up against the other man’s bizarre pincer grip, planting a knee into Locke’s midriff good enough to release him. But when Tom went to smash down his right hand, he pulled up short lest he punch the floor because Locke again rolled backwards over his own shoulder and away. 
 
    “Fucking Vanicek,” the other survivor hissed low in his throat. 
 
    “Locke,” Tom grunted in reply as he stood woozily. “Thought you’d rot in that prison cell.” 
 
    “Never underestimate the kindness of your fellow man.” 
 
    Finnegan’s eyes nearly flashed yellow in the incomplete light. A sociopath’s grin tread water across his face, ignoring Tom’s grave look. 
 
    “Don’t count on it here,” Tom said. 
 
    “No,” Locke replied. He kept moving, hands raised, facing off. “You were just gonna neck me?” 
 
    “Aiming to.” 
 
    “You grew some balls at least, you gutless queer.” 
 
    Tom’s eyes narrowed at the slur, too breathless and still freaked at his predicament to deign the reply. His opponent watched his every move, serpent fast, now positioned between the doorway and any chance of escape. 
 
    “You really fucked up, Vanicek.” 
 
    Tom grunted. It looked true, though he wasn’t admitting defeat yet. 
 
    “You have some fancy moves,” he said instead, then motioned off-handedly. “I’ve killed better men than you.” 
 
    Locke only snickered. 
 
    “Relatable,” he said. “Bad news for you, Tom. Made quite a name for yourself here, huh? I look forward to seeing what the newspaper makes of finding you dead in here.” 
 
    The other man hurried at him. Tom instinctively warded against blows to the face and Locke grabbed him by the jacket instead. From there, he moved so fast Tom couldn’t tell if he kicked his left leg aside or if he used his arm to do it. All he knew was the lightning-fast grapple felled him hard. He struck the dirty concrete again, worst shoulder first, and the pain lancing through him gave his attacker the half-second needed to scramble into a hold with his crotch pressed down into Tom’s face. 
 
    Tom was utterly outclassed. 
 
    He twisted sideways to the best of his ability, which wasn’t saying much. His right arm was numb, betraying him once again, and any panic Tom might have about worsening his half-recovered injury was eclipsed by the fear that he might indeed die there, forgotten on the old factory floor – and even worse, that it meant Finnegan Locke would have his victory. 
 
    Sheer strength let Tom bundle free as he roared. Locke danced back, suddenly both of them upright again, and then Locke lashed down with a savage heel kick right into the middle of Tom’s upper thigh, Tom’s leg braced in a position of strength now turned against him as the unyielding limb nearly cracked with the force of impact.  
 
    Tom shrieked in pain as the fire door burst open again allowing daylight inside. 
 
    “Hold right where you are!” 
 
    The intruder was a big man, silhouetted against the white. Locke just as quickly saw which way things were going and turned to hurtle up the steps and into and then past Tom’s unwitting savior. 
 
    “Hey! I said –” 
 
    The man instead found himself twisted about and thrown onto the factory floor as Finnegan Locke vanished into the crowd of a dozen-or-so concerned Citizens beyond the door frame. 
 
    Tom fell to the seat of his pants, grabbing his leg in agony and taking more time than he’d like to recognize his ex-Forager buddy Claypool grinning like an idiot also on the ground across from him. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “TOM VANICEK,” Claypool said with a hyena’s grin. His fixed and unmoving smile hung open like a flap, rheumy blue eyes ever watchful for the reactions he loved to bait. A big fat man before the world fell apart, time had whittled the meat from the rangy tall Claypool’s bones, but nothing of his delight in others’ distress. 
 
    “What the fuck you doin’, Vanicek?” 
 
    The question was genuine, just like the snark beneath it. 
 
    “You wrestlin’ with that guy, or you two fuckin’?” 
 
    “Claypool,” was all Tom could manage. 
 
    He got to his feet again with a grimace at his clutched leg. He offered his unexpected savior a hand and Claypool took it amiably enough. He stood too, dusting himself off. 
 
    “People outside,” he said. “Said there was some kinda ruckus.” 
 
    “A ruckus alright,” Tom said and exhaled more than just weariness.  
 
    He grew conscious of Claypool’s dim grin again focused on him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You tryin’ to kill that dude?” 
 
    Tom blew out his cheeks. 
 
    “Maybe,” he said. “You gonna tell the troopers?” 
 
    “What, and rat out another Forager? Naw.” 
 
    Tom somehow expected as much, but something akin to a genuine smile crossed his mind if not his face as he offered the big bully his hand.  
 
    “Not Foraging anymore, Claypool, but thanks.” 
 
    “All good, Vanicek,” he said. “Turner’s still pissed at you, by the way.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Tom said. “I’m pissed at myself too.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” the big man asked. 
 
    Tom considered the answer for longer than seemed polite, but that didn’t discourage Claypool’s dogged interest. Tom finally sighed and started for the exit. 
 
    “Just maybe bit off a bit more than I can chew,” he said. 
 
    He waved farewell to his former comrade and then headed cautiously back out into the alley. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Uprising aftermath sees rationalization of programs 
 
    by Melina Martelle 
 
    THE City Council says Administration will move into a “holding pattern” and suspend non-critical operations as it works on plans to recover from last week’s Uprising. 
 
    Councilor Ernest Eric Wilhelm III declined to list specific measures subject to the review. 
 
    However, he confirmed the move marks an end to the City’s active recruitment phase, with personnel ordered back from checkpoints outside the sanctuary zone. 
 
    Cr Wilhelm denied all suspended projects were finished for good. 
 
    “The coming weeks will see a return to the cold weather that proved a major challenge in the City’s first year,” he said. 
 
    “At the moment, we have to focus on core business. That means keeping Citizens safe, warm, and fed. 
 
    “However, the Council also reminds Citizens we are not a welfare state,” Cr Wilhelm said. 
 
    “We advise in the strongest possible terms that Citizens look to their own preparations.” 
 
    New Citizens would still be screened and tagged, but at the sanctuary zone perimeter. 
 
    Other programs believed suspended include construction of a second rations depot, housing reclamation, the external commuter rail system, and development of sanctuary zone streetcars. 
 
    Cr Wilhelm said it was not true troopers would no longer investigate crimes and urged Citizens to continue making reports. 
 
    He would not be drawn on whether Citizens should expect further cuts to ration allocations, as revealed by the Herald last month. 
 
    The disorder of last week’s armed revolt triggered speculation the Council would draw on key local political figures, including the Brotherhood’s male supremacist leader Edward Burroughs and Traders Alliance spokesman Samuel Hoskeens, to bolster the Administration. 
 
    Mr Burroughs declined to comment. 
 
    Mr Hoskeens said the Alliance preferred to run candidates to elect a new Council. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say things have gone too well, would you?” he said. 
 
    Council President Dana Lowenstein refused to answer questions about the latest timetable for democratic elections, despite the recent hit to Council numbers.  
 
    However, she defended the effectiveness of City operations and said Forager missions as well as agricultural and fuel-harnessing programs continued. 
 
    The Herald also sought comment from Cr Abraham Ben-Gurion about his ongoing role on the Council amid rumors he resigned. 
 
    In a written one-line statement, Cr Ben-Gurion said he “continued to serve the City”. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    THE COMMOTION IN the kitchen was just Lewis being a klutz with the dishes again, but that didn’t spare him the look of borderline hatred he’d become used to as Burroughs sat unmoving at the table in an oasis of dead noise created by the conversations stilling at once. The big man inhaled slowly as the junior apologized and nobody said anything: four sets of eyes watchful of the older man with his eyes downcast on the table, Lewis whispering more apologies and getting on with the clean-up. 
 
    “Food’ll only be another minute,” he said. 
 
    Edward Burroughs unclenched his big hairy paws almost like an orchestra conductor instructing his lieutenants to relax. Dangerfield and Zardoz up and excused themselves at once, looking like they’d won some kind of reprieve, leaving just Sandler and Vegas at the edge of what looked like a card game in progress, but was anything but. 
 
    Vegas was the only one of the Brotherhood not sitting bolt upright straight in his chair. Whether he’d earnt it or not, the mahogany-skinned brawler sat picking the calluses across his palms, shooting just the repetitive watchful looks the others had paid Burroughs in full before the chance to get out. Sitting there, thinking such thoughts, their leader snuffled the temptation to grin and let them know how wrong they were. He knew he had a temper, but it suited Burroughs for his men to fear him as a far more volatile man than he was. 
 
    “I thought they’d stay for the meal,” he said with his usual ursine growl.  
 
    “Dangerfield has a shift on the gates,” Sandler said too quickly, and knew it. 
 
    “I don’t need you being his apologist,” Burroughs said. 
 
    “Nor . . . nor was I.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Burroughs said unconvinced. “Where’s Zordoz headed?” 
 
    Vegas snickered and finally sat up, finished with what he was doing. 
 
    “With his tail between his legs,” the black man offered. 
 
    Burroughs said nothing to that. Instead, Lewis brought the pot across from the wood stove and started ladling the tomato-rich stew into bowls. It smelled good. Vegas picked up and handed Burroughs the pepper and their leader briefly locked eyes with the younger man. 
 
    “You know me too well,” he told him. 
 
    Burroughs took the shaker and added more pepper to the chili than made common sense. Sandler only licked his lips, watching, eyes distracted by constant looks back to Lewis once the skinny young man finished serving and set the fire-blackened pot on the hearth. 
 
    “Isn’t there . . . wasn’t there some bread?”  
 
    Burroughs flicked hooded eyes at him. Sandler was already too pale to blanch. He licked his lips nervously, color only rising as Vegas gave a long, low chuckle, including Burroughs in his derision. 
 
    “Do you have legs, Aaron?” Burroughs asked Sandler. 
 
    “Y-yes, of course.” 
 
    Burroughs sighed, no energy for the rebuke as he roughly motioned into the kitchen across from them, Sandler squeaking his wooden chair as he went to collect the basket himself. Burroughs fell into Vegas’ amused look, but grunted rather than share his humor. 
 
    “Something funny to you, Vegas?” 
 
    “Plenty o’ things,” the other man said.  
 
    Vegas was young by Burroughs’ standards, but that didn’t say much with Edward pushing fifty five. Despite his flashy corn rows, Vegas had a lived-in look beyond his years – like most of them. Made him hard to place. And the arrogance which rubbed the others up the wrong way didn’t flatter him. Nor the free and open way he spoke. 
 
    “You’re really goin’ to consider that traitor’s offer, after they locked you up?” 
 
    Burroughs took a moment, chewing the chili. Lewis could cook, for sure. It almost tasted like bacon – and it sure as fuck wasn’t bacon. 
 
    “You call Wilhelm a traitor, like we have some kind of different politics than him?” 
 
    Burroughs posed the question, conscious to maintain his unflappable demeanor no matter what. The other man remained free with his tone. Sandler’s black eyebrows furrowed as he set down the coarse dark bread, but he said nothing else. 
 
    “That’s not why I call him a traitor and you know it,” Vegas said quietly. “But sure, we got different politics than him, don’t you think? And you gettin’ no compensation after all they did to you? Seems like you was holdin’ out for a medal or something. Shit.” 
 
    Burroughs took the bread, made sure the upstart was watching, then twisted the rough loaf apart with blatant ease. Roughing up bread wasn’t much of a strongman’s act, but it made the point. And just as negligently, Vegas sniffed to show he wasn’t cowed by subtle threats. 
 
    “And yeah, man,” Vegas said. “Don’t we have different politics to that? Sandler’ll back me up on that, right Aaron?” 
 
    Vegas knew he was pretty, and added that with a boxer’s physique that would’ve made him a hit back when Instagram was still a thing. The deliberately pouty, sarcastic wink he threw to their offsider was designed to rile Sandler more than bring him into their deliberations. Sandler didn’t have a notch on Vegas, but he was cunning in a way Burroughs had come to admire – though he never let the skinny kike know it. That’d just be throwing away an advantage which Sandler, of all people, would never begrudge him. For his part, Sandler kept his face neutral despite Vegas’ taunts, batting dark lashes back towards Burroughs in a show of deference. 
 
    “We all stand to gain from the City,” Burroughs said. “Yes, Wilhelm asked, and yes, I said I’d think about it. Isn’t that we want, more Men at the table?” 
 
    “Not many places left at that table, after St Mary’s.” 
 
    Burroughs nodded. None of his men were part of the Lefthanders rebellion. He’d tortured several to make sure. That was maybe another reason for Sandler keeping quiet today, knowing he’d escaped that inquisition by dint of his allegiance so far. 
 
    Vegas stood abruptly, but Burroughs kept eating. 
 
    “Things to do,” the other man said.  
 
    He nodded to Sandler and headed out. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “YOU KNOW WHY he called Wilhelm a traitor, don’t you?” Sandler whispered, safe after the swaggering Vegas had gone. “It’s a skin thing. I’ve told you about this.” 
 
    “Sandler. . . .” 
 
    “Boss, you know no one’s more loyal to you than me,” the skinny younger man said. “We’ve been through too much together, come too far.” 
 
    “Agreed.”  
 
    “Vegas and his crew –” 
 
    On cue, another crashing noise sounded, though this time beyond the doorway and stairwell through which Vegas had so recently departed. Burroughs was nearly finished the meal anyway, and he stood as Sandler did the same to hurry ahead of him through the kitchen door. 
 
    The angry voices hit them the moment they reached the landing. In the stairwell below, Vegas faced off as his two regulars Dalkeith and Abara extricated themselves from a tussle with the other half-dozen members of the Brotherhood more or less living full-time at Burroughs’ home, their de facto headquarters. The angry shouts and pushes ceased the moment Edward’s shadow fell over them, and the big man took his time descending to make sure he made a presidential entrance – and that he wasn’t going to get caught up in the violence flavoring the air as thoroughly as anything from the kitchen upstairs. 
 
    “What the hell’s going on here?” he asked, loud enough for all to hear, soft enough to still the hearts of wiser men. 
 
    Abara threw off Gabe Romano’s grasp and retreated to his cohort, the skin tones all darker on one side of the room, closest to the front door, and highlighting the baseline rationale for the tension increasingly distracting Burroughs’ Men from the work he wanted done. That alone was enough to spark his fury, but he hadn’t fallen into a position of power by kneejerk reprisals – even if there’d been reprisals aplenty after the week the City’d been through. 
 
    Vegas said it with a scowl, rather than words. His offsiders were likewise close-lipped, and Burroughs swept his brooding gaze to the white men, though some would question whether that included McJack, who was a meatloaf of the different races once making America famous for its welcoming open arms.  
 
    “They’re spoiling for a fight,” Romano said. 
 
    No one laughed at his squeaky voice now. The chance of a full eruption – from Burroughs, or maybe Vegas and his team – was far too likely. Their leader reviewed the terse argument and the simple statement, lit his eyes on Vegas, and saw the other man wisely back away. 
 
    “Dalkeith didn’t mean nothing by it,” he said. “Be chill, man.” 
 
    “We’re all equals here,” Burroughs said stiffly. They knew that wasn’t true. One word from him and any of them could be dangling from a noose, their carcass sold on as stew for some misfortunates to munch on on The Mile without a clue, or for some of them, without a care as to its origins. “I want this shit to stop, got it?” 
 
    The white boys nodded. Vegas’ crew were slower on the uptake, deepening Burroughs’ scowl. He bared his teeth at Vegas and the other man nodded slowly, everything in his body language longing for the nearby exit. Burroughs also wished he’d take it, defusing the unwanted complication to the business they were meant to be doing. 
 
    “I asked those two to report for trooper patrols,” he added.  
 
    Abara and Dalkeith flicked their eyes to Vegas and everyone saw them do it, Sandler with an audible intake of air. Burroughs only scowled again, turning on the other men. 
 
    “Freaky, McJack, you too, right?” 
 
    “Yeah boss,” McJack said. 
 
    Freaky was also a slow learner. He wouldn’t quite meet Edward’s eyes, which itself wasn’t unusual except for the tang of dissent in the oxygen around them. 
 
    “Is there a . . . problem?” 
 
    “Your boys don’t think we should be backing up the trooper patrols,” Vegas said. 
 
    “You know that’s not the issue so don’t say that.” 
 
    Burroughs feigned mild surprise at Sandler’s hot interjection, though the surprise itself was genuine. Their leader had a hard time showing much, which was mostly a benefit. Now he held his tongue to see how brave Sandler might be, his wiry-framed lieutenant casting his gaze around the room looking for support and finally falling back on Burroughs watching implacably. 
 
    “Boy’s got something on his mind,” Vegas snickered. 
 
    “I don’t think you should be calling anyone ‘boy,’ don’t you, Vegas?” 
 
    Cast-iron shutters fell down on the black man’s insouciant expression. 
 
    “Speak your mind, Aaron,” Burroughs said. “Brotherhood doesn’t mean much if we can’t talk the truth to each other.” 
 
    “These guys don’t want to team up with us because of our skin,” Sandler said, completely failing to hide the truculent resentment from his voice. 
 
    “You’re not on trooper duty,” Burroughs said. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Romano found his voice again. 
 
    “Abara called us ‘white pussies’,” he said. 
 
    The comment only made the other black men chuckle, though they had the caution to drop it the moment Burroughs raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Then let’s stop bickering like pussies,” Burroughs said. “You’re Men, not breeders. Best you all remember that.” 
 
    He dropped a forceful stare on each of them. 
 
    “Get to work,” he growled. 
 
    Vegas offered an ironic salute, glad to quit their squalid base. Dalkeith and Abara went with him, and Burroughs only glanced back at Freaky and the burly McJack. 
 
    “Nothing says you have to like each other, but it’d help,” Burroughs said. “I promised the Brotherhood would back trooper patrols until this fucking meeting Wednesday night. Until then, do as I say, got it?” 
 
    He didn’t look back for acknowledgement, but that wasn’t the first mistake he’d made that day, and it wouldn’t be the last. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    NIGHTFALL COMING IN early suited him well. Burroughs tugged up the faux fur collar of his jacket, hoping for more anonymity than he could expect as he trudged along The Mile, declining to stop as several passing men nodded to him or moved in to touch his shoulder. He shrugged the last guy off, conscious of a pair of troopers eyeing him disdainfully from the next intersection. The smell of meat and garlic filled the air, the smoke from sidewalk cook fire burning his eyes and just another excuse for him to continue forward, easing out of the stream of human traffic at the stall where Elias shot him a knowing look and went right back to heckling passers-by for their attention as he cranked up the volume on the shitty RnB from his boom box, a scarred woman in the chair already with one of the other tattooists doing the business. 
 
    A barricade of old carpets ate the street noise, throwing the side entrance to Mercutio’s into darkness as well. Burroughs gave one last brisk look around, hesitation the enemy of stealth, and a quick rap on the door taped over with old cardboard saw a disfigured man open with the requisite caution befitting such a contemptible business. 
 
    The moans – and then the smell – hit Burroughs at once. And somehow elicited a grin.  
 
    The foyer of the cramped old shop likewise had every surface carpeted with a hodgepodge of old Persian carpets and floor coverings of any and all sorts. There were a number of plush chairs and sofas for those waiting – and two ashamed-looking men averted their eyes the moment Burroughs’ bear-like frame filled the doorway – but Mercutio knew he was coming and the limping doorman quickly ushered him across the room, past the battle-stained shop counter and through into the back room. 
 
    The noises grew louder, but the smell was much the same. An antiseptic stink was plastered on top, industrial chemicals used like pre-Napoleonic French nobles lacquering on perfumes rather than attend to basic hygiene, but Burroughs’ guilty conscience kept him mute on the subject. Beyond the doorway, a tough-looking man wearing not much more than a leather apron scanned him, recognized the VIP, then performed something like a clumsy bow. 
 
    “Mr Burroughs.” 
 
    “Don’t say my name.” 
 
    “Yessir,” the brute said. He lifted aside the curtain flap to reveal the doorway hammered into the brick wall. “You know the way. Stall two.” 
 
    Burroughs nodded, thinking to himself that it was hard to maintain his dignified bearing in such conditions. He was quick to peel off his jacket, hanging it on one of the pegs nailed into the dimly-lit wall. The doorways ran down one side of the hall and it always annoyed him when the workers called them “stalls” instead of “rooms”, but the animal braying from behind at least one of the four doors suggested the description was probably more apt than Burroughs’ denial. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    Edward returned the aproned man a begrudging look. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Boots on, I’d say.” 
 
    Burroughs grunted and nodded, unbuckling his pants at the same time he sat on the hallway bench to pull off his combat grips, leaving the tongues hanging open like wagging gossips as the curtain shrouded him with the illusion of privacy and he tugged down his dirty jeans until it was just him and his socks. A big toe poked through the one on the left. Burroughs concentrated on it as he slipped back into his footwear, trying not to notice the puddle of congealed ooze leaking beneath the bottom of the closest stall door. 
 
    He only had a moment’s meditation. The curtain hauled back violently and another bear-like man not dissimilar to him and the other worker forced the hissing Fury through, the worker not as cowed at their noble guest as his colleague. The worker instead only motioned at the second door, eyebrow raised as he grunted and wrestled the scrawny, hag-faced young woman into the corridor at the end of a wire loop tethering her to a ten-foot pole.  
 
    Burroughs was already hard. Like a man contemplating a fancy meal, he turned to consider the row of implements dangling filthy and unwashed on their hooks further along the corridor, selecting the fireplace poker with the hooked barb at one edge. Then he clomped across in his flaccid boots and pushed the door in on the grimy bare-brick chamber beyond and let the handler push his selection ahead of him towards the wall-mounted restraints illuminated by sick candlelight. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THE CURFEW ALARM rang out across the City just as he closed the front door behind him. The usual sound of late-night revelry assailed Burroughs at once, louder than The Mile shutting down just a few blocks away as all the wise and wary bunkered down for the night. Recent nights had proven the reality which had never really gone away – the City wasn’t that much safer than life in the great outdoors. And yet none of them, Burroughs included, wanted to go back to how things had been. He hadn’t always been the tight-lipped inspirational leader of Men they knew him for here . . . and if his Brotherhood had seen him in the first year fighting for survival, the things he did, the things he failed to do, and the things that still made him burn with shame a lifetime later, none would listen to a word he said. 
 
    Which, Burroughs reflected, was still sometimes the case. 
 
    The clink of a bottle or someone’s glass upstairs almost dredged him out of his temporary calm, now the business with the Fury woman was done. Burroughs eyed the stairs going up, wishing yet again that his leadership didn’t come with so many who treated his home like a club house, and then nowhere to be found when action called.  
 
    With a tired sigh, he started up, one leaden foot at a time, mood darkening as the drunken laughter reached a fresh crescendo and tapered away. 
 
    Sandler, Romano, Freaky, Dangerfield, and the idiot who called himself Zardoz sat crowded around the kitchen table with a plastic jug of hooch resembling the contents of someone’s colostomy bag, while Lewis, cleaning up in the kitchen at the end of a long night, let the grin slip from his face as the first to note their leader come through the door. The booze created an acrid haze in the confined space and it stung Burroughs’ eyes as bad as the electric light the fools were burning from not one, but three big camping lanterns. 
 
    “You sure you boys can see?” he grunted. 
 
    They were far gone – as usual, on nights like this. Most of them thought his remark a quip about their drink of questionable origin, and donkey laughs grated another layer from Burroughs’ nerves as he shucked out of his jacket, then saw the coat rack was full. 
 
    Anger finally rose up within him. With the laughter contagious among his men, Burroughs turned and kicked the legs from beneath Romano’s stool and the rangy man nearly his own age came down hard on the table’s edge, collecting his bearded chin with a deafening crack, then tipping the table, all the marker cards, glasses, bottles and ashtrays onto the swept-clean kitchen floor. 
 
    “‘the fuck you do that for?” 
 
    Romano held his jaw, blood coming from his mouth as he staggered back upright. The insurrection only triggered Burroughs worse, and he delivered what would’ve otherwise been a killing blow to the pit of the other man’s stomach. Despite his size, Gabe Romano lifted off the ground, then fell to it on his knees as his retching turned into puking that set off Freaky. The scrawny tagalong hurried to Lewis’ clean sink and threw his guts up into it as all. 
 
    “Holy shit, Freaky!” 
 
    Lewis’ eyes flew agog to Burroughs, terrified he might be next in the firing line for his outburst as much as anything else, but the diligent if otherwise useless young man’s thwarted efforts just to do his fucking job invoked a deadly rage Burroughs smothered to contain. He threw his magisterial gaze across the other brutes and was mildly surprised to see more than a few hooded looks returned – Sandler’s among them. His slender, pale-featured lieutenant stood away from the mess with his hands at his side as if he were a gunslinger, lost in time, and as if he might make a go of it. 
 
    Edward’s eyes fell on the younger man’s hands. Whether emboldened by alcohol or just that maybe he’d finally swallowed as much as he could, Sandler rounded on him with a trembling voice. 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that, you know,” he said. “We were just having some fun – like you, right?” 
 
    Burroughs only grunted. 
 
    “You’ve been out again?” Sandler asked. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    Burroughs didn’t say it defensively, though it was inevitable his shame exposed itself in the flushing of his face not covered by his beard. He ran a hand over his bald dome and caught himself in the act, knowing it was a nervous tic he’d long since tried to snuffle out of existence, the merest trace of which even these sorry, sad-sack drunks could taste like sharks with blood in the water. The more the other Men’s eyes stayed on him, the more Burroughs felt the urge to fetch the hatchet from his quarters and hack the bastards to death – somewhat contradictory to his aims, right now, trying to win the ungrateful fools of the Brotherhood some legitimacy. 
 
    “Sit down, Aaron,” he said. “We have work in the morning.” 
 
    “Gotta work to eat.” 
 
    Lewis’ contribution wasn’t welcome. The reigning collective all but hissed at him. Sandler’s eyes stayed on Burroughs. 
 
    “We know where you go these nights, boss.” 
 
    “Keep your personal affairs to yourself and I’ll do the same,” Burroughs growled back. “Not like this.” And he motioned at the drunken scene. “We’ve got a chance to get something like what we want here, and you fucking fools can’t even control your drinking.” 
 
    “We all got our vices,” Dangerfield said. 
 
    Burroughs spat a look the big man’s way, but Sandler started up again. 
 
    “You let those niggers run rings around you and make us look like fools and then we go out on your goddamned trooper patrols and all those Enclave fucks treat us like we’re the ones who should be ashamed of ourselves,” he said.  
 
    “And?” 
 
    Burroughs stood implacable. For perhaps the first time in Sandler’s life, the response was a red rag to a bull – though he was a skinny one, feeling bigger with his companions’ approval. 
 
    “There’s trouble brewin’, boss, and you don’t see it.” 
 
    The others waited, snake-like, for his response. He didn’t flatter them with any. He took down the closest jacket instead and tossed it at Romano, then hung his own coat up in its stead.  
 
    “Work tomorrow,” Burroughs said. “Party’s over.” 
 
    “It’s just like you said, Aaron,” Freaky whispered. 
 
    Burroughs snapped around. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    But he didn’t stop to hear the answer. He grabbed the skinny ingrate by his literal face, pulling the vomit-speckled man out of the chair he’d just returned to and throwing him hard into and thus through the door to the landing. It was only luck the slippery survivor grabbed for purchase to avoid a headlong tumble down the stairs. 
 
    “Fuck this,” Romano snapped. 
 
    “You all got a problem?” 
 
    Now Burroughs roared his challenge, spit flicking from his mouth as he turned, and not for one honest second expecting it when Romano stepped into his shadow and drove a hunting knife into the small of his back. 
 
    The explosion of pain barely had a chance to register – instead, only Burroughs’ strident alarm as Sandler also pulled a svelte knife from his belt, and ignoring Lewis’ frightened shrieks, gathered the courage to come in at the older man as well, stabbing again and again, mostly hitting Burroughs’ upraised palm and wrist as their leader desperately sought to protect himself. The blood spattered in his face as Burroughs again roared in defiance, clutching at Sandler without effect as he felt Romano’s blade from behind and had the panicked realization he didn’t even know how many times he’d been stabbed. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lewis yelled. “Stop!” 
 
    “We’re in it now,” Dangerfield shouted to the others. “C’mon!” 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    “He’s had his day!” Sandler spat. “Enough, he’s got to go.” 
 
    “C’mon, you queers!” Dangerfield shouted at them. 
 
    The blunt-featured man drew a chopping knife from his belt, and Freaky rushed back into the room to leap onto Burroughs’ back. The last of them, bull-shouldered, gray-bearded Zardoz, circled with his usual placid menace, habitual sneering bemusement on full display as Burroughs toppled on the wet floor with Freaky clinging to him like a monkey. The big man slid left, colliding with the doorframe into the kitchen proper, turning far too late to stop Sandler dropping atop him as the short-bladed belt knife took him in the throat and face. 
 
    The only thing stopping the immediate bloodbath was Dangerfield getting an arm around Burroughs’ neck from behind. All the kicking and stomping in the world did Edward nothing, the boards too slick with blood and spilled alcohol for him to get upright as he felt the world squeezing out of his lungs. He grabbed backwards with his wounded hand, did no more than slap Dangerfield behind the ears, then Romano’s knife sank into his exposed ribs and Burroughs gave a spasming kick and shat himself, snarling in fierce defiance, but unable to channel it into action. 
 
    Romano’s dagger took him three more times in the chest before Burroughs went completely still. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Exclusive: City in contact with US Navy warship, ‘Greenland’ colony 
 
    by Delroy Earle and Melina Martelle 
 
    THE Herald can reveal the City Council is in radio contact with a major established colony of survivors on the Virginia coast. 
 
    Today, in the first in a series of exclusive reports on the Greenland Files, the Herald outlines everything we know so far that will potentially change life as we know it in the sanctuary zone. 
 
    Among what we can confirm from first-hand sources: 
 
    – the USS Washington aircraft carrier remains active and operational in US territorial waters 
 
    – a settlement described as “extensive” exists on the Virginia coast near Cherry Point Marine Air Service Base 
 
    – The City Council is planning a diplomatic expedition 
 
    – Contact was first initiated by the rebel Lefthanders faction 
 
    – Elements of the United States government are believed to remain on board the Washington 
 
    These stunning revelations come to light from information gathered at the scene of a downed US Air Force F-22 Raptor discovered last month. 
 
    The discovery offers hope that elements of the United State government remain effective and may help the Council’s reconstruction efforts in Columbus. 
 
    Council President Dana Lowenstein said there was no cause for concern after conceding that disgraced Colonel August Rhymes and his Lefthanders faction initiated talks with personnel on board the Washington. 
 
    “The Lefthanders’ contact was cursory at best,” she told the Herald. 
 
    “City personnel have explained the situation to the crew on board the USS Washington and we have a clear understanding that it is we who represent the City.” 
 
    Cr Lowenstein said the information, gathered last month, was kept quiet to avoid “a panic”. 
 
    She said Citizens should temper hopes that the aircraft carrier’s discovery meant much would change in the sanctuary zone in the short term. 
 
    From intelligence the Herald reveals today with the release of the Greenland Files, it can be reported the Washington only returned to US waters last year. 
 
    The aircraft carrier’s last known position was off Newport, home to US Navy shipyards. 
 
    Details of the Washington’s ongoing mission were not revealed, but the ship and its crew were now aiding the Citizens of a “major” independent survivor settlement calling itself Greenland. 
 
    It is understood Greenland has only rudimentary power supplies, but the Washington’s nuclear reactor and its electrical systems remain functional. 
 
    The contact raises the prospect of the Columbus sanctuary zone finding new allies in the effort to rebuild the United States. 
 
    – Reports Pages 2, 3 & 4 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    A FAIR-SIZED crowd had gathered near the First Gates by the time Tom got free of the duties he used to distract himself from the empty feeling in his guts, synonymous with the unwanted anticipation of the big moment. And wading through the back of the crush of Citizen gawkers ringing the small expedition convoy only worsened that feeling – and then spotting Iwa Swarovsky’s black ponytailed figure moving between the two vehicles sent him plunging back into bleak thoughts he had to push away to fix his fake personable smile in place, nodding to several men and women he didn’t know who somehow seemed to know him as he kept it light and casual as part of the “man of the people” nonsense he’d fallen into in recent days. 
 
    Whether the well-wishers sought his favor due to Tom’s role in the calamities of the past month or they were currying goodwill ahead of the much-publicized cattle deal, he didn’t know or care. Try as he might, the sense of doom – and Tom’s corollary muted despair at Dr Swarovsky choosing to exit their potential life in the City together – pecked at his thoughts for attention. 
 
    The expedition boasted two of the City’s ethanol-converted vehicles: a Humvee to take the lead, and a repurposed box truck for the majority of the dozen expedition members. The good doctor stood at the back of the latter, an infrequent smile playing across her face as she spoke with Councilor Wilhelm’s man Amsterdam, who’d also nonsensically signed up to lead security on the mission. There were whispers Denny Greerson had wanted a spot on the journey to meet the leadership of the mysterious Greenland colony, which now included delegates from the equally mysterious USS Washington. And the details of their particular arrangement also remained unknown. Tom feared the explorers were headed into a danger none of them could foresee, and the lack of disclosure from the City’s radio contact with the surviving nuclear-powered aircraft carrier only added to his disquiet. One of Dana Lowenstein’s hand-picked lieutenants was running the show, but Kay Seville remained a mystery to him too.  
 
    Tom wasn’t alone in sharing some unease. The look on Ernest Eric Wilhelm III’s face as he lit in Tom’s direction spoke painfully about the fears which risked undermining the whole venture. But like Tom, the Councilor didn’t let his doubts undermine his own politician’s mask. It wasn’t until the elegant-looking black man fell into Tom’s orbit that any concession to their unspoken concerns came out. 
 
    “Tom,” the Councilor said. “How goes it? It is a strange day.” 
 
    “Tell me about a day in the City that isn’t strange,” Tom replied. “You still have Madeline Plume locked up?” 
 
    “Do you think I am going to release her after what she did?” 
 
    “No,” Tom said. “Just hoping for some reassurance.” 
 
    “Miss Plume still isn’t talking.” 
 
    Tom grunted, eyes elsewhere. Iwa’s sweeping gaze met his and she smiled across the crowd, the expression tightening as she read Tom’s face, and then a knot of passing troopers mercifully forced a break in their eye contact. 
 
    “I am still hopeful a little time in confinement will soften Miss Plume’s position,” Wilhelm continued, more to fill the air than any need for conversation.  
 
    “‘Soft’ isn’t a word I’d use to describe her,” Tom said. 
 
    “No,” Wilhelm agreed. “But you are out of that particular problem now, right? How is the cattle business going?” 
 
    Tom tasted the air as if to gauge the shifting season. It would be weeks still before Freestone’s Confederates returned with Professor Hamilton, if indeed they returned at all. 
 
    “Slowly,” Tom replied. “I imagine you’ll want another meeting for a formal update on progress, though.” 
 
    The Councilor snickered at the obvious distaste in Tom’s voice. 
 
    “I am sorry if the Council oversight is a problem for you, Tom.” 
 
    “There’s still a Council, is there?” 
 
    “Of course. . . .” 
 
    “Delroy Earle doesn’t agree with you.” 
 
    “That’s why Mr Earle is not a party to our discussions.” 
 
    “Or our meetings,” Tom said. 
 
    “You would have it otherwise?” 
 
    Again Tom held his tongue, recognizing he was stirring shit for no good reason than his simmering dislike for Wilhelm, as well as a lingering, ill-founded resentment at the Administration’s ongoing intrusion into the cattle venture Tom had found himself leading up. 
 
    “The City is underwriting your project, Tom,” the Councilor gently chided. “If the worst of it is a few boring meetings, you are doing OK, right?” 
 
    Tom’s reply never came, registering Dr Swarovsky now moving towards him, onlookers shunting themselves out of the way as if sensing the gravity of the looming encounter. Wilhelm glanced back to gauge Tom’s distraction, and the slightest smirk playing out across his bland face was remarkable for a man going through well-known woman problems of his own. 
 
    “We have to talk soon, Tom,” the Councilor said and moved as if to depart. 
 
    “Yes, we’ll meet.” 
 
    “Not about the cattle,” Wilhelm said. “The Council –” 
 
    “You’re still calling it that.” 
 
    “The City directors are doing an admirable job, given everything we have just been through,” Wilhelm said. “They are risking their lives, after all.” 
 
    He and Tom locked eyes. Tom couldn’t deny the ongoing fears about leftover dissident Lefthanders in the wake of the Battle of St Mary’s, and that anyone signing up to replace those killed or those who quit the Council were taking their life into their own hands. At the same time, it was also ridiculous that any sort of risk still existed – or was perceived to exist – with Plume and a handful of “insurgents” in custody, and their other ringleaders and foot soldiers dead.  
 
    Iwa’s arrival didn’t leave any time for a witty riposte. Wilhelm made his exit with a friendly hand on Tom’s shoulder, more for show, as usual, and the Councilor saluted the volunteer doctor before heading towards the vehicles she’d left. 
 
    “Hi, Tom,” Iwa greeted him. 
 
    “Hey,” he replied with a casualness he didn’t feel. “How are you?” 
 
    Iwa hugged him, light rather than with any real commitment, and Tom felt the urge to do more than offer the awkward half-hearted kiss he planted on her cheek. 
 
    “I’m OK,” he said. 
 
    “That’s all?” 
 
    “What am I meant to say?” he said. “You’re leaving. I should be the one asking you.” 
 
    “I’m OK too,” Iwa replied, as if that’s how they were going to play it. 
 
    The détente sat uneasily between them. Peripheral echoes of their last intimate conversation played through Tom’s thoughts, and he turned the slow-motion exchange into a quiet study of the scarred-but-beautiful doctor’s secretive porcelain visage. It was more than a touch ironic Tom’s thoughts were filled with nothing else all morning than Iwa Swarovsky’s departure, and now his ears pricked at Councilor Wilhelm’s parting remarks and what it might adumbrate for the days to come. 
 
    “Are you still angry at me, Tom?” 
 
    The question bitch-slapped him back into the present moment, and he countered with an uncharacteristically nervous laugh, glancing off into the crowds as if he might find the right reply out there. Instead, he shrugged, forcing his eyes back upon her. 
 
    “You were the one who seemed angry.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “That’s why I said it.” 
 
    “Oh Tom,” Iwa said, mustering just the requisite tone of feminine disappointment to keep his therapist busy, if Tom had one. “What did you think was going to happen?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he answered. “Something other than this.” 
 
    “I wanted to go with the Confederates,” she said. “I told you that.” 
 
    “After they signed up David Hamilton.” 
 
    “And after you put his name forward to your new . . . friends.” 
 
    Tom had to admit to that. Unconscious or otherwise – and it was mostly otherwise – he’d thought his fears defused in sending the damaged Professor with Colin Freestone’s entourage. The reality of the moment, and all the moments since, told him he was wrong. 
 
    “I like you, Tom,” Iwa said more softly, now the one dipping out of their eye contact. “And our time together was sweet, but . . . I want in on this. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You could be headed into danger.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “Part of the appeal?” 
 
    “No,” the doctor replied. “I don’t know why you’d think that.” 
 
    “Because you had the choice to stay.” 
 
    “And move in with you?” 
 
    “That wasn’t . . . you didn’t have to –” 
 
    “I know,” she cut in on his stumbling in a show of mercy. “It just . . . I don’t know if it was ever going to happen, Tom.” 
 
    For his part, Tom kept his jaw wired shut, resisting the urge to call her on all the shit-testing mind games leading up to their brief tryst. Not only did he not know what he was getting upset about exactly, he also couldn’t tell if he was truly upset about Iwa’s departure anyway. Honesty first and foremost, he knew he’d miss the lithe woman in his bed – and knew he’d never expected to be pining over a woman given the horrors of the past five years. He had the thought that he should be grateful for the reprieve. Life in the City was complicated enough. 
 
    Iwa shivered, which made Tom smile – or at least he took it as the chance to show no hard feelings. 
 
    “Cold?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Only going to get colder.” 
 
    “I’ll miss having you to keep me warm Tom,” Iwa said. “Sorry.” 
 
    Now she kissed him in the cheek in a sexless way that fired Tom’s resentment once again, to think or at least imagine in her mind, a warm body was all he’d ever been. 
 
    But he was willing to leave it at that, choosing Stoicism over the far worse option of her last impression of him that of a bleating, lovesick male.  
 
    Iwa’s fingers trailed down his arm and over his hand without catching his grip, turning instead as she retreated back to where the convoy had final preparations underway. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THE NEWSPAPER TAG team of Delory Earle and his spunkier offsider Melina Martelle almost had to be physically removed before the Greenland convoy of two vehicles could get going. The reporters had zeroed in on the father-daughter couple who volunteered to act as the mission’s guides. There were still people living in the Columbus environs who hadn’t committed to the City, or were skeptical about its aims. The older of the pair was starting to get rangy with age, his blonde hair thinned to a white snow, the muscle of his athletic frame likewise grown sparse, the sixty-year-old moving with a stilted pace favoring one hip. The daughter was a shrewd-looking woman in her indeterminate thirties with thick dark hair constrained by a broad headband once popular among the lentil-eating types and now made direly practical, keeping the woman’s brown-eyed vision clear, and managed by her stern, watchful look. Seeing them, Tom had a slight pang of sympathy, suddenly feeling the years in his own bones, ridiculous as some might think it, and the incoming sense of loss at Lilianna’s apparent destiny within what the reigning Administration had cleverly retitled the Bastion, trying to shed its pre-Uprising links, and maybe also the admission it was Councilor Wilhelm’s secret back-up if the City sank under the weight of its many challenges. 
 
    Lilianna was on her way to the Enclave now, and Iwa Swarovsky gestured something like a wave to Tom as the two vehicles rattled out through the opened gates. Tom refused to let himself likewise sink into his sadness. The task was made easier for Earle, trailed by Melina, heading straight for him through the slowly-dispersing crowd. 
 
    “Did you hear about Burroughs?” the newspaper editor asked without preamble. 
 
    Tom made clear he had not, and thrust a glance back to where Ernest Wilhelm stood grave-faced twenty yards away as Denny Greerson addressed him. 
 
    “He’s dead,” the broadly froglike Earle said, enthusiasm for the tale easily misread as bemused elation. “Found in the street at dawn, just another overnight killing.” 
 
    “Surely not ‘just another’,” Tom said. 
 
    “No,” Earle agreed. “That’s a sloppy way of me putting it. There’s been a murder every night since St Mary’s.” 
 
    “People are working out their grievances,” Melina said. 
 
    Tom acknowledged her with a brief look, a thoughtful nod. Iwa’s wave to him still hovered in his vision, but the implications of Edward Burroughs’ murder hauled Tom back into the conversation. 
 
    “I don’t know anything about it, or what it means,” he said to the pair. “The last week, it defeated the Leftanders, and left a handful of them still at large, maybe. Maybe,” he stressed. “And thanks to Burroughs, the Brotherhood’s been supporting the Council with security, as best they’re able, not that it’s my job to do their PR for them.” 
 
    “There will be forces within the Brotherhood not keen on Burroughs’ co-operation,” Earle said. 
 
    “I thought,” Tom said, and then corrected him. “I hoped St Mary’s would put factional warfare to rest.” 
 
    “The Council was decimated,” Earle said in a return to his unconscious glee.  
 
    “Wilhelm tells me he’s dragged in department managers for stability.” 
 
    The newspaper editor gave Tom a chiding look, half-performed for the amusement of his sidekick, but Earle still hadn’t figured out Melina Martelle wasn’t that impressed and was never going to be. Her dark, faintly angled eyes stayed on Tom instead. 
 
    “Lowenstein wants to hold elections,” she said. 
 
    “Yes,” Earle agreed. 
 
    The way the pair regarded him – Earle with his fixed smile in place – made Tom itch all the way down to his ass. His brow furrowed in a slight concession. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Your name has come up in discussion about candidates.” 
 
    “‘Candidates’?”  
 
    “For election,” Earle grinned. 
 
    “For Council?” 
 
    “That’s what we hear,” Melina smirked. 
 
    Wilhelm’s previous remark came rushing back to haunt Tom, but a quick glance instead revealed the Councilor trudging back towards them with a defeated look he failed several times to shrug away. 
 
    “You heard about Burroughs,” he said and deliberately didn’t inflect it as a question. 
 
    The two reporters couldn’t resist their professional smugness. Wilhelm’s worried look briefly passed across Tom, but didn’t see him. 
 
    “The Brotherhood’s withdrawn its volunteer troopers,” Wilhelm said instead. Then his gaze did switch back to Tom – almost like he expected Tom to do something about it. 
 
    Tom threw up his hands, not exactly smiling as he took a theatrical step back. 
 
    “I’ve got enough to keep me busy bringing in this cattle,” Tom said. “And that includes any stupid idea you’re getting that you can get me on your Council.” 
 
    Wilhelm’s expression faltered, and he threw an accusatory look at Melina. 
 
    “You told him?” 
 
    “Technically, I did,” Earle said.  
 
    The editor’s polite smile of apology achieved nothing. Wilhelm motioned back at the man with renewed energy. 
 
    “And did you tell Tom it was your idea?” 
 
    Now Tom turned his grimace back onto the heavyset newspaper man, and Earle held up his hands in contrition far too practiced to mean anything by it. 
 
    “Admit it, Tom –” 
 
    “I’m not admitting anything,” Tom fired back. He thought to say more, but irritation welled up in him and he looked about for the eject button. “This is bullshit,” he muttered, then stabbed a finger at Wilhelm as Tom prepared to depart. “Keep me out of your political games.” 
 
    “Do you think I have anything to do with this?” the Councilor barked. 
 
    Tom growled in frustration for still being stuck in the conversation he dearly wanted to exit. His eyes found the First Gates as they started closing again, the expedition vehicles already out of sight. Someone on a horse had taken the chance to re-enter the City and Tom was momentarily transfixed by a woman with an artificial leg hopping down from the skinny beast draped with about a dozen animal carcasses. At least two of them were dogs. 
 
    “The cattle arrangement with the Confederates is just another reason to have you on the Council,” Earle said. It was Tom’s fault for leaving dead air. “The Traders Alliance is sending representatives. You’ll have department managers, directors, helping steer the process.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t want elections,” Tom said to Wilhelm. 
 
    “Our President thinks it’s better to have the City factions fighting democratic elections than with guns in the street,” he said. “I’m not sure we are ready for democracy, after the past eight days.” 
 
    Tom saw Earle and Melina were on quite the same page as the City Council man, and Tom was again momentarily appalled to have the people around constantly changing alliances. Tom preferred it back when Wilhelm entertained a healthy degree of skepticism towards the Herald team, even if that did put he and Wilhelm on the same page instead. The Councilor was in no confusion about Tom’s ambivalence towards him.  
 
    And under it all, Tom wasn’t even sure he agreed that vote battles were better than gun battles, which he declined to question given his company. 
 
    Tom turned away with a ripe show of final disgust . . . 
 
    And right into the four troopers advancing straight towards him. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    TOM PAUSED LONG enough to eye back at Wilhelm and confirm yet another guilty conscience as the Councilor winced under Tom’s scrutiny, and Earle and Martelle turned straight on the elected official to explain. But instead it was the burliest of the four troopers who spoke. 
 
    “Tom Vanicek?” 
 
    “The one and same,” Tom answered humorlessly. 
 
    “We need to talk to you about an incident the day before yesterday.” 
 
    Something prescient within him guided Tom’s fears back to his adrenalin moment with Finnegan Locke, and Tom’s heart rate adjusted accordingly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A Citizen is claiming you assaulted and in fact tried to kill him.” 
 
    The lead trooper had his routine down well. Maybe he was former law enforcement. A bland yet steely look kept the man locked on Tom’s reaction – a cross between florid annoyance and surrender. 
 
    “What?” Tom said more forcefully, incredulous. 
 
    “There’s a list of Rules inside your ration book –” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “Every Citizen in the sanctuary zone is making a fresh start,” the trooper said. 
 
    The other three men in his squad held their rifles lowered. Watchful. 
 
    “I’m really surprised – with everything else going on in the City – that you’ve got the time and resources to chase me up for something like this,” Tom said. “And so quickly, too.” 
 
    The squad leader glanced at Wilhelm, and Tom caught the inference at once as the dark-whiskered trooper said, “We were told it was a matter of some priority.” 
 
    “Seriously? There’s people knifing each other in the streets overnight –” 
 
    “That’s what the victim –” 
 
    “The victim?” 
 
    “The alleged victim has alleged,” the trooper said, wrinkling his nose at his own awkward sentence. More gravely, he added, “The complainant said you grappled him trying to break his neck or suffocate him.” 
 
    “Is this true, Tom?” 
 
    It was utterly inappropriate for Wilhelm to ask the question, though he did it anyway. It was clear, for whatever reason, he wanted the matter resolved at once. Tom was thankful neither Delroy Earle nor Melina Martelle said anything, but the pair stood watching like they were waiting for the popcorn, and the editor left it to his seasoned rookie to scribble furious notes. 
 
    “I’m not doing this here, nor in front of these two,” Tom said with an exasperated growl. He locked eyes with Wilhelm, then almost thought better of it before he barked, “You told them to take this up with me as a priority?” 
 
    “The President can’t put forward an alleged murderer for election, Tom.” 
 
    Tom’s left hand balled into a fist and the troopers saw it. The other three stowed their rifles for the sake of having hands free to restrain him. One drew a sawed-off baseball bat on a lanyard. Tom laughed and relaxed instead, eyes still with the Councilor. 
 
    “Haven’t we always elected murderers?” 
 
    “That is a bit harsh, Tom,” Wilhelm said. 
 
    Tom returned his hawkish gaze to Earle and Melina and tried not to scowl. 
 
    “Give me a break,” he said. “Go find something actually in the public interest, will you?” 
 
    The editor and the reporter swapped looks, cognizant despite their unprofessional curiosity that they were at risk of impeding a criminal investigation if their malingering meant Tom clammed up. Earle grunted assent. 
 
    “The father and daughter with the convoy,” he said. “They’re a fascinating couple. And I mean that, Tom. A couple.” 
 
    Tom narrowed his eye at the newspaper man, then clenched his teeth shut. 
 
    Earle nodded, bowed, and withdrew. Melina took her time cruising slowly after him, eyes casting back over the scene they were quitting as if she might pick out one or two final details crucial to understanding what was going on. 
 
    Tom wished he had a similar chance himself. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “FINNEGAN LOCKE IS a piece of shit and your City’s better off without him,” Tom scowled once the reporters had left. 
 
    “That’s no excuse to kill a man, Tom.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill anyone,” Tom growled at Wilhelm. “And you can talk, asshole. What do you think you’re doing? I didn’t think you had police investigations here. Is that why you’re acting like you’ve got any right to question me?” 
 
    “Precisely that,” Wilhelm said. His nostrils flared in that way Tom had only seen infrequently, and each time before spates of violence the Councilor handled as well as any other survivor. 
 
    “We are not in a democracy yet, Tom,” Wilhelm snarled and stabbed at him with a finger he looked likely to lose in the near future. “Best you remember that.” 
 
    “Funny,” Tom said. “I can’t work out if you’re trying to clear my name or incriminate me.” 
 
    Wilhelm calmed a little, snorted. 
 
    “We cannot have Citizens thinking the Rules apply to some people more than others.” 
 
    “So it’s just the sanctioned killings I can get away with, huh?” 
 
    The unavoidable logic of the remark was a slap to Wilhelm’s face. 
 
    Tom took the interlude to simply walk away. The troopers watched him go, uncertain now in their authority thanks to the Councilor’s intervention. Tom only smirked – and curled his hands into fists once more. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4 FNORD 
 
    LILIANNA BURST HAPPILY into the dormitory and kept her wide smile frozen as she realized the six-bed room was empty. She slowly moved towards her bunk and eased the sports bow and quiver off her shoulder, glancing around, tasting the unusual flavor of disappointment at none of her new friends inside. Her fake smile slipped at last as she unburdened herself of her daypack and sat on the edge of the bed, trying to resist deflation as a noise like someone hammering an anvil sounded from the sheltered Enclave courtyard outside. 
 
    Each of the dorms in the stately, repurposed six-floor building offered twin tall windows through which the morning light seemed to evade the glass, nothing to do with the black-out curtains pinned back, a row of plants in the box outside one of the other women’s pet project once, and now just a collection of sticks and dead stalks. Lilianna arose, peering outside, standing there self-conscious knowing she was just one of the profiles like the ones she’d eyeballed when first walking into the place at the end of the past month, fluttering with excitement she tried to suppress in the name of the maturity she feigned without knowing she already possessed it.  
 
    And she deflated another notch. 
 
    Thievery, sadly, wasn’t unknown, even within the protected zone, so she did her due diligence locking her weapons into one of the tall metal lockers she and the other women shared. There were strict rules around firearms that the Administration didn’t seem to observe when it came to Lila’s archery gear, and that served her well. A tiny smug smirk played across her aquiline features, freckles dusting her sixteen-year-old face, shrewd blue eyes somehow mirrored in the cynicism that soon returned to her smile as she finished her quick reconnoiter of the empty bedchamber and turned to the passing footfalls and conversations in the corridor outside. 
 
    Minutes later, Lilianna bounced her way down four flights of stairs, nodding to other juniors like herself whom she didn’t yet know. At ground level, the smell from the kitchens reached her and her smile deepened even further, astonished as always at the promise of three square meals per day offered to everyone selected for the Administration program. The blue zip-tie on her wrist was already a distant memory, though the habit of clutching and massaging herself there remained. 
 
    She passed a group of ten young officers in identical blue t-shirts standing practically to attention as the gargantuan Sorrel Williams ticked off tasks for the day. The group was flushed and hot from some kind of workout, and would otherwise feel the chill as Lila did from the advancing cold, but Lila tugged her lightweight denim jacket more closely about herself as if with a guilty conscience, in limbo as the newest of the new and not yet with an assignment. 
 
    Though soon that would change.  
 
    Her eyes crinkled in recognition at a plainly handsome woman bustling in her direction carrying an armload of clipboards with negligent ease, wire-rimmed glasses on the older woman’s face beguiling eyes declining the contact as Lilianna stopped, clear in her intentions, the familiar stranger halting with a slightly uncertain smile begrudging at best. 
 
    “Hi, Miss Stacey?” Lila said. 
 
    “Hey,” the woman said. “Hi, how are you?” 
 
    “I don’t know if you remember me,” Lilianna said. “I’m Lilianna Vanicek?” 
 
    “The girl from the train,” the other woman said. “I didn’t remember the name, thanks. I’m Gwen, if you remember?” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Lila answered brightly, then tried to tone down her enthusiasm. “You said it was a famous name like some celebrity or something, but I don’t know who that is . . . or was . . . but I remembered. You said to hit you up if we settled in the City and I was looking for work. . . ?” 
 
    “Well, you’re here now,” Miss Stacey said. Her smile was far less certain. Puzzled, perhaps. Her brows narrowed prettily. Lilianna remembered the woman possible flirting with her dad, and wondered now if she remembered Tom Vanicek too, or if perhaps for more recent reasons. Lila’s father’s shadow hung over her and her own smile dampened as Gwen Stacey asked, “But you’re a Bastion recruit, so. . . ?” 
 
    “I’m really new,” Lila answered. “And I . . . no one’s given me official duties yet.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s . . . unusual.” 
 
    Lila didn’t like the way the older woman said it, and again the dubious fame of being Tom Vanicek’s daughter thrummed like a bowstring in the teenager’s chest. 
 
    “It was a special . . . I mean a kind offer . . . from Councilor Wilhelm.” 
 
    “Oh,” Miss Stacey answered, as if that explained everything.  
 
    Her downplayed smile returned and Lilianna felt absurdly grateful for it, warmth redoubling for the more senior officer counterpoint to her own annoyance at herself for acting like such a fawning lackey. 
 
    “You might be in luck,” the woman said. Her rich Texan tone only accentuated the hint of mystery in the remark. “Sad circumstances, you understand, but . . . why don’t you stop by my office when you’re finished . . . doing whatever it is you’re doing. I’ve got meetings for the next hour – or God I hope it’s just an hour – and then I’ll be back in Communications, OK?” 
 
    “That sounds great.” 
 
    Gwen Stacey’s grin vanished like it was never really there. 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    And she nodded to Lilianna and hurried off about her business. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THE GYMNASIUM WAS mostly empty, but Lila wasn’t surprised to find Beau there. 
 
    Taller than her by six inches and now dripping with sweat in a way that couldn’t help but set Lilianna’s heart a-flutter, Beau looked her way as she picked her path through the exercise machines to the lifting area – and as usual Beau’s near-total expressionlessness challenged the fixed smile Lila kept in place like a ship’s sail driving her towards him. 
 
    But she stopped a discreet five yards away, at the edge of the empty deadlift stage. There were no weights racked – Lilianna imagined her father’s jealousy, if he saw the place, which didn’t seem likely, in fact, given his shitty attitude towards the Bastion overall – and Beau grabbed his navy t-shirt to wipe his hands, fresh from his addiction to chin-ups. Then he visibly forced a smile onto his own face and came across to her – and as often happened, paused just outside their radiant intimacy with a hesitant expression, smiling still, not quite meeting her eyes. 
 
    “Hey,” he said gently. “You made it.” 
 
    “Of course, silly,” she smiled and immediately regretted the words making her sound like a ten-year-old girl flirting with the object of her affections, even though that’s precisely how things stood between them. Perhaps unnoticed, though unlikely, Lila took a step closer and reached out her left hand, body on a slight angle as she often did too, consciously or otherwise angling her scarred right arm away from easy eyesight despite the denim jacket she wore. 
 
    Beau’s callused hand took hers and he smiled like he always did too. In relief.  
 
    It occurred to Lila for the first time perhaps her Beau was as uncertain of her affections as she was of his, and so – boldness the antidote to inaction, as her father once said – she pushed herself forward, almost emitting a tiny feminine growl, and wrapped her arms around her sweaty paramour’s lean, muscular, moist, stinky torso, and angled in for the kiss. 
 
    Beau gave her a peck, nothing else. Lilianna slipped away, lubricated by his sweat, her nose crinkling whether she wanted it to or not. 
 
    “You really need a shower,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I still can’t even believe I can say that,” Lila said with a genuine grin. “I don’t know how long it’d been since we had running water, before we hit the City.” 
 
    “One of the perks.” 
 
    Lila nodded, hiding her smile. “One of them.” 
 
    If Beau ever blushed, maybe he would’ve then. But it didn’t show. He nodded instead, like she’d made some pronouncement about the stock market – and equally as foreign to her. 
 
    “I’ll wash up.” 
 
    “Hey,” she replied, putting her hand in the middle of his chest and reveling in the sensation on the sly. Beau’s chiseled physique set her heart thumping once again in her chest. “You don’t have to go.” 
 
    “Actually, I do.” 
 
    His dark blue eyes betrayed him, flicking towards the door. A second later, two bigger men entered the long chamber, deep in conversation, and headed straight towards them, though with eyes only for the power racks and the pins holding Olympic plates of all sizes in place. 
 
    Beau started moving anyway. The illusion of privacy was lost, though Lilianna restored it for a few precious seconds as they passed the men with polite nods and moved back towards the entrance. 
 
    “Duties,” Beau said. 
 
    “What are you up to today?” 
 
    “Did you get an assignment yet?” 
 
    Lila brushed off him ignoring her question. The fresh memory of her appointment with Miss Stacey pushed back into mind and she nodded. 
 
    “Maybe,” she replied. “I think I have a . . . job interview?” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Communications?” 
 
    Beau nodded sagely. He paused before the exit. Their usual awkwardness resumed. Lila desperately wished her boyfriend would fill the conversation gap, but knew he wouldn’t.  
 
    “Everything OK?” 
 
    She felt herself slipping into his minimalist speech patterns and screwed up her mouth in an ironic expression lost to him since his eyes flitted elsewhere. Beau only nodded. 
 
    “OK,” Lila said needlessly. 
 
    Beau squeezed her hand again, smiled like he was embarrassed by it, and left. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THE IDEA OF working out herself didn’t hold a lot of appeal, but she lingered in the gymnasium long enough to acquaint herself with the machinery she might use. All she really longed for was the promised chance to practice her archery on the Bastion’s rifle range. At least she’d had the chance to refamiliarize herself with a rifle. 
 
    No more than a minute out of the gym, a bright peal of laughter pricked Lila’s ears and she scanned down a passing side corridor to spot her friends Aurora and Montana headed her way. Montana waved cheerily, another of the Bastion’s dark blue t-shirts in her hand. 
 
    “Hey, we were just coming for you,” the thin brunette said.  
 
    She thrust the navy shirt towards her the moment the pair arrived. Aurora, who shaved the sides of her head and wore a hard fringe as well as a bull-ring through her nose, averted her gaze from the sunny catch-up, giving Lila a view on the not-particularly-good tattoos climbing one side of the girl’s graceful neck and crowding the left side of her skull.  
 
    “Here,” Montana said. “These are yours too.” 
 
    She had three more identical shirts in her arms, along with some folded track pants and a pair of Nike runners. 
 
    “Size six, right?” 
 
    “Wow, you remembered.” 
 
    Lila took the gear. A flush of belonging tore through her. 
 
    “It’s the curse of Logistics,” Montana beamed. “We were just grabbing lunch. Join us?” 
 
    “I’d love to,” Lila replied. “But I can’t.” 
 
    “Catching up with that hot boyfriend of yours?” Aurora asked. 
 
    When she met Lila’s eyes, the older girl’s expression hardened as if making some kind of challenge that went entirely over Lilianna’s head. The fringe said it all: she was one of the President’s loyal minions, and whether by natural appetite or the requirements of the role, professed a preference for women rather than men. Lilianna hoped that didn’t include her, but only because she found the hard-featured woman intimidating despite the meager gap in age between them. 
 
    “No, he’s . . . working.” 
 
    “Still getting the cold shoulder, huh?” Montana said. 
 
    At least she had sympathy. Aurora gave a sarcastic snort. 
 
    “Just fuck him already,” she said. “That’s all they want.” 
 
    “Lilianna’s on the blowjob diet for now,” Aurora smirked. 
 
    A flush of embarrassment and indignation swept in to replace Lila’s earlier happiness, hurt at the crass judgement from her friend, and made worse for it not being true. She’d already shared much – perhaps too much – with Aurora about her longing for the handsome and aptly-named Beau, as well as her frustrations at the perpetual distance between her and the young man she desired. There was a gap between them it would take two of them to breach, and her father’s words about how well she really knew her would-be lover surged up despite her efforts to suppress it. The effort showed in her face, and Aurora seized on it like she did any show of weakness to give a teasing, tittering laugh that said everything while committing to nothing. 
 
    “Guilty conscience, Lilly?” 
 
    “Lilianna,” Lila replied and forced some steel into her voice. “And no.” 
 
    “Where you headed, hun?” Montana asked. 
 
    Nice deflection, Lila thought. She had a jealous pang that Montana hadn’t jettisoned her acid-tongued best friend in favor of her, even though Lila still a newcomer to the place, but she set it aside and drew a deepening breath, managing a complex smile on the exhalation. 
 
    “Communications,” she answered at last. 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Gwen Stacey said there . . . I think there’s a job opening.” 
 
    “And you know why that’d be,” Aurora said. 
 
    Her dark tone was finally reserved for someone other than Lilianna. Yet Lila’s eyes quested between the pair for some hint of understanding, and as usual it was Montana who took pity on her. 
 
    “Chin was a Comms officer,” she said.  
 
    “Chin?” 
 
    Lila repeated the dead woman’s name, not because she didn’t remember her, but because of the image that flashed through her eyes of seeing the other young woman fatally shot during the St Mary’s siege – and Lilianna’s own lack of feeling or surprise was a soft, chill note within her. 
 
    “Oh,” she said because she had to say something. “I didn’t realize. She had the welding gear, so I assumed. . . .” 
 
    “They still keep the women off Construction, mostly,” Aurora said. 
 
    The terse woman sniffed, but said nothing more. As one of Dana Lowenstein’s adepts, the subtext was obvious, though the men in charge of the hard labor had their own justifications, even if rumors the department was shot through with Brotherhood loyalists was also true. 
 
    “Good luck with the job, Lila,” Montana said sunnily. “Gotta go though, babe, OK? I’m starved.” 
 
    “It’s barely eleven,” Lilianna answered and tried to conjure a smirk. 
 
    “We’ve been on shift since sunrise,” Aurora scowled. “You’ll know what real work is soon.” 
 
    “But you’re staying over tonight, right?” Montana said. She interjected in a way to show she was keeping the conversation civil. “It’s movie night, tonight.” 
 
    “Movies?” 
 
    “If daddy’ll let you,” Aurora smirked a shark’s grin. 
 
    “I’ll be here, yes,” Lila said – and ignored her rival. 
 
    “Cool,” Montana said. “Grub’s up at five, movies after dark, cool?” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    “Cool,” Aurora added. 
 
    Lila gave the other woman a slow eye-flick and contemplated her next move, but Montana grabbed her friend by the arm with a wayward laugh, ejecting them from Lilianna’s contemplation and leaving her standing alone once again in the hall. 
 
    Lilianna turned at once and hustled towards where she thought Communications might be. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THE SIDE OFFICES were gloomy in the daytime. Despite the solar power, the Bastion remained on rations, and a teenage girl with a limp and a couple of years on Lilianna kept busy moving through the different rooms trimming candle wicks and refiling the numerous small oil lamps from a container the woman wore unevenly across her back. 
 
    Everyone was older than Lilianna, it was quickly becoming obvious. Although determined not to let it undermine her confidence, keeping up her serious demeanor, and trying to radiate competence, frayed her nerves almost on a par with the hard-set jaw she’d learnt to keep during the years in the wild – five, nearly six years of fighting for survival on the road, intercut with months, sometimes a year at a time nestling under the delusion of safety only to have it all torn away, every single time.  
 
    Lilianna kept her head down as she picked her way through the different rooms, a telephone ringing somewhere, officious-looking older men and women moving in and out of the different open doorways, the messengers carrying their slips of note paper between the rooms amid whispered conversations, the ambiance of a public library resting over everything even though Lilianna had no memory of such things. No one challenged her as she passed, thanks perhaps to the new t-shirt she now wore beneath her denim, and Lila continued to follow the half-lit corridor around the turn to find herself surprised when it ended at a broader open doorway yielding onto a cavernous and more brightly lit chamber beyond. 
 
    Councilor Abraham Ben-Gurion looked up from a bank of blinking data towers he wheeled back into place among its brethren, smiling slightly as if to himself at Lilianna hovering in the doorframe. 
 
    “Looking for me?” he asked.  
 
    Lila took a moment to check around the room with the look of a woman making sure it wasn’t an ambush, not truly aware that’s what she was doing or that it was so obvious. Her scrutiny only made the skinny, slightly nervous-looking man chuckle as he finished rearranging his furniture with the appearance of a professor in his lab. A number of computer terminals were alive and blinking, several with working monitors, the light explained by high rows of windows banked across the far wall of the slightly submerged room. 
 
    “I’m looking for Communications,” she said. “Gwen Stacey?” 
 
    Ben-Gurion nodded. He moved forward with a slight tremor, and out from behind his machines, Lilianna finally recognized him, a split-second before he revealed the same. 
 
    “You’re Tom’s daughter, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Lilly?” 
 
    “No,” she practically growled. “Lilianna.” 
 
    “My mistake,” he said quick and breezily, though in haste all the same. “I’m Abe. Your father saved my life.” 
 
    “You were captured by Ortega.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    The light was enough to show the faded bruises on the one-time software engineer’s face, though the scars around his eyes where Ortega’s men had beat him remained almost as fresh as the day they were made. Lilianna felt the weird urge to leave at once, but Ben-Gurion’s eyes stayed on hers as if fixing her in place as he made his way across the room with a sense of effort. 
 
    “Come in, if you like,” he said. “Take a look around at my magical kingdom.” 
 
    “You have computers in here.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Miss Stacey said I should give up any hope about old technology like this.” 
 
    “You had hope?” 
 
    Ben-Gurion’s smile was bright, even pleasant. Lila wasn’t sure why she registered him as a threat, declining the temptation to ignore her instincts. The weight of the concealed fold-out knife in her sock, beneath her skinny pale jeans, was as much reassurance as she could wish. 
 
    “Me, not really,” Lilianna replied and forced a girlish laugh. “If my brother were here, he’d be excited though, ask if you had the Internet.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” the Councilor replied with a fey smile. “‘Were’. Tom raised you guys with good grammar, huh?” 
 
    “He gave us a lot more than just grammar.” 
 
    Ben-Gurion took in the icy tone of warning, but that only made him nod as well. 
 
    “You were at the siege, I recall.” 
 
    “I don’t remember seeing you there,” Lila replied. 
 
    “No,” and again he laughed. “I didn’t acquit myself with any great honor, as the military types might say. Ran off, in fact.” 
 
    “You were . . . brutalized.” 
 
    “That’s kind of you to make excuses for me, Lilianna.” 
 
    Ben-Gurion smiled and motioned expansively around the laboratory. 
 
    “You should bring your brother in here some time,” he said. “I might be able to show him a thing or two.” 
 
    Lila felt like a dunce for asking – showing it in her furrowed brows as she asked mock-seriously, “You have the Internet?” 
 
    “Well, the satellites are still working,” the man replied. “Most of them, anyway. And now we know what to look for. . . .” 
 
    “You’re talking about the Washington?” 
 
    “So you know about that?” He smiled. “Interesting.” 
 
    “I was there when we ran that disk for the first time,” Lila said and then instantly wondered at the reasons for her disclosure – and regretted it, especially the way it made the computer expert’s eyes light up.  
 
    “Interesting,” Abe Ben-Gurion said again. “Let me show you something.”  
 
    He moved back towards one of the monitors with a distasteful lack of any effort to protect himself from behind, though Lilianna wasn’t about to attack him and Ben-Gurion knew that, and so she wondered at her own reasons for the scowling assessment as well as the thought of it as she faked demureness to follow after him. He sat with relief on a swivel chair and invited her to do the same, tapping some keys so the sleeping screen blinked awake.  
 
    Lilianna was surprised to see the laptop from the downed Raptor neglected on the bench-top beside it, and Ben-Gurion quickly kenned that look. 
 
    “You might’ve heard Councilor Deschain is no longer a Councilor,” he said. 
 
    He motioned at the shutdown laptop. 
 
    “Anything more you can tell me about this?” Ben-Gurion asked. “I think our hopes of decrypting the hard drive itself vanished along with Carlotta.” 
 
    “She’s . . . gone?” 
 
    “No, but she’s not taking my calls, if you know what I mean?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    Ben-Guiron shrugged and moved on, commenting almost absent-mindedly. “I don’t know why I’m still here, except these lovely toys only come with my access to the Enclave.” 
 
    “We call it the Bastion now.” 
 
    “Hmm,” the man replied. “And you’ve been here how long?” 
 
    Lilianna dropped her eyes, defeated.  
 
    “This is my first night.” 
 
    “Cheer up,” Ben-Gurion smirked. “You could be out there with all the Meat, right?” 
 
    “We shouldn’t call them that,” Lila said weakly. 
 
    The remark only made the errant Councilor smirk more, but he distracted from it by rattling the computer mouse and calling up a weird little black box on the screen. The ex-software genius hit a bunch of keystrokes like an expert typist and more boxes appeared. The scrolling numbers and hexadecimal code looked like nonsense to Lilianna. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “This is what I was going to show you,” he replied with eyes fixed on the screen. “You’re going for a job in Communications?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping.” 
 
    “I hear there’s a vacancy.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Sad,” the older man said. “Did Tom – I mean, your father – tell you much about that fighter plane he found?” 
 
    “Not really,” Lilianna said. “The newspaper said it must’ve been recent?” 
 
    “Within the last year, at least,” Ben-Gurion said. “And probably more recent than that. Do you understand what that means?” 
 
    “I’m not stupid . . . Councilor.” 
 
    “Ha, I didn’t say you were,” Ben-Gurion replied. “From the info on that disk, though, we know months have elapsed since the USS Washington made landfall and initiated contact with this . . . colony, or whatever we’re calling it.” 
 
    “Greenland?” 
 
    “Yes,” the Councilor said, studying Lila now and ignoring the code which kept tumbling down the screen and refreshing. “Communications is running the contact now with the Washington, trying to undo the damage caused by the Lefthanders. You might find it all a little strange. . . .” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Let me explain it another way,” he said. “Can you keep a secret?” 
 
    Lilianna returned him a stern look, not because she had something to prove, but out of skepticism the seriously clever computer nerd was actually trusting her with a real secret. He was too smart for that. But if he did have a weakness – if he underestimated her because of her age, still thinking in old-world terms what it meant to be a naïve teen – then Lila was happy to avail herself of that. She dropped her armor long enough to fake something like a bashful smile to encourage him. 
 
    “Sure,” she said. 
 
    “I’m running a back channel conversation with the group who call themselves the Inner Circle,” Ben-Gurion said. 
 
    “Why?” she asked at once. “Inner Circle? Are they the ones in charge?” 
 
    “Definitely not,” he replied. “But I’m still figuring the rest out. See how you go with Miss Stacey, and if you get the gig . . . we might chat again, OK?” 
 
    Lilianna’s inner protest that he must think her some kind of idiot almost proved her undoing as she opened her mouth to challenge the obvious ploy. She closed her lips firmly instead, adopting something akin to what she hoped was a flattered look. 
 
    “Sure,” she said again. 
 
    Abraham smiled tightly.  
 
    “Not everyone is as sure about the City’s mission anymore,” he said. His eyes drifted far away. “So it’s always good to have a little insurance. But it’s just between you and me, OK?” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    Lilianna nodded – and at the same time, her father’s words again in her thoughts, determined not to become anyone’s pawn. She was far too good at chess for that. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    GWEN STACEY’S OFFICE door was open when Lilianna found her way to the Communications bullpen. The sound of another ringing phone threw her off. A gaunt-looking older woman on a stool glanced Lila’s way as she worked some kind of switchboard, connecting the call to somewhere within the Bastion. The other two women standing at counters shuffling paperwork barely glanced Lila’s way, but when her eyes stayed with them, the older of the pair motioned brusquely with only the faintest of smiles. 
 
    “She’s in there,” the woman said. “Go ahead.”  
 
    “Thanks, sorry,” Lila said and cursed her own apology. “I’m new.” 
 
    She cursed herself again, the unnecessary tidbit enough to garner snickers from the two veteran Admin officers, though they left her to walk with her ears burning across the wood floor to the handsome door, the smell of dust, books, pine resin and kerosene cloying her other senses. 
 
    There was no need to knock. Lila hesitated a moment at the doorframe, a tentative hand raised, instead meeting the Texan woman’s warm yet businesslike smile of acknowledgement. 
 
    “Good timing,” Miss Stacey said. “Come in and grab a seat.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “And shut the door.” 
 
    “O . . . K.” 
 
    Lilianna did as asked, suspicion and curiosity dispelled almost at once by the furtive look the older woman shot through the doorway before it shut. 
 
    “I’ve just taken over running this section,” the older woman said without preamble. “You’re Tom Vanicek’s daughter. He’s staunch. What about you?” 
 
    Fresh from regrets at saying stupid things she’d regret, Lilianna’s mouth puzzled a reply as she sifted the implications of what the other woman was telling her, why she was doing it, and why so abruptly soon. 
 
    “Why did they transfer you to this section?” she asked instead. 
 
    Miss Stacey eyed her coolly, but there was a clear appreciation to the look she also failed to guard as she eased back in the tall-backed chair she occupied across the far side of a broad desk piled with folders and half-disassembled radio gear, cables, spray cans, jars and old coffee cups stuffed with pens, tools, screws, and other knickknacks probably also inherited with the job. 
 
    “Why do you think they’d transfer me to this section, sweetheart?” 
 
    Miss Stacey’s wry tone was softened by the accent. Lilianna relaxed a notch. 
 
    “I don’t know anyone in Communications,” Lila said. “So I’m fresh, and I guess you like my pedigree. They put you in here because there’s people they don’t trust . . . whoever ‘they’ is.” 
 
    “I answer direct to Councilor Wilhelm,” Miss Stacey said. 
 
    “That’s what it’s come to, has it?” Lila asked. “We have to work out who’s in with which faction? Like I said, I’m new. I don’t know many people here. The friends I have are mostly in the Councilors’ staff offices. I think you know already I was approved by Councilor Wilhelm.” 
 
    “You’re hooked up with his assistant, right?” 
 
    Lila swallowed. 
 
    “Beau?” she asked. “It’s. . . .” 
 
    Miss Stacey laughed. 
 
    “Isn’t everything,” she said. “Have you ever handled radio equipment?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Think you could learn?” 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    “Good,” the supervisor said. She gave Lilianna such a long look that it was no longer apparent she planned to add anything else, though eventually Miss Stacey gave a slight sigh, reluctant almost, and leaned into the desk with her elbows, hands clasped, framing one of her cheeks. Tawny blonde hair was tied back, but loose strands of it still fell around her face. “We think the Head of Communications was one of Ortega’s men. Derek Roblofsky. Do you know him?” 
 
    “Can’t say that I do.” 
 
    “No one’s saying anything right now, and neither can you,” Miss Stacey said. “He’s been moved to other duties, but there’s eyes on him. He didn’t show up in all that shit fight a week ago, but someone helped source and maybe even train the radio operators Ortega had. We cleared most of that gear out of there, the day after St Mary’s.” 
 
    Lila nodded sagely and the other woman barked a laugh. 
 
    “I probably don’t have to tell you that, since that’s where you’re family’s living now, huh?” 
 
    “You know a lot about us,” Lilianna replied. “But I live in the Bastion now. As of now.” 
 
    “It’s funny how quick some of you young ones make the switch,” Miss Stacey said. “Old hands like me, it’s the Enclave still. Funny.” 
 
    The woman gave a snort and looked away as if it were anything but. She dropped her hands to the flat of the desk and returned to Lilianna with a serious look. 
 
    “There’s a good chance Roblofsky made sure no one in Admin made contact with the USS Washington,” Miss Stacey said. “I’m assuming if you’re Tom Vanicek’s daughter, you know as much about all that business as I do.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that.” 
 
    Lilianna felt compelled to relate her conversation with Councilor Ben-Gurion, but thought the better of it. Apart from him entrusting her with a so-called secret, more than a little of her father’s paranoia had rubbed off on her. There was no good to be served by vomiting up everything she knew like a good little lapdog. If Ben-Gurion was still in cahoots with Wilhelm, and Miss Stacey answered to them, there was more to be gained by demonstrating her discretion than telling the older woman something she already knew. 
 
    “I’m saying I need a few people around me I can trust,” Miss Stacey said. “Can I trust you, hun?” 
 
    Lila nodded. Miss Stacey deflated, relaxed, taking the deal as done. 
 
    “OK, good,” she said. “You can report here again tomorrow morning and we’ll get started on your training.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    Lila stood, shaking off the urge to thank her new boss like she was stage-acting something seen in an old movie once, though the niceties of whatever was required of her might as well be in a foreign tongue.  
 
    “We’re in contact with the Washington, then?” 
 
    Miss Stacey nodded. 
 
    “Plenty to talk about tomorrow,” she said. “Movie night tonight. I might see you there?” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    Lila took the signal to depart, cautiously re-opening the door as if afraid of what she might find. Instead, the outer office now featured a completely different woman clattering away at an old manual typewriter, barely giving the young blonde a second look as Lila emerged from the supervisor’s office, waved curtly once, and bustled about her business like walking out into a powerful storm. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THEY RIGGED THE cinema in the main cafeteria after dark, three nights per week. An obsessive-compulsive type named Warren lauded it over everyone, curating movies from an immense collection retrieved during Forager outings, and like all good film nerds, overthinking the selection half the time and then getting frustrated when the thirty or forty regular attendees broke into quiet conversations, giggling and laughing during the show. Tonight, he’d selected an old thriller – they were all old, Lilianna had to remind herself – called Michael Clayton, even though half the younger Administration staff just wanted something so they could kick back and relax. 
 
    Lila sat preternaturally alert on one of the uncomfortable kitchen chairs with Aurora and Montana on her right, the left seat on the loosely-structured aisle conspicuously unoccupied. 
 
    “Where is he?” Montana asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lilianna whispered back. “I thought he’d be here after work?” 
 
    Aurora leaned her fringed face into the confab. 
 
    “I wouldn’t wait up for lover boy,” she said and grinned to take the edge from her remark. “Didn’t he tell you he’s got evening shift this week? All the personal staff do.” 
 
    Lila aborted her reply out of embarrassment, racking her memory of the conversation with Beau in the gymnasium earlier in the day and trying to remember whether he’d cut out on her because of work or if that was just her presumption. And if so, what it meant that Beau seemed in a hurry to be anywhere else other than with her.  
 
    She tried to focus on the movie, but the sophisticated images unspooling from the projector to paint the far white wall were almost incomprehensible. Until the week before, she hadn’t watched a DVD since the early days in the mountains, before the generator failed them, and it was one of the many creature comforts she and her brother reminisced about during their years moving from one sanctuary to another during life in the wild.  
 
    She was only a child back then, and her taste in movies reflected that – leftovers from a world that spawned fairytales and make-believe in one vast incessant cultural ramble that never saw an end to it all coming. More than anything else, Lila longed for the escapism those forgotten DVDs had offered like a warm blanket, consoling her to the horrors unfolding in the world outside as her father protected them and law and order collapsed. But those Disney images got banished for good with the rise of the Furies. And now Lilianna was a refugee, unable to go back to that simplicity – ashamed to even yearn for it when her new life was only half-made, her adulthood with it – yet too young to really understand the stylish thriller playing before her, the implicit knowledge of the audience from that time not something she’d acquired, lost in the transition from child to teenager, from ingénue to apocalypse survivor, so that the narrative as it unfolded became increasingly self-referential and almost meaningless to her with its world of cell phones and gasoline cars and paperwork and jobs and corporate responsibilities and the luxurious age of lies in which people had lived, their worst fears to be made uncomfortable, rather than fighting daily for their very lives. 
 
    Lila wasn’t the only one unimpressed by the film choice. Apart from a few old hands, it was mostly the nineteen-year-olds and twentysomethings from Administration gathered for the regular ritual, some of them wrapped in blankets and laid out in bedding down the front near the improvised screen. Lila’s eyes quested around hopelessly for Beau yet again, and watched instead with muted curiosity as two armed troopers entered from a side door, cutting through the back of the cinema on their way to some important task. It made the hairs on the back of her neck rise, but there was no sounding of the Bastion alarm to suggest anything worse than ordinary business. It was fair to say the grim-set demeanor of the guards was a necessary caution in the terse climate after the recent Uprising. Reflecting again on her conversation with her new supervisor Miss Stacey earlier in the day, if there were still potential Ortega loyalists within the Bastion, no one could afford to slacken their alert.  
 
    It gave her the downright silly fear that something might’ve happened to explain Beau’s absence, but Lilianna told herself that was just the habitual panic which underscored her life during the past five-plus years – and life in the City hadn’t yet taught her that hypervigilance could be abandoned. A far more mundane yet unsettling conviction settled in instead.  
 
    Beau wasn’t there because he didn’t want to be. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THE THREE FRIENDS skipped out on the movie halfway through, led by Aurora’s burning desire to dig more forcibly through the details of Montana’s love life. 
 
    Although she didn’t know her place between them yet, Lilianna tagged along as the other two clambered up the stairs towards their dorm room with Montana giggling and faking the odd swipe at Aurora’s arm in a way the tattooed woman clearly liked. Lila smirked at Aurora’s obvious attraction to their dark-featured friend, with the other young woman seemingly clueless. 
 
    “But he’s so old!” Aurora groaned. 
 
    “Stop it,” Montana laughed.  
 
    “What do you think, Lilly?” 
 
    Lilianna fretted at her own scowl, bewildered at the mixed signals since Aurora’s eyes shone with nothing but friendly amusement at the ongoing tease between the friends. 
 
    “It’s Lilianna, remember?” Lila replied. “I don’t know Terry, so I can’t really comment.” 
 
    “You don’t know Gunderson?” 
 
    Aurora turned at the landing to shoot Lilianna a bemused frown, fists on her hips like a playful caricature of her normal snarky demeanor. 
 
    “He’s always hanging around the gates, hitting on the Admin workers,” she said with clear disapproval. “He works deliveries from the ethanol plant.” 
 
    “I still don’t know him,” Lila said. 
 
    They drifted into the dorm room and lowered their voices with Grizelda and Slako curled up already asleep. 
 
    “You should be more like her, anyway,” Aurora whispered to Montana while cocking her thumb towards Lila who blushed and then flushed with annoyance for beaming at the older girl’s acknowledgement. “Seriously Monty, why can’t you just find a guy your own age?” 
 
    “Terry’s OK,” Montana replied. “I love that accent.” 
 
    “He’s about thirty.” 
 
    “That’s not that strange,” Lilianna said. 
 
    Both young women turned their eyes on her like they’d already forgotten she was following. Lila licked her lips, Aurora urging her reply with one raised eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s just, like, you know, we’re in medieval times,” Lila said. “Younger woman often got married off to an older man, one who’d proven himself.” 
 
    Aurora turned her raised brow towards Montana. 
 
    “Er . . . what?” she said sarcastically. 
 
    “You think we’re in medieval times?” Montana asked. 
 
    “Well, sort of,” Lilianna said. “You know what I mean. Sorry, it’s just maybe the stuff my dad says, kinda stayed with me. The moment a woman was old enough to carry children, they did. And the mortality rate –” 
 
    “That sounds creepy as fuck,” Aurora said quietly.  
 
    “Well, think about where we are in history,” Lila said in lukewarm defiance, though still not loud enough to wake the other sleepers. “We got hit with a pretty big reset. It makes sense things would go back that way, without air-conditioning and cars and –” 
 
    “Jeez,” Aurora butt in. “Who invited her?” 
 
    Lilianna was too shocked to say anything, and Montana playfully thumped her friend’s arm, not only unaware of Lila’s reaction, but wallpapering it over with blithe good humor. Aurora shot Lila a bemused look of fake apology as Montana quickly changed her shirt and Grizelda in the nearby bunked hissed at them to shut up – only triggering more of the pair’s giggles. 
 
    “I still say it’s a bad idea going out,” Aurora said. 
 
    “What?” Lila said without thinking. “You’re going out now?” 
 
    Montana replied with a sheepish expression. 
 
    “Curfew’s not until nine,” she said. “I’ve got time for a drink.” 
 
    “And maybe something else,” Aurora sniggered. 
 
    Montana grabbed her coat off the hook and tinkled her fingers Lilianna’s way. The rejected newcomer just stood there, abandoned as Montana and her best friend slipped back out of the dorm room resuming their low-voice gossip as if Lilianna had said nothing at all. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    LILIANNA EYED MONTANA’S empty bed as Aurora woke slowly above her, stretching and then dropping down from the top bunk. The hard-fringed young nineteen-year-old followed Lila’s eyes and then swept them back to her and shrugged. 
 
    It was just a little after dawn. 
 
    “Someone got some action,” she said. 
 
    Lila was too torn about what to say, so she said nothing except to express her doubts in a worried glance back at the undisturbed bed. 
 
    “Relax, Lilly.” 
 
    “It’s Lilianna.” 
 
    “Montana’s a big girl. You can’t say I didn’t warn her.” 
 
    Aurora casually pulled off her shirt and stood there topless, doe-eyed, awaiting some kind of reaction from her younger roommate. Lila ignored Aurora’s slender display, and the slightly older woman shrugged again and walked to her footlocker and started rummaging through it for a clean navy shirt, glancing up again at Lila once she had one pressed to her chest. 
 
    “What are you worried about?” she asked. “You haven’t been out after Curfew before?” 
 
    “Not like that.” 
 
    “It’s not like she was out on the street,” Aurora said. “She probably went home with that piece of shit. So she wasn’t out after Curfew, OK?” 
 
    “Who’s Gunderson?” 
 
    “Just some guy.” 
 
    Aurora dressed quickly. Their other dorm mates were already gone. 
 
    “Getting changed?” Aurora asked. “You start in Comms today, yeah?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, get dressed,” Aurora said. “It’s Wednesday. Council after dinner, PE before they’ll let us eat.” 
 
    “PE?” 
 
    “Physical education,” Aurora replied. “Monty calls it Physical Exhaustion. It’s mandatory, drills and such, three times per week. You got that, right?” 
 
    A coolness crept into Lilianna’s face as she nodded, then steadfastly moved to her new locker and retrieved her new track pants and runners. She almost tore her own shirt off in defiance – except she’d slept in her navy tee anyway – but the nylon sleeve on her right arm stilled her hand. She knelt beside the locker, a squirrel’s look back at Aurora, oblivious as a shrewd, private, calculated look took over her smile instead. 
 
    They were downstairs a few minutes later, joining the somnambulant traffic of other young people in mismatched track gear headed through into the gym. Although Lilianna knew the expectations on her for continued training, no one had given her a timetable or overseen her induction at the Bastion as she’d expected, except for Montana, and through her, Aurora taking Lila into their hands. Lila walked stiffly beside Aurora’s deliberately casual sashay as she waved fingertips at another of their group and then soon about twenty of them filed into the gym. 
 
    Sorrel Williams wore a thin white t-shirt that clung to his gargantuan frame more like a bedsheet thrown there by an errant wind. Lilianna’d never experienced high school, but understood well enough the atmosphere, with Williams blowing on a whistle around his neck as he gathered the last of them to stand around two edges of a square of padded floor dirty with scuff marks and shreds of old tape. A number of foam-wrapped batons were set out across the gymnasium floor on the far side of the dojo-like space. And if the whistle wasn’t enough, Williams clapped huge hands together to silence the last titters of conversation. 
 
    “Alright,” the tall man boomed. A few older men at the weights racks continued on the far side of the room as Williams scanned the assembly with watery dark eyes. “Recent events have shown the wisdom of insisting on basic fitness and weapons training skills. But one area we’ve neglected that now needs to be addressed is personal combat.” 
 
    Williams dowsed a latecomer with a belligerent look and then resumed his address. 
 
    “The enemies of the Bastion aren’t always going to have guns,” he said. “It’s crucial each of you can defend yourself and each other if needed. Many of you were younger, or protected by other people in the early days, before the City. Anyone can use a knife and try to silence a Fury, or kill another person. But then you’re relying on luck. I’m going to show you a few things with a nightstick, OK?” 
 
    The twenty young Administration officers nodded, Lila among them. 
 
    “First, though,” he said. “Who here’s got any experience in fighting unarmed?” 
 
    There was a moment’s lull. A spark lit in Lilianna’s brow and she thrust her hand up. 
 
    “A little,” she said, and then surprised everyone, especially Aurora, when she pointed at the other young woman. “You too, right, Aurora?” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    Aurora’s cocky confidence dimmed as Williams turned eyes on her. 
 
    “Yeah,” the other woman said weakly. “Some.” 
 
    “Perfect,” the huge Williams boomed. “Step out, both of you.” 
 
    Aurora shot Lila a confused look, and doubled up when she met Lilianna’s grin. 
 
    “OK, ladies, we’ll get you to show your stuff, and then I’ll offer some pointers from there,” Williams said. He clicked his fingers loudly demanding everyone’s attention. “I want everyone watching. It could be you on the mat next, OK?” 
 
    Aurora had slipped on a zippered track top she now removed, all the while with eyes glued on Lilianna trying to discern what the hell was going on, without actually paying attention to the younger blonde’s moves. Lilianna couldn’t lay claim to any great prowess when it came to unarmed combat, and she’d been trained and practiced by her father who also didn’t have any real skills beyond those which time and chaos had honed in him. But that was a damned sight more than Aurora could claim, and she also didn’t have Lilianna’s motivation. 
 
    Lila stepped in close and grabbed Aurora by the shoulders and easily swept the startled girl’s legs out from beneath her. Aurora hit the padded ground hard and squeaked more than grunted with the impact. Williams called out some kind of exhortation and Lilianna moved away so Aurora could stand. 
 
    “That’s a pretty basic takedown, but well done,” Williams remarked. To Aurora, he narrowed his gaze and asked, “You OK? Good, then pay attention.” 
 
    The scornful tone hardened Aurora’s face as she sniffed, steeling herself as she set her jaw towards Lilianna. Lila started circling, unable to stave off a massive beaming grin. 
 
    Before any sort of conversation could erupt between them, Lila darted forward, then feinted. Aurora’s hands came up to protect her face, and Lilianna dropped, pitched her shoulder into the other young woman’s midriff, then stood to flip her off her feet. 
 
    Aurora twisted, coming down hard again, softening it with her side. 
 
    “Good one!” Williams called. “Again, one more time.” 
 
    Lilianna offered Aurora a hand up that the other woman was never going to take. Feigning no offense, Lila backed away with a wry smile and almost blushed to see several of the younger Admin males openly admiring her. She turned her back to them just as Aurora rushed at her. 
 
    It wasn’t really fair because the tattooed nineteen-year-old didn’t have any real hand-to-hand experience at all. But she came so fast, it was instinct more than malice that forced Lilianna to step aside, jiu-jitsu-like, making fists to club aside Aurora’s outstretched grasp.  
 
    But it was definitely malice that drove Lila’s fist into Aurora’s bread basket. 
 
    The young woman was winded as much from her own momentum as the punch itself. She made an unladylike choking noise, lifted briefly off her feet, and then Lila again swept her leg behind Aurora’s knees causing her to plummet to the mat. 
 
    This time, Lilianna was quick enough to catch Aurora under one arm, saving her from the floor. But Lila took the surprise and the split-second between them to pull Aurora in close. 
 
    “My fucking name is Lilianna,” she whispered. “Got it?” 
 
    At once, a harsh woman’s voice called out as if in rebuke. 
 
    “Lilianna Vanicek!” 
 
    Lila let Aurora slither from her grasp, turning as the track-suited recruits parted to reveal a coffee-skinned woman in black-gray fatigues and a quilted vest: former Councilor Carlotta Deschain, standing unimpressed with a stack of folders and a paperback book in the crook of her arm. 
 
    “Um, that’s me,” Lila said. 
 
    Deschain threw a tired look to Sorrel Williams, whom she obviously knew well. 
 
    “She’s with me.” 
 
    “Understood,” Williams said. When Lilianna moved past him, the big man stopped her with a hand the size of a pitcher’s glove. “Miss Vanicek, good work.” 
 
    “Cheers.” 
 
    Lila snickered with a derisive glee she knew she couldn’t afford, and stifled it immediately as she fell in beside Deschain. The older woman wore an austere, ill-tempered look that didn’t seem her usual self, though among all the other gossip of the Bastion, questions about whether the recently quit Councilor and her husband Ernest Wilhelm were still an item featured prominently. That was just one reason among many for Lilianna to keep her mouth shut as she followed Deschain from the gym. 
 
    The ex-Councilor slapped the paperback into Lila’s hands the moment they reached the hall outside. 
 
    “This is for you,” she said. 
 
    “I’m meant to be starting in Communications today –” 
 
    “And you are,” Carlotta replied. “That’s why you’re with me.” 
 
    Lila checked down on the book as they walked: a weather-beaten copy of Elementary Cryptanalysis. 
 
    “You used to be a military codebreaker, right?” Lilianna asked. “I thought you’d be the one to head up Communications then, if. . . .” 
 
    “If?” 
 
    “Well, you’re not on Council anymore.” 
 
    “No, I am not.” Carlotta said it with barely-concealed pleasure. Her walk became more relaxed as they headed towards Miss Stacey’s domain. “You start on that book after we’re finished,” Carlotta said. “I’m going to show you a few things to get you started, and then I need you to speed through that book as fast as you can. You can read, right?” 
 
    “Of course I can read.” 
 
    “Good,” the other woman said. “You can be my plus-one for the Council meeting tonight. You can tell me what you think of the book then, OK?” 
 
    “OK,” Lila said. “You still have to do those meetings?” 
 
    “I might not be a Councilor anymore, but I’ve got a stake in the City’s mission as much as anyone,” Deschain said. “To make sure this contact with the USS Washington doesn’t bite us on the ass, we have to restrict who can access the communication logs. You’ve come along at the perfect time, Lilianna.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5 FNORD 
 
    WITH IWA GONE, there was nothing to explain Tom’s trepidation as he walked back towards the corner tenement his family’d recently called home. The permanently impromptu people’s park on the adjacent corner, watched over by the sanctuary zone wall, had spilled out further into the laneway in just a few days, and now several skinny men were at work rigging a new cottage-style shanty structure leaving no room for the four-wheel drive Tom had briefly once parked nearby. It didn’t matter. Vehicles were fewer and fewer, and God alone knew how the City’s ethanol plant kept running despite the violent clashes of recent days. A woman and a teenager bicycled past the working men as one of their ropes snapped, sending one Citizen to the filthy pavement, his friends laughing, the woman nearly hitting the group reiterating the point that the wide thoroughfares of Columbus’s yesterdays were gone for good, at least within the sanctuary zone. 
 
    The bike repair shop on the building’s ground floor was open for business, and its proprietor Kit Conners stood on the other side of the narrowed street, a toolkit in his hands, a troubled look on his face. Tom at once rescanned the street for sign of the miscreant Urchins who’d triggered troubles before, but the only youngsters were a group of a half-dozen school-aged children, whatever the hell that meant, kicking something around in the street Tom hoped was a ball. Conners caught sight of Tom closing in on his old digs and still fuming and muttering to himself about the incident with the City troopers and Ernie Wilhelm. The bike mechanic kenned Tom’s expression in turn, and something about the mutual gravities of their moods drew the men together. 
 
    “Mr Vanicek.” 
 
    Tom blinked at the honorific, but acknowledged the other man with a polite nod. 
 
    “Kit, hello.” 
 
    The mechanic offered a hand, too early in the day for his usual grease and grime. In the same movement, Conners motioned back towards his workshop. The skinny lad usually on-site moved busily opening the store’s handmade shutters, exposing the workshop to the chill morning. Conners wore a polar fleece pullover and Tom wore a sheepskin-lined jacket apparently called a “drover’s coat,” the Australian label inside it said. 
 
    “Shame you’re not around anymore,” Kit said. “Thieves are getting brazen. Stole one of our BMXes last night.” 
 
    “Kids?” Tom asked. 
 
    “It’s not a big bike,” Conners said. “Diego talked me into rebuilding it. Turns out that was a waste of time and effort.” 
 
    The repairman looked genuinely defeated by the news. Tom nodded astutely, mostly for show, and his eyes drifted back to the Ancestrals graffiti unfaded on the nearby brick wall. A breeze arose, and the air bit at Tom’s ears. He found himself looking to the sky as if anticipating snowflakes, but the snow was weeks away, surely.  
 
    Conners caught his gaze. 
 
    “Yep, gettin’ colder,” he said. 
 
    Tom rubbed his hands together theatrically. 
 
    “I saw Eva packed up,” Conners continued. “What’s happenin’ with her digs?” 
 
    “Beats me,” Tom replied. 
 
    “I figured you’d know.” 
 
    “Me?” Tom said. “No, man.” 
 
    He nodded to Conners again and headed for the apartment entrance, still without its front doors. Streetlife now occupied the foyer, including two dirty dome tents half-obscuring the stairs. A woman with a very young, black-eyed child in her lap tried coaxing life from a small gas camping stove, looking up as Tom passed with a reproachful look like he’d just walked through her living room. Mud from the street showed plenty had trod that beaten path, and Tom continued without apology up the stairs to the landing so recently his own. The strangeness of it all stayed with him though, explaining his look as the nearby door opened and Mrs Uganda poked her head out. 
 
    “Ah, Tom,” she said as if his timing were perfect. 
 
    “How long have people been camped out downstairs?” 
 
    “Just the last day or two,” she said sadly. “It’s not the same without you around.” 
 
    Tom harrumphed. “It’s more about those missing front doors, don’t you think?” 
 
    “There’s still the trouble with the people in #1. . . .” 
 
    Tom followed her morose brown-eyed look over the railing. A cardboard nest with a wild-bearded man asleep in it occupied the space between the toothless front doors and the ground-floor apartment Uganda eyeballed. A dirty brown stain marked the wood like a shitty handprint. Tom’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “What about Hairball?” he asked. 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “You want eyes and ears in the building. . . .” 
 
    Mrs Uganda scoffed, gesturing back inside her still-open apartment. 
 
    “Wait a second, won’t you?” she said. 
 
    “I’m just back to grab a few last things.” 
 
    “It won’t take a moment,” the old woman said. “It’s something for you.” 
 
    Tom sighed tightly and nodded, using the interlude to unlatch his old front door and cast it wide, letting out the stale air he imagined. He looked back down the stairs to Iwa Swarovsky’s landing which he’d walked past, lock-jawed refusing to look. With her gone, a strange sense of relief trickled through him knowing he was leaving the building without plans to come back. 
 
    True to her word, Mrs Uganda returned with a ceramic pot cradled in her cardigan arms. A gentle and not entirely palatable smell of spices intruded around him as he turned and accepted the warm crockery. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “Fish stew,” she said and smiled richly. “My old recipe. That should stick some meat on your boy.” 
 
    “If I can get him to eat it,” Tom chuckled. 
 
    Mrs Uganda looked rightfully aghast. 
 
    “When I say it’s fish, it’s fish,” the woman said. 
 
    Tom nodded, bowed his thanks, and left her to her mild outrage. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    MRS UGANDA’S POT weighed awkwardly in Tom’s arms as he quit the building a short time later, confirming he’d left nothing worth keeping at his old home. The day was rapidly turning overcast, temperature dropped a few more degrees, and two men argued like a pair of drunks on the street corner accompanied by a yapping dog held on a leash by the troopers questioning the breach in City policy against making pets from the feral hounds which consistently found a way into the sanctuary zone. Tom felt nothing but bemusement at the fracas, though his expression hardened when he spied a stunted-looking pair of not-quite-teenagers also enjoying the show. 
 
    The two Urchins sat where they’d loitered on past occasions, across the way under the shadow of the security wall among the traders and no-hopers who set up there daily. One of the boys had a dark mane of hair, his pallid complexion mostly upholstered by ragtag winter clothes. His companion shivered in a t-shirt and vest, taking tentative pulls from a street cigarette badly kept together with improvised rolling paper. 
 
    Things certainly had changed in the neighborhood in the course of a week. Tom headed towards the boys, able to avoid their scrutiny until he blocked their line of sight in the last few yards of his approach.  
 
    Tom switched on a deliberately casual smile. The pot he carried told nothing about the Colt Python against the small of his back. The boys caught his intrusion and blinked to themselves like they’d come out of a daze, and Tom’s smile only widened at the sight of it. 
 
    “Hey, fellas,” he said and let his greeting sink in a moment. “Is that their dog, or what?” 
 
    “I think so,” the second boy said. He watched Tom hesitantly, like someone who needed permission to talk. His thin hand scratched at his flaking afro, sores across his temples and around his mouth. 
 
    Tom took a deep breath and fought off unprofessional sorrow. Although better dressed against the coming elements, the other young Urchin was as miserably thin as his friend. But his clever blue eyes burned brightly. He thrust out a chin at Tom. 
 
    “You’re not here to talk about dogs,” he said.  
 
    There was an air of challenge to it. The white boy couldn’t help himself a glance to his friend, and that’s where Tom registered his authority. If he was a year older than the eleven-year-old in the vest, it only showed in the coldness around his eyes. 
 
    “It’s no big deal,” Tom told them. He’d worked with younger offenders before and saw the imminent hostility as par for the course – though these youths had probably faced horrors a thousand times worse than old-world street kids and the children of drug addicts. “I just wondered what you knew about them missing doors?” 
 
    The second boy deferred completely to the first. And the first boy only watched Tom for several seconds, mouth moving almost imperceptibly as if adding up math. 
 
    “Wasn’t us,” he said finally. 
 
    “Didn’t say it was,” Tom replied. 
 
    “Thought it, though.” 
 
    “You’ve got the time on your hands.” Tom motioned with his free hand and tried to smile again as he said it, no intended judgement in his words. The boys again checked in with each other. They also glanced at the pot. 
 
    “We should go,” the younger kid said. 
 
    The older one nodded. He pushed his long hair out of his eyes like it was a losing battle, focus still on Tom. 
 
    “Listen, you two,” Tom said to halt them. “When’s the last time you were fed?” 
 
    “Fed?” 
 
    The older boy’s nostrils flared. 
 
    “I’m not some creepy sex offender,” Tom said to him. “It upsets me to see you guys out here, no one taking care of you –” 
 
    “Who says we need fed?” the boy replied. “Look after umselves, we can.” 
 
    Tom nodded. The boy’s alien grammar emerged unselfconscious, natural to him, completely clear to his pal. 
 
    “Yeah, I get that,” Tom said, trying to take the tone of a man who didn’t fear a knifing if the conversation went wrong. “Still though, you’ve seen me around. I have children, right?” 
 
    Tom paused for the acknowledgement and didn’t quite get it. The Urchins were far too good at giving away very little, as required by anyone likely to survive such a crisis as they had. 
 
    “You won’t understand this,” Tom said and sighed. “I just thought you might want something to eat.” 
 
    “He wants somethin’,” the darker boy hissed. 
 
    “Course he fuckin’ wants somethin’,” his elder snapped back. 
 
    “I don’t, really,” Tom said. 
 
    The older boy only shot back daggers. 
 
    “Course you do.” 
 
    And it was true. Tom might be clueless about his own motives, but the boys knew they existed, even if not knowing what they were. 
 
    “Well, I guess I just. . . .” 
 
    He smiled again, not pausing for the sake of drama, but because now he had to lie. 
 
    “It just upsets me, I suppose,” he said. “And I don’t have much, but I thought you might like this?” 
 
    Tom held out the pot and gently angled the lid ajar. The boys eyed it like a rattlesnake. 
 
    No deal. He couldn’t blame them. He slowly smiled. 
 
    “Look,” Tom said. “I have a bullet in my pocket that could get us a meal from Einstein each, if he’s still working breakfasts . . . and maybe if you said yes, I thought you might treat the people in the building inside a little more nicely, you know?” 
 
    “Got nothin’ on people in there,” the older boy said. 
 
    “You don’t lie to me and I won’t lie to you, deal?” Tom said. He motioned with a thumb towards the building as if it didn’t trouble him much. The troopers dragged the squirming dog away, briefly drowning out his rejoinder as Tom added, “I know one of you or your friends killed that man and dumped his body in there a couple of weeks back. You probably know who took the doors, too. That’s nothing to do with me.” 
 
    The boys relaxed, but it wasn’t by much, and it didn’t lessen their watchfulness. 
 
    “My name’s Tom.” 
 
    The pair regarded him a moment longer. The younger boy looked to his friend, letting something slip in the exchange, made worse for the older boy’s cool blue-eyed gaze staying on Tom, who crinkled his eyes just a touch – a deliberate disclosure that he’d seen something, some kind of knowledge, pass between them. 
 
    “I’m Dega,” the older boy said. “This is Jamon.” 
 
    “Cool,” Tom replied. “Food?” 
 
    Neither moved. Tom almost felt weary for all his smiling. 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    That disclosure achieved nothing either. Tom dropped his masquerade. 
 
    “I’m not going to try to mess you up, either,” he said. “Breakfast will give you time to tell me what the hell’s going on in this neighborhood and maybe reassure me my friends are safe.” 
 
    “They’re not your friends,” Dega said. 
 
    “True,” Tom agreed. “It’s a bit like watching skinny boys starve. I feel some kind of obligation to the other people in the building.” 
 
    Jamon drew back in confusion. 
 
    “What’s a ‘obligation’?” 
 
    “And it’s not your building anyway,” Dega said. “We saw you move.” 
 
    “Funny that you’d pay attention to that,” Tom said. 
 
    The older boy caught his own error. Dega’s anger at himself would’ve sparked Tom’s pity if not already drawn by Jamon’s sorry-hearted ignorance. Tom sighed quite mightily, his fake-it-till-you-make-it sympathy for the pair finding its full expression. 
 
    “For god’s sake, let me get you something to eat,” he said to them. “And no, I’m not a religious crackjob either.” 
 
    Jamon again narrowed eyes at him. 
 
    “‘Crackjob’?” 
 
    Tom chuckled, acknowledging momentary defeat. He resisted miming with an imaginary bowl and spoon. 
 
    “Let’s eat, yeah?” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    IT FELT ODDLY satisfying to trade one of his .38 rounds for eggs and “streaky bacon” on sourdough tortillas – or maybe that should be “sourdough tortillas” too. The gray breakfast wraps tasted better than they looked. Tom ignored the weird look of Einstein’s disapproval and retreated his young companions with him to one of the upright bench tables that littered the mostly deserted market. Out beyond the interlocking marquee tent flaps, pinned upright a year or so back and left there ever since, the midmorning crowds moving to and from The Mile added their clamor to the backdrop as Tom settled into their sheltered corner near one of the market’s upright beams. He set Mrs Uganda’s hot pot on the ledge, then pushed the offensive-smelling thing out of reach. 
 
    The boys ate the breakfast hungrily, grease trickling over their knuckles from the instant meal they tore into like it was a knife fight. Tom maintained his aura of benevolent calm, patriarchal and reliable, ignoring his own breakfast as he quietly spoke. 
 
    “I have children,” he said. “And we survived out there, too. I know some of the things people have gone through. It’s probably the same for you – same for all of us.” 
 
    Dega was first to finish. His eyes strayed to Tom’s meal and Tom passed it across. He’d already struck a deal with Einstein for a side of beef, the pantomime of the bullet trade of a few minutes before probably adding to the misgivings the ornery trader kept shooting Tom’s way. Tom hand-signaled for peace and swiveled back towards Dega and Jamon as they ate. 
 
    “Everyone’s done things to survive,” Tom said. “I’m not going to bust your ass for that. I’m no saint.” 
 
    Jamon glanced Tom’s way again, though he didn’t voice the question this time. 
 
    “What I mean is,” Tom said, “we’ve all done things outside we’re trying to put an end to, now we’re in the City.” 
 
    “Sound like a trooper,” Dega said. 
 
    “Is that what they say to you?” 
 
    Dega shrugged. Jamon nodded. He finished his breakfast and cast a surreptitious look his partner’s way which Dega studiously ignored. 
 
    “Stuff like that,” Jamon said and sniffed.  
 
    “Still hungry?” 
 
    “Always hungry,” Dega answered for him. 
 
    “OK, I’ll get something else in a minute,” Tom said. 
 
    “What do you want from us?” Jamon asked. 
 
    “Nothing beyond what I’ve said.” 
 
    Tom scanned through his thoughts to make sure he used simple language since the boys’ upbringing half in the wild hadn’t included a classical education. The age they were, Tom wasn’t sure if the boys would’ve ever set foot in a school anyway. 
 
    “If you can tell me why you scope out that building where I was living, maybe I can tell you better what I want,” Tom said. “What are you’re willing to say?” 
 
    Now when the pair exchanged looks, it was just mutual confusion. For just a second, they seemed like ordinary boys again. 
 
    “We work for Fagin,” Dega said. Jamon added his nod. 
 
    “Fagin, seriously?” Tom answered and smiled, though of course the boys hadn’t grown up between bookshelves like he had. It was Dickens or Twain in Tom’s childhood, if he’d wanted to read anything at all and not go mad with boredom. 
 
    “Yes, Fagin,” Dega said. 
 
    Neither understood the reference, so Tom let it go. 
 
    “And why’s Fagin have you scouting above the bike shop?” 
 
    “People downstairs owe.” 
 
    “They owe Fagin?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Which people?” Tom asked. Neither looked ready to answer. Jamon sat essentially muted by the older boy anyway. Tom prompted them, “The people on the ground floor?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dega replied. “Tucker. Tucker’s people.” 
 
    “They’re into . . . moonshine, or something,” Tom said.  
 
    He didn’t remember much about his conversation on the topic with the scrounger Hairball. His contribution wasn’t enough to eke much more from the Urchin pair. 
 
    “Tucker?” Tom asked. “What’d he do?” 
 
    Again, neither spoke. 
 
    “OK then, why’re you watching me?” Tom asked. “What’d I ever do?” 
 
    The boys swapped looks. Jamon folded his arms, but Dega was more low-key trying to drop out of the conversation. 
 
    “We just see stuff, you know. . . .” 
 
    Tom shrugged, said, “Cool,” for about the dozenth time, then drummed his fingers along the table’s edge and cleared his throat.  
 
    “Maybe next time Fagin wants to send someone a warning, he doesn’t endanger so many other innocent people, huh?” 
 
    Dega and Jamon watched him cautiously for an extended moment, then slowly nodded their assent. Tom drummed his fingers like he had to finish the next few bars, then nodded back to the boys and turned about to go get them some more food. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    AND LIKE A bastard, Tom patiently waited until the pair left the Night Market before he stepped back from the lee of one of the outer awnings and fell into pace behind them, at least another twenty people pressing into the gap as they joined the visitors to The Mile. 
 
    The throng poured into the avenue proper, people coming and going from the tributaries to the mile-long strip that was as much Moroccan bazaar as dystopian fleamarket, laneways and broken crannies in walls and improvised pathways that became entrenched over time between the tent awnings and plastic sheets and reworked fencing and vineyard netting and sheet metal architecture jammed into every available space. The bobbing heads and the boys’ height meant Tom had to force his way through to keep them in sight as Dega and Jamon moved of their own accord ahead. The boys lingered at a stand where a toothless man had a half-dozen cleaned-up revolvers laid out on a card table, but they were just sightseeing more than anything else. The pair continued slowly away from the direction they’d come, Tom watchful and ready to duck down if needed, and at their unhurried pace he followed several more ye olde city blocks to where the break into a side street had spawned yet more unexpected City institutions – one of which had evolved during the past year into something like a tavern, though the wooden posts which kept the whole place standing were so thoroughly covered in notes and assorted pieces of paper that at first they resembled tarred-and-feathered men bound upright for everyone’s scorn. Motley furnishings filled the whole place. The roof was mostly old carpets, so there wasn’t much head room, but that didn’t trouble the thirty-or-so people within. As they moved between tables, drinking and engaging in various discussions, they’d long since adapted to their new environment. And Dega and Jamon moved unerringly towards a svelte figure slumped talking with a group of men while wearing an out-of-place silver-gray business suit and jaunty neck scarf to keep him warm. 
 
    As they went straight to the one they called Fagin, Tom feared they might turn back at any moment to point at him lingering outside, potentially spot-lit by the daylight coming through a rare patch of the surroundings not already covered by roofs, shade cloths, and old tarps.  
 
    Tom hovered for the merest moment, but that proved long enough. The man they called Fagin motioned irritably for Dega to whisper directly into his ear, and when the man moved, he shifted into better light. 
 
    Tom caught sight of Finnegan Locke’s shark-toothed smirk and withdrew at once, a wild sense of danger hammering through his veins. 
 
    He hurried away from the tavern trying to fit the pieces together as fast as he could, intuition already telling him that Locke and his tamed feral children conducting surveillance on his former home wasn’t just a coincidence.  
 
    Before he could get much into the logic of it, another youngster on a bicycle tore past him. The small-framed BMX almost clipped Tom’s legs as he walked. 
 
    The sandy-haired rider stood on one pedal and looked back as if to offer some kind of apology, which turned into a wave as his son’s friend Kevin recognized him and offered the shyest, most hesitant smile before he was also gone, absorbed into the noise off The Mile. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Brotherhood leader Edward Burroughs murdered 
 
    by Odo Geirhart 
 
    CITY troopers have confirmed Construction manager and Brotherhood figurehead Edward Burroughs was found dead on East Beck Street. 
 
    Troopers are treating the controversial and outspoken City critic’s death as murder. 
 
    A City Administration officer with knowledge of the incident said Burroughs was found with multiple stab wounds, including a mercy wound to the head. 
 
    No suspects were yet identified. 
 
    The Herald’s source said the alleged murder had all the hallmarks of a revenge killing. 
 
    Burroughs made waves for his strong views arguing the City’s reconstruction efforts must include strict demarcations in the roles assigned to males and females. 
 
    He was imprisoned by the City last month, but later released with an apology after evidence showed the Brotherhood had no direct role in last week’s Uprising. 
 
    Burroughs then pledged the support of his members in maintaining law and order, with the Brotherhood crucial in backing up the City’s depleted Safety patrols. 
 
    The Brotherhood’s Aaron Sandler said tensions within the group were unlikely to be a factor in their leader’s death. 
 
    “We were wrongly accused of plotting against the City when in fact Edward was a strong leader who had views that differed from the ruling elite,” Mr Sandler said. 
 
    “In truth, Edward was 100 per cent behind the City’s mission – we just don’t agree with the methods. 
 
    “The true culprits were revealed and basically eliminated in the Battle of St Mary’s,” he said. 
 
    “Brotherhood soldiers supported City troopers in bringing that matter to a close. We should be thanked, not tarred with the same brush as the Lefthanders. 
 
    “Maybe now the Council will take a better look at the issues Edward raised, which is his legacy.” 
 
    However, Brotherhood members were behind several retaliation attacks while Burroughs was imprisoned that claimed the lives of five City troopers. 
 
    Mr Sandler declined to comment on what repercussions followed those attacks. 
 
    He also declined to rule out whether the Brotherhood would continue taking part in Safety patrols. 
 
    “I don’t speak for the Brotherhood,” he told the Herald. 
 
    “I speak as Edward’s friend and a close advisor. We will continue his work.” 
 
    Council President Dana Lowenstein expressed sadness on news of Burroughs’ death, but declined specific comment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    GRAY DAYLIGHT FILTERED through the hydroponic nets. The two boys moved quietly from the wooden lip of the external door, the door itself long removed in the early days when dead Carlos Ortega made the place his home. 
 
    Lucas followed Kevin like it was a competition between them to see who could be quieter, and that’s exactly what it was, though Luke couldn’t say when the contest between them started nor why it’d come to be – and nor when it might end. He admired the prescient and cautious way his friend carried himself, and alertness was an asset in a City where the two young tweens lacked the size to command any real threat of brute-force violence – one of the unspoken coins of trade in the sanctuary zone.  
 
    Adolescence chafed, and Lucas trailed Kevin through the defunct wooden bins which rose to shoulder height around them wherever the old railway sleepers and worn tires didn’t provide steps where they underlay the huge organic tubs. The tubs were wheeled once, but so much dirt and irrigated silt had leaked from the hydroponic garden during its life incubating cannabis plants that they were never going to move again. They’d settled in the crust of old tires and mud as if to resist any future rethink. Bales of new hoses and unused rolls of garden sheeting occupied one of the aisles between the tubs, and there was a stack of buckets and bags of fertilizer waiting for Tom Vanicek’s grand plan to commence. In the meantime, their new sanctuary was quiet except for the sound of the two lesbians calling out to each other as they moved furniture around upstairs. 
 
    “See?” Kevin said. 
 
    He aimed a waspish look back at his blood brother. Stripping the dead marijuana plants from the tubs had faltered halfway through, a few days back, and no one had the time to resume it while so many of Luke’s father’s plans came to fruition or kept transforming in the face of the realities of what they were trying to achieve. Although the role promised for him hadn’t yet come through, Lucas felt a hushed sense of respectfulness he might identify from the feeling of attending church, if only he’d ever been in one, some other time than running madly for his life. 
 
    His memories of the early years in the mountains were already submerged beneath the flood of new impressions gathered since coming to the City, and the years on the road after they’d quit “home” were fading too. But the reason for his reverence was as fair enough as it was completely unconscious and taken for granted in his young life. 
 
    “My dad said to leave it,” Lucas told his friend. 
 
    “You a fool?” Kevin whispered back, though Luke didn’t know why they were whispering, though of course he actually did. This was a conspiracy. “It’s just a little bit,” Kevin added. 
 
    As if to demonstrate, Kevin stripped off one of the heavier branches from a wilted plant, dead through dehydration after Ortega’s water tank ran dry. The heavy smell of resin redoubled in the air and Lucas felt his eyes prickle as he saw his friend make a face. 
 
    “It’s still wet,” Kevin said. 
 
    “So?”  
 
    It was only a little from the overall harvest, one big handful of the dead plant’s moist flowers. 
 
    “They smoke it,” Kevin replied. “Can’t smoke it wet.” 
 
    “It’ll be dry soon.” 
 
    “Can trade this,” Kevin said. “Someone else’ll dry it. Fuck ‘em. This a start. What I been talking ‘bout.” 
 
    The smaller boy shook the handful of weed at his friend, though his eyes lit with the closest Kevin ever showed to excitement. 
 
    “BMX, right?”  
 
    Lucas nodded. He was jealous of Kevin’s new ride, already sensing he shouldn’t ask questions about where he got it. Luke’s father promised to sort out a bike for him, but it still hadn’t happened, and Lucas mistrusted Tom’s lack of haste, like maybe it was a way to keep his son close to home instead of free-ranging like Kevin did, coming and going from the new compound as if he hadn’t quite yet made the commitment – even though he had his own room now, filthy as it already was, despite Kevin’s few earthly possessions. 
 
    “Bike for you too,” Luke’s friend said. Then he grunted and made a noise. It was Kevin’s way of asking OK. His hand hovered with the weed clutched in it, his eyes on Lucas until Lucas gave a gentle nod. Then Kevin tucked the theft away in the grimy fanny pack he kept hidden in the folds of his t-shirt and the hooded top he wore belted around his waist as added camouflage.  
 
    “We going?” Kevin asked. His eyes lit up again, narrow as they were. “Edgelords.” 
 
    Lucas nodded, found himself grinning as well. 
 
    “Yes,” he said as earnestly. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    LUCAS RAN BREATHLESSLY through the crowds, a flagging jogging pace as he trailed his friend weaving effortlessly in and out of the other Citizens on the cut-frame BMX. Luke called out a few times for him to slow down, but Kevin only grinned back with his open-mouthed smile, pausing just long enough for Luke to nearly close the gap – and then he was off again. 
 
    One of the latest additions off The Mile was a sheet-metal compound built around a gutted camper truck and a pair of big refrigeration units. Twin totem poles flanked an entrance in the serrated metal fencing, encrusted barnacle-like with old cell phone cases bound with reams of narrow white electrical cord covered in a Christmas tree lights, and the noise of conversations and low pulsing music surged beyond it as the boys left the equal hubbub of The Mile behind them. 
 
    In through the gate, a few outdoor tables and chairs were crammed into a narrow space in front of the nearest walk-in unit, the outside of which was covered in dead flatscreen computer monitors welded onto the metal frame. A bunch of cables dangled uselessly from the old tech mural, crisscrossing the walls of the refrigeration unit and the next, positioned to create a second courtyard across from the caravan which helped make the shelter’s back wall. At least twenty teenagers and itinerants, mostly males, moved between different stations or took turns to step almost solemnly into one of the box units. Apart from their chatter, clanking noises and staticky music covered everything in a layer of anonymity, the conversations audible but unheard, more than a few of the Edgelords’ patrons also sticking to the corners, hooded eyes watchful as exchanges were made, boys swapped gossip, or sat at tables cracking open old phones and handheld units like they were shucking oysters, just apocalyptic fishermen at work after making the day’s catch. 
 
    Lucas anxiously eased out the old cell phone retrieved from Ortega’s grow house, and just as uncomfortably reflected on his friend’s recent theft. Kevin wheeled the small BMX to one side of the compound fence and propped it there, shooting a warning glance of alertness all around to dare back any potential thieves, but nobody even looked at the pair as Kevin joined Lucas frozen just a few paces inside the grounds. 
 
    Four greasy-haired teens finally glanced at them from a nearby table where a hand-powered battery forced brief life into an old tablet, bandaged with tape to keep a cable in place, the effect one of Frankenstein-like revival. Another boy crowded over them to check on the project, and the lankiest of the youths motioned towards the open-doored caravan. Several other boys and a ginger-haired girl lined near the caravan door, at the back of the cramped compound, and as the boys swung their gazes there, each took an involuntary hush of breath as a tall masked figure stepped out to manage the next supplicant waiting in line. 
 
    The man wore vinyl motorcycle gear like some Road Warrior fantasy gone wrong. The jacket sleeves were taped solid with dead touchscreen phones, the shoulder pads lashed with circuit boards, the mask obscuring his face taken from an old diver’s rig and still hooked to a tank he wore on his back. The man wore fingerless gloves bound with copper wire, and he used them to manhandle the line of people waiting for an audience with the other Edgelords inside. Luke and Kevin watched spellbound, expressions almost childish as a scruffy boy trying to imitate the masked man’s style was pulled third from the small crowd and ushered into the van. The chosen one grinned back at the others in victory, unwinding a dusty shoulder bag with difficulty from the jacket he wore sewn with keypads and old pocket calculators and similar defunct memorabilia of the past. 
 
    A distracting peal of laughter came from another nearby picnic table, jarring the newcomers out of their ardent daze. A girl aged no more than about eight held aloft another old cell phone which played a video, contents unknown at that distance, the noise of cartoon sound effects and studio laughter tinny within the soundscape. Beside the young girl, a teenage boy with the start of a black beard beamed sullenly as a knot of smaller children crowded around them, marveling at a lit-up Blackberry he fondled casually. They were awed. Several of the children had developed a fake cybernetic fashion sense of their own. Sleeves and lapels were studded with old components, or else the children wore multiple watches or carried camera cases and leather satchels like Star Trek tricorders, even if the equipment was dead. A pale boy no more than ten wore at least a dozen Fitbits on the arms he kept deliberately bear, despite the cold Fall day. 
 
    “Don’t wanna line up all day,” Kevin whispered. 
 
    He nudged his friend, pushy with Lucas like he never dared around Tom, leading Luke past the picnic tables, stepping carefully over a bundle of cables as a dour-looking man wheeled in a heavy gas canister behind and then past them, moving his upright trolley with familiarity through the cramped courtyard. A burst of more static sounded from within the nearest walk-in unit, each one about the size of a sea container, and as they advanced, Kevin and Lucas saw the insides filled with desks and old swivel chairs and monitors and industrial headphones all employed by a dozen more youngsters, mostly just kids, the screens alive with different videos painstakingly retrieved by hand from the trophies of the pre-apocalypse world. The discarded shells of the old devices were now glued to the container’s interior walls filling every space not already occupied by gawking teenagers crowded two or three to each station. Other desks sat idle, waiting for those with enough credit. Frozen images of the world before the fall filled their screens. 
 
    “There’s gotta be something on it,” Lucas said to Kevin and nudged him with the grimy cell phone in his clawed hand. 
 
    “Maybe,” Kevin answered. “You got the skillz?” 
 
    Lucas nervously shook his head, eyes drifting back to the boys at the tables and their tools. They’d taught some basic principles of electrical systems during classes at School, but none of the adults felt old electronic skills would serve anyone in the world the children had inherited. The young Citizens moving in and out of the Edgelords’ establishment thought otherwise. Luke eyed the cool older teenagers and bit his lip. 
 
    “C’mon,” Kevin said. 
 
    He slapped Lucas’ shoulder and moved for the nearest of the two metal huts, but his friend pulled them up again feeling irritated at corralling the younger boy. 
 
    “It’s not free.” 
 
    “Not lining up,” Kevin said and motioned hissingly at the people now across from them. “Weed?” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll take it?” 
 
     Lucas stared across and into the caravan, glimpsing booted feet resting on the camper’s kitchen table mostly covered in a mound of old technology leaking yet more cables across the caravan floor and out into the yard. The boy with the shoulder bag came in and out of view through the doorway as he pulled out his offerings. A white hand accepted each item in turn, vanishing out of sight beyond the doorframe as the other youngsters still lined up outside jostled each other for a view. 
 
    Kevin eyed the caravan more shrewdly as he shook his head. 
 
    “Not them,” he said. “Edgelords not dopers. All about the tech.” 
 
    The word sounded somehow religious the way Kevin said it. Lucas had to constrain a trembling sense of annoyance and frustration, but glancing back at the older boys checking over their gadgets in the forecourt didn’t offer solutions either. He couldn’t even tell if the phone he carried so fervently was still working until they found a way to charge it. He knew there was charging gear inside the refrigeration units, but a heavyset man with a shaved head wearing a breastplate over his leathers fashioned from an open laptop case cast a steely gaze across those who’d won admission. A second edgelord emerged from the accompanying walk-in unit, continuing his stalking patrol, nodding seriously to the other security guard and looking not at all self-conscious wearing vinyl hose and a self-made tunic of black electrical tape adhered directly to his naked skin. 
 
    “Need power,” Kevin said. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Him,” Kevin said. “Wait a second.” 
 
    The smaller boy pushed off towards a malnourished-looking young redhead and a taller boy, maybe aged twelve, wearing a puffer jacket and turning an old keyboard over in his hands. Kevin strode right up to them and the dark-haired boy pushed long hair out of his face for about the fortieth time in the last few minutes, blue eyes dull as he listened to Kevin’s sales pitch. Then he motioned abruptly, peering with professional curiosity at the clump of marijuana buds Kevin pulled from his belt. 
 
    A quick negotiation took place. Lucas was mostly alarmed, because he knew who those other kids were. It wasn’t a topic for casual conversation, but fellow youngsters called the Urchins frequently loitered outside the former Vanicek digs. And Kevin likewise knew Lucas was on mild alert at the danger they maybe posed, despite the family’s relocation. And Kevin had approached the tough-faced kids regardless. 
 
    He returned to Lucas thoroughly pleased with himself, offering a flash of pencil batteries clutched in one hand before he disappeared them away in his belt stash. Moist flakes of the stolen cannabis plants still clung to his fingers. 
 
    “Ready?” Kevin panted. 
 
    “You have to watch those kids,” Lucas told him. 
 
    “They’re OK.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Lucas said. “Really.” 
 
    “Too late,” Kevin said. “Got what we need. Ready?” 
 
    “I don’t want to hang out with those kids.” 
 
    Luke felt gaudy in his own long-windedness compared to Kevin. He didn’t like showing reluctance, let alone fear, either, but his friend just looked back blank-faced. 
 
    “We’re not.” 
 
    “Tom says keep a low profile,” Lucas said. He’d got in the habit of calling his dad that when speaking with his friend, and only just lately knew he was wielding his father’s authority, even though it didn’t seem effective outside their shared home. 
 
    Here in the streets, Kevin was in charge. 
 
    Lucas nodded, reluctance boiled away at the prospect of trading for charge, and the chance to see what treasure awaited on the old phone. In the end, his anxiety won over, and he followed his friend towards the first of the two metal huts. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THE EDGELORD WITH the scuba tank watched on as if he was the first man’s bodyguard, though the sucking noises of his redundant regulator ebbed and peaked with interest as Lucas handed over the softly-glowing phone. There was a fifth egdelord, wedged by his prodigious body weight into the settee set in the back of the caravan in what once would’ve been the bed space. The fifth man also watched the trade with a greedy air of authority, though his expression was rendered unreadable by the black and silver spray paint he wore as a permanent mask. The shaven-headed man holding Luke’s phone was subdued by comparison. Apart from the leather jacket and its tight ribbed sleeves, his hands were as pale and hairless as his scalp. Reading glasses were taped and also screwed directly onto his face. 
 
    “Twenty videos and four-hundred images,” the ringleader said. 
 
    He turned the phone over in a pale hand as he performed the calculation. 
 
    “Video will have to be reviewed for duplicates,” he said calmly. “The photos, we only take those that are worthy. It’s not a museum.” 
 
    Kevin nodded. Lucas said, “That’s OK,” trying hard not to squeak. 
 
    The edgelord sniffed at the crusty old device. 
 
    “It’s covered in dirt,” he said. 
 
    “We dug it up,” Kevin said. 
 
    Lucas ignored a burst of irritation that threatened to dislodge his obedient smile, not knowing why, but determined to win some kind of loyalty out of the figure across from them. The boy’s eyes played over the ringleader’s jacket, the headphones around his neck like a torc, the badges and stickers and insignia adhered to his lapels. His shoulders glittered with the faint trace of brass wires sewn into it from behind, the back panel of the jacket a wickerwork of old computer circuit boards and bud-like processors. Disinterested milky blue eyes watched Luke from behind the eyewear which demanded a certain kind of commitment, nasty sores leaking tiny amounts of pus from where tape and screws connected either side of the man’s face. 
 
    “Two hours.” 
 
    “Two hours?” Kevin barked back. “Man!” 
 
    The man across from them didn’t move, but Lucas sensed the tension in the standing man and even the fat edgelord at the back of the chamber, and Lucas slapped his hand down around Kevin’s wrist to still him as if averting the younger boy going into a rage. But Kevin wasn’t anything like that. He eyeballed the edgelords in turn and his lip trembled. Lucas made a hushing noise as he spoke, as much to his friend as the strange, imposing twenty-year-old still holding their phone. 
 
    “Two hours is fine,” Lucas said. “Two hours is great.” 
 
    “I want the whole day here!” Kevin actually yelled. 
 
    The remark only made the edgelords snicker. 
 
    “Three hours, then,” the man at the table said. “And be sure to come back with whatever else you find. We’re rebuilding the Internet here, remember?” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    LUCAS WAS TOO young for nostalgia. The videos and photographs they binged took them back to a world neither truly ever knew, and the excitement of novelty was underscored by a different kind of newness, as if they’d just helped perform a magic act, a resurrection. The terminals and video screens were nearly sacred. The edgelords had assembled thousands of hours of cached videos, drawn down to the world by a strange kind of sorcery from the past which seemed as mystical as it was abstract. Half of what they viewed together – the boys’ hands clasped to their matching headphones to keep themselves immersed in the digital fantasy – made practically no sense at all, but it wasn’t the entertainment itself they sought. Despite what the group’s ringleader said, the edgelords had precisely recreated a museum to the past, and Lucas, Kevin, and all the other visitors came just to window shop in it. Luke could almost taste those missing years he never had, the world which existed now only as ghosts, and could imagine himself there if he squeezed the headphones as tight as he could and refused to take in the facts of his peripheral vision which made lies of the old Internet content. There would be no glittering shopping malls or exciting phone upgrades to yearn for, no holidays, no hot upcoming sequels to fanciful effects-heavy films, nor anything else rendered redundant by the daily fight for survival. The old Youtube videos designed to amuse saw their jokes fall flat, all the old referents blown away by the Rise of the Furies. And yet when the heavyset janitor stomped over to say their time was done, Lucas and Kevin wore identical expressions of regret that soon turned into something akin to withdrawal. 
 
    Outside, in the deepening chill, the two boys pushed past each other enthusiastically. 
 
    “Again tomorrow?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “Tomorrow?” Kevin said and kind of grunted. “What about right now?” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    LUCAS FOUND HIMSELF again trying to keep pace with his friend on his bike, though this time Lucas caught up almost angrily and forced the boy to stop if Kevin didn’t want to get pulled from his seat.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Luke asked him. “We can head home for lunch.” 
 
    Kevin grunted again. “Your home.” 
 
    “It’s your home too.” 
 
    Kevin said nothing, turning it into a study of his dirty t-shirt instead. 
 
    “Day’s still early,” he said. “Not till nightfall.” 
 
    “Talk in complete sentences, will you?” 
 
    Kevin glared at Luke despite the gentle ribbing. 
 
    “Didn’t have no dad like you.” 
 
    “But we’re friends now.” 
 
    “You unnerstand me,” the younger boy said and snorted, practically another grunt, and motioned into the passing crowds of The Mile. A woman stopped in front of them hauling caged chickens on her shoulder, readjusted her burden, and moved off again. After the woman left, shooting the boys a sour look, Kevin’s gesture took in the view towards the end of the bazaar and the informal public square before the First Gates. 
 
    “Scrounging?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “Opportunities outside,” Kevin answered in his clipped speech, though he said the big word carefully. “Or more weed?” 
 
    The smaller boy knew Luke’s feelings about that. Although Luke’s father was only going to dispose of the leftover crop anyway, Tom made it clear the boys were to keep away from the defunct agriculture project and the efforts to revive it for their household vegetables. He’d implied some sort of agreement with one of the newcomers who’d moved in, and that was enough for Lucas to know to keep out. Stealing stuff that wouldn’t be missed was one thing, but ignoring direct instructions was quite something else. 
 
    “Chicken,” Kevin tittered quietly, or as quietly as the people streaming around them allowed. “Not so tough.” 
 
    “You’re the one who’s scared of him,” Lucas shot back. 
 
    Kevin’s face flushed in an instant. He shouldered the BMX around and only stayed when Luke grabbed the handlebars. 
 
    “An’ you’re scared of everythin’ else,” the boy said. 
 
    “No I’m not.” 
 
    “Urchins’ll take more weed wet,” Kevin said. “You’re scared of them.” 
 
    “It’s not about that,” Luke replied. “You’ve gotta . . . it’s about safety.” 
 
    “You always sayin’ you never got to kill no one.” 
 
    Kevin muttered the remark. He had his eyes down, almost inaudible except that Luke hung on his every word, unexpectedly panicked to think his friend thought ill of him. 
 
    “I’m not afraid of the Urchins,” Lucas hissed. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of Tom, either,” Luke replied. “If you were his son, you’d understand.” 
 
    He grabbed his friend’s arm to soften the words, wide-eyed to show he wasn’t taking a stab at him. Luke’s whole face was a plea, and Kevin still couldn’t meet his eyes. 
 
    “I’m not afraid of the Urchins and I’m not afraid of Tom,” Lucas said. 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    “Good,” Lucas said. “But I don’t want us taking risks, either.” 
 
    “‘Us’?” 
 
    “You know it’s you and me now, Kevin,” Lucas said more stiffly, because he meant it, and the confession seemed to weaken any hold he wished he had over his friend.  
 
    “You an’ me,” the boy repeated. Slowly his smile arose, though he kept his eyes pointed away down The Mile. “Days at edgelords, become edgelords, you an’ me with bikes, we’ll go anywhere. Take onna whole world.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lucas agreed. “Anywhere.” 
 
    At the end, past Speaker’s Corner, the First Gates started to clank apart. 
 
    “Good,” Kevin answered at once and glanced towards the people lined up waiting to enter the sanctuary zone. “We gonna Outside.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    ALTHOUGH HE SCREAMED at himself for following, Lucas refused to add any further evidence of cowardice to a day that wasn’t even quite half finished yet. That meant trailing Kevin as the boy forged ahead again, pushing his BMX this time through the crowds until The Mile spat them out near the Night Market and then into the milling gyre of people coming into the area from the east and west along the sanctuary zone walls. Kevin hurried ahead for fear the First Gates would shut on them before they could squeeze through the midday rush. Lately, despite their rulebooks, the sentries had fallen into the habit of opening the gates every few hours to manage the steady trickle of itinerants who made their living now in the City through private foraging missions outside. A few weeks back, they called it “scrounging”. Now it was a fact of City life. With the colder weather on the march, plenty of Citizens were trusting to luck that exploration in the great outdoors might provision them better for the winter than trade inside the City ever could. And the chaos of the recent Uprising meant many of the troopers had given up trying to rule with an iron hand, provided nobody was killing each other.  
 
    A bored-looking, gum-eyed man in blast fatigues skimmed his eyes over the two boys as they hurried past, Kevin pushing his bike. 
 
    “Feel free to get yourselves killed out there, boys,” the guard called with a drawl loud enough for his partner to hear. “One less house call for us.” 
 
    A spasm of annoyance clasped Luke’s face, but he eased off the angry backwards look to turn to his friend’s guidance instead. The motorway outside the gates was muddy with the transit of dozens of people and vehicles each day, and the smell of horse shit clung to the air as a gentle breeze came up to make the hundreds of leaflets stuck to the nearby lampposts flutter like a celebration.  
 
    “We’re not meant to be Outside,” Luke said. 
 
    He kept his voice low, as intimate as if they were whispering at the dinner table, but the only people around were the travelers like themselves, already making a path towards the expressway off-ramp that led out across the Columbus cityscape. Kevin instead threw a leg over his ride and turned the small bicycle towards the ruined city blocks directly across the bridge-like roadway across from them, and a squirrel broke from hiding beneath a stack of nearby automobile wrecks and disappeared in through the slightest gap in the cladding of the external sanctuary zone wall. Lucas felt it was a sign this was a bad idea, but his pride was on the line. 
 
    “We’ll go this way,” Kevin said. 
 
    “I should have my bow with me,” Lucas said. 
 
    “Got no bow.” 
 
    “I know,” Lucas said and motioned to his wrist, bare now of the hated blue tag, and yet nonetheless still without the archery gear he still yearned to hold. “I’m just sayin’.” 
 
    “Get yer new bow.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Lucas said. He looked around, still unmoved from the intersection. A City trooper peeked over the edge of the sentry tower to look down on them, dismissing the two lingering boys like they were only a bad smell. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Afraid daddy finds out?” 
 
    “Hey,” Lucas scowled at his friend. Kevin offered a split grin. “Don’t start that shit again, OK?” 
 
    Kevin grunted, then started into motion. 
 
    Lucas half-jogged after him as Kevin rode across the overpass lined with zombie-proof fencing inherited from simpler times when people jumping to their deaths seemed the greatest threat. Filthy, gap-toothed office blocks crowded the view beyond the far side of the crossing, and old City efforts saw the hulks of dozens of rusting wrecks wedged into perilous walls blocking access to the abandoned city beyond. For two boys on foot, it was easy to find a way through, and Kevin pushed his precious BMX onto its side under a sagged utility, then continued on ahead without it, constraining his expression, unlike Lucas, who gazed at the decaying cityscape with all the wonder of a tourist in that strange land. 
 
    Anything of value was long gone from the blocks adjacent the sanctuary zone. The doors – and where windows remained, the dirty dark glass panes too – were etched with the orange paint of Forager patrols. Yet there was a curious beauty to the ransacked devastation, almost like the videos of yesteryear the boys enjoyed. It was weeks now Lucas had been in the sanctuary zone. And though this was far from his first time exploring the mausoleums of yesterday, the sense that the ruins still promised treasures arose within him. Kevin went slightly ahead, Lucas unsure if he was just imagining the other boy’s sense of shared wonder too. But they didn’t linger. The building fronts were battered and fire-damaged, security grilles cut through, glass windows gone, the mulch of half a decade cramming shopfronts and spilling as a thick crust up steps and down into sunken easements. 
 
    They progressed silently a half-dozen blocks before Luke realized he still had no idea where they were headed – and Kevin probably as well. He snagged his friend’s arm and gave him an insistent look, maintaining the silence of their readiness for danger at any moment despite Lucas consciously aware he didn’t have anything except a small knife with which to protect himself if there were Furies thereabouts. Insects chirruped harmlessly nearby and the sound of nesting birds came from one broken cavernous shopfront. 
 
    “It’s around here,” Kevin said quietly. 
 
    He led the way further up the street, and then they started cutting eastward. Luke couldn’t tell if he felt excited at the freedom or paralyzed by it, though he forced himself on, imagining Furies bursting from the nearby still-life tableaus of Columbus’ last days sullied by the looting ever since. A couple of people leading a donkey moved through a distant intersection, and Lucas, but not Kevin, flinched at a similarly distant crashing noise as it echoed through the empty streets. Pigeons and bigger, more dangerous-looking birds took off from their roosts among the guano-spattered seats and windshields of a three-way pile-up marring the next through-street, and when the uncanny silence finally returned, Lucas again wished for his bow – and also that his friend would slow down. 
 
    Instead, Kevin picked his way through the blown-out ground floor of an old department store, and as expected, found the whole place picked clean with just the remnants left as a carpet of clothes and discarded garbage that’d become a sodden mass through the intervening years. The brief stop was just a shortcut though, and again Kevin led them on through a back door kept ajar with a stack of broken house bricks, through into the back loading bay, a delivery truck sunk on its deflated tires, the side daubed with HASTUR in the hurried marks of an old paint pen. 
 
    The gate in the chain-link fence at the back of the enclosure was long-since jimmied wide, and the boys slipped through catching their clothes on errant wires, but the alleyway led to another cross-street and Kevin stopped there as if tasting the wind, an urban ranger, just as the clip-clopping of more hoofs sounded nearby. 
 
    A wizened and gray-bearded man encouraged an equally worn-out pony harnessed to an old racing wagon repurposed to hold several small cages. The man held up a hand as he closed in on the pair, shooting them an irascible grin. 
 
    “Out for a walk, lads?” the man called in a foreign accent. 
 
    Lucas nodded dumbly. Kevin only watched. The trotting rig approach and the man flicked the reins to signal a pause which his animal tiredly embraced. The pony at once started gnawing at one of the many tufts of dry grass poking through cracks running through the macadam. 
 
    “Headed for Waymarket?” the man asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Kevin said. 
 
    Lucas was equally nonplussed when the driver offered them a ride on the back of his jalopy, introducing himself as Duce, again malformed by the man’s strong European accent. Kevin smiled as pleasantly as he could, nodding to his friend to head around the back of the small wagon and climb onboard, though Lucas halted a moment seeing two of the five cages held small hunting birds he couldn’t identify as northern goshawks. Another cage held the moldering remains of what Lucas took to be an actual vulture, though he wasn’t about to ask the reason why. Instead, he shifted up so he could sit astride one of several sealed buckets, then gave Kevin a hand to join him. 
 
    “What’s the Waymarket?” Luke asked. 
 
    “There soon,” Kevin replied. 
 
    Duce didn’t consider himself part of the conversation, getting them moving again, and Lucas was still adjusting to the small wagon’s jostling pace when he caught a surreptitious grin from the side and noticed Kevin drawing his attention to some sack matting under which sat an old metal toolkit he eased open to reveal a variety of screwdrivers, hooked blades, and knives. Kevin took one of the cruelest-looking weapons and stole it away under the back of his shirt, nodding at Lucas to do the same. Instead, the other boy shot a nervous glance at the narrow back of the old man perched just in front of them and shook his head, meeting Kevin’s casual but disapproving look as the boy silently closed the lid and covered it up again. 
 
    Duce’s wagon continued down the street. After a few blocks, Luke’s breathing eased, and he allowed himself to fall into a gentle reverie, better able to enjoy the ride and the ensuing tour through the Columbus ruins. Although the Foragers had likewise marked all the doors and remaining entry points to the commercial premises they passed, the hint of traveling through a fallen kingdom and its perhaps-overlooked treasure continued to enthrall his gaze, and Kevin was much the same. Chatty, by his standards, the smaller boy pointed out a pair of mud-encrusted police cars, a Coca Cola box truck on its side, the burnt-out wreck of an ambulance, a trail bike pinned beneath a school bus with its hard case panniers open yet still attached – all of them ripe, at one time, at least, for a more thorough examination. 
 
    But the wagon remained on the one true concourse for taking them to their as-yet unknown destination, and with Kevin seemingly unwilling or unable to explain where they were going, Lucas settled in for the ride, accepting they were now an increasingly long walk from home. But he pushed away thoughts of his father. Tom had his own adventures – broke plenty of the rules he set for others – and advancing through the decrepit cityscape, it was easy to be lulled by the strangely bucolic sense of safety offered by the picked-clean wreckage. 
 
    It was only by chance Lucas glanced ahead at one point. He’d almost convinced himself by that stage that he wasn’t morose at the thought of what his father might say about his defiance, but then thoughts of an angry Tom Vanicek gave way to surprise and then bafflement as Lucas saw at least a dozen people moving in and out of a barricade narrowing the street. 
 
    Another yellow school bus and several other abandoned vehicles were reinforced by military sandbags, looted from another position, to create a single lane into the Waymarket. Two hard-faced men toting Ak47s guarded the eastern entry, barely giving the trotting pony and its passengers a second look. Old Duce made a clucking noise to encourage his beast on, and then it briskly continued through the gap and into an open space that was mostly road surface, an old fresh market to one side torn open by some past atrocity, and now the open-air forecourt was home to several rough-awning’d stalls, a row of chest-high wooden benches, and some kind of big wooden cabinet in which another man sat behind a counter, a handgun on the table, bits and pieces including an old cash register beside him. 
 
    Only two of the four entries to the Waymarket were sandbagged and guarded. Once inside the compound, the dozen people glimpsed earlier turned out to be just a handful of the forty or fifty survivors moving through the place, either working in the stalls or visiting them, at least a dozen more travelers like old Duce pulled over to one side of the intersection and checking their animals or bicycles, a mother-daughter duo shooting the newcomers stern looks as they strapped parcels into place on a gutted quad bike they prepared to take with them, drawn by leather harnesses each wore. 
 
    The old cart driver jumped down from his perch like the spry old man he resembled, though he quickly adopted a just-shat-my-pants hobble common to anyone coming off a long ride. He glanced back at the boys sunnily enough though, and because Kevin seemed rapt in his detailed threat assessment of their new surrounds, Lucas moved close to Duce with his face already forming the question. 
 
    “What is this place?”  
 
    “It’s the Waymarket,” Duce replied. 
 
    “Yes, you said that.” 
 
    “Don’t you know where you were going, boy?” 
 
    Lucas resisted a sideways glance at Kevin and merely shrugged instead. 
 
    “But what is it?” 
 
    “It’s a informal meeting point,” the old man grinned. “A bit o’ local enterprise, you understand?” 
 
    “Not really,” Lucas said. “It’s a market?” 
 
    “Yes,” Duce answered. “For those a-who make their business outside th’ sanctuary zone, you understand?” 
 
    Another quick scan confirmed the observation. A painfully thin woman in an old apron hauled a big crate onto one of the wood benches, cracking it open to reveal a small cargo of firearms. Several nearby men joined the one already talking to her, eager to see her offerings for themselves. The pinched-looking woman pointed sternly to the man at the ticket stall, and the customers nodded, absent-minded yet obedient as they continued perusing her wares. The smell of broiling food wafted across the scene too, and by dint of his growling stomach, Lucas homed in on the camp kitchen buried at the back of the defunct fresh market. The grim reality that they still had nothing to trade occurred to him again, ruing the hard-won AAA batteries they’d already squandered for their morning’s fun.  
 
    Luke moved back to Kevin. 
 
    “I’m starved,” he said. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    The boy removed a sealed plastic bag from his underwear containing chunks of coarse muesli-based trail food the Vanicek family had subsisted on in recent days, and Luke’s eyes widened of their own accord. 
 
    “You took food from my place?” 
 
    “Our place,” Kevin said. “Remember?” 
 
    “Yes,” Luke quickly agreed, undeterred. “But . . . rations are tight right now. That’s. . . .” 
 
    He sensed Kevin waiting for him to name it “stealing”. And that would open yet another front between them when all Lucas wanted was something akin to harmony with the boy he’d sworn as his blood brother. They’d performed a little ceremony and everything. Lucas felt his stomach drop a notch, though even couriered inside Kevin’s pants, the morsels weren’t without their appeal. 
 
    “All I mean is,” he said carefully, “we’re going to have fresh meat soon – plenty of it – but for now we’re living on deals my father, Tom, has made with others . . . and there’s not a lot to go around.” 
 
    “Lilianna?” 
 
    “Yes,” Luke replied. He somehow knew instantaneously what Kevin meant. “She’s mostly at the Enclave now, and eating there.” 
 
    “So. . . ?” 
 
    “I’m just saying. . . .” 
 
    Kevin wasn’t one to mince words, nor waste them when they weren’t needed. His watchful, mouth-slightly-agape gaze was enough to force Luke’s backdown. 
 
    “Hand it over,” Lucas said lightly. “I’d eat almost anything right now.” 
 
    Kevin grinned and popped the seal on the airtight bag so Luke could help himself. 
 
    “We need to find you a backpack or something,” Luke sniggered. 
 
    “Can’t steal what you can’t see.” 
 
    “True,” Lucas said. “And people might not want to take this off you . . . for other reasons too.” 
 
    Kevin knew what his friend meant, but only snickered. Although he’d washed in the early days of their acquaintance, and when moving into the old apartment, it was almost like the younger boy saw a pungent body odor as just another means of defense. If it stopped other survivors stealing from him – or kept them away completely – all the better. 
 
    “What are we doing here?” 
 
    “Opportunities.” 
 
    It was the biggest word in Kevin’s vocabulary, and he said it like it was part of a bigger mantra that didn’t need uttering because of its obviousness. In the boy’s hard-edged world, every moment of brief advantage was to be rooted out, and then grabbed two-handed. 
 
    Lucas wanted to ask him more, but as was often the case, watching Kevin was more telling than any words. The boy’s narrowed eyes focused with laser precision on several new figures who entered the Waymarket from the north, the opposite way the boys had come: a young woman, a skinny teenage girl in a black wool cap, and three much younger children, one of whom, a young black boy, wore a dangerous-looking hatchet quite openly on his belt. 
 
    The newcomers pushed a shopping trolley before them, though what was trash and what was treasure inside was impossible to discern. The younger children all carried firewood on their backs in small parcels. The woman pushing the trolley had a kindly look for everyone she passed, though the younger members of her troupe checked around themselves as thoroughly as armed guards. The boy with the ax had the small party’s lead, and a gaunt, grubby-faced boy followed close behind with a hand as if guiding the trolley’s front, the boy swaddled against the cold and reinforcing his age at no more than five or six. Similar was the girl, dark-haired like all except the adult woman, and as well as her small bundle of sticks, she clutched a tattered blue Carebear under one arm. 
 
    But it was the girl in the snow cap who held Lucas’ eye.  
 
    Like many, it was hard to tell if she was ten or fifteen – her clothes, and her whip-thin frame shearing the femininity from her if it wasn’t for her pretty face, anxious blue eyes framed by wisps of black hair. The girl seemed perpetually whispering to herself, her alertness the most likely explanation. Kevin clued in to his friend’s focus and gave a snickering laugh until Luke in turn locked eyes with him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Trust me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Lucas dropped his gaze, uncertain if he lied, but it was enough for his friend. The younger boy started moving and Lucas fell into his orbit yet again, chastising himself for feeling such a fish out of water despite knowing he couldn’t be anything else. Again came the liberating-yet-terrifying sense of knowing he was outside the wire without his father or Lilianna to protect him, and he knew or at least believed that was how it needed to be with his twelfth birthday just days away.  
 
    A flash of memory whirled in at that moment to haunt him: the singsong tones of Tom and Lila in a rendition of Happy Birthday while the power was still running and before the TVs were overcome with their coverage of the world’s downfall, back in the first weeks of the Emergency which robbed his childhood despite his father’s best efforts. 
 
    Steeling himself, Luke gave Kevin another firmer nod, and then Kevin abandoned any hesitation and plowed on ahead. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THE GROUP WITH the shopping trolley carried out some kind of trade for their firewood, and it wasn’t long after that Lucas realized he and Kevin were shadowing them. The woman who led the group maintained her pleasant smile with everyone she dealt, reminding Lucas of the beaming moms in several of the cached videos he’d just watched, her seeming implacability something supernatural in the ashes of the world they lived. After trading their gathered firewood with a skinny, cap-wearing dude who had a working vehicle nearby, the woman led her group through to the camp kitchen, and Kevin nudged Lucas to follow. 
 
    Meat stew and rice permeated the air trapped beneath two old military tents turned into a giant teepee at the back of the space. The kitchen had built itself around the remains of the Ford truck which plowed into the building long ago, and in the dimly-lit confines, several more survivors sat at their own stations repairing shoes, jackets, and engine parts, and offering to trade with an angle-grinder for a share of whatever might be inside the looted safes, toolkits, and metal lockers stacked into rough teetering walls at the back of the place. Clearly, the whole Waymarket had grown as some sanctioned yet clandestine halfway station for anyone who made their living outside the sanctuary zone, or perhaps lived permanently outside it. 
 
    The woman led her young charges through to the kitchen, their trolley safe out the front. She then bartered for three dishes of food the children shared between them, the quasi-teenage girl in the cap hanging back with a furtive air. Her electric eyes turned Luke’s way and he all but hid, while Kevin, in turn, made himself interested in the wares of the old lady astride mounds and mounds of bundled old shoes. 
 
    Amid Kevin’s act, and ignoring the subvocalized hiss from the other boy once he saw where Luke was headed, Lucas found himself drawn closer to the strangers. The smell from the kitchens was overpoweringly good, but the two women working on the other side of the truck only returned his interest with steely looks. A third worker spoke with the woman leading the small group, the server’s eyes flicking rapidly between her mouth and the bright head wrap the woman used to conceal straw-colored hair. 
 
    Before Luke could get much closer, a good-looking bearded man stood from one of the only tables, wiping his hands on a rag and looking pleased with himself at the meal he’d just devoured. Lucas almost walked into him as the man stood and smiled impassively, motioning across to where Kevin watched, his pretend exploration of the old market forgotten. 
 
    “Are you boys heading back to the City?” he asked. “I’ll give you a ride in my lorry.” 
 
    “Your what?” 
 
    The man burped into his fist. 
 
    “Got a ride outside,” he said in a British accent. “South exit.” 
 
    The woman in the head scarf led her children past them, and Lucas took a moment to avoid eye contact with the girl in the cap. The big man across from him sniffed, then used the same rag as before to blow out his nose. Luke looked around again for Kevin, whose eyes narrowed with warning, and Luke nodded. 
 
    “It’s OK.” 
 
    “Sure?” the man asked with another bland smile, seeing Lucas already headed away. “I’m not gonna make you blow me or anything.” 
 
    The moment Lucas returned, Kevin dragged him along in a shadow pursuit of the woman and children with the trolley, and the man at the cantina shrugged, blew his nose again, and glanced around back at the kitchen as if maybe not quite finished eating after all. 
 
    Outside, a moisture not quite rain misted the cool air, and the sun was away behind so many banks of clouds that a return to sunshine wasn’t imminent. Luke stuffed his hands into the pocket of his jacket, and nodded to Kevin even though the other boy only had eyes for their prey. 
 
    “You should put your top on.” 
 
    The children trailed after the woman as she briskly pushed the cart before her, thrusting it out and taking a second or two to catch up to it before repeating the motion all over again. The little girl with the Carebear uttered something like a laugh, all of them freed of their previous burdens, and so headed out through the open north exit. 
 
    Once they’d slipped out of sight, Kevin started after them. 
 
    “C’mon.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THE CLATTERING TROLLEY ahead was an easy guide, even if the woman and her troupe disappeared from sight frequently as they threaded their way north. And in those moments snatched between the shadows of the decaying suburban homes, Lucas rounded on his friend. 
 
    “What are we doing?” 
 
    “They live outside.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Easy mark.” 
 
    Lucas frowned at the term, though he knew what was meant.  
 
    “What could they have worth taking?” 
 
    Kevin motioned for him to keep low, and his voice the same, pushing off from their latest hiding place and moving back to the next street corner. The numerous brick homes – many with stately steps leading to imposing, orange-daubed front doors – and the lack of fences made it easy for them to scurry in the trolley’s wake, Kevin padding like a ninja ahead and Lucas almost the same. There wasn’t much chance for debate. Each time they nestled down behind a plinth or a brick stairwell, Kevin moved on again like a squirrel through the urban decay.  
 
    Just as they reached the next street corner, the boys caught sight of their targets. The woman cast a cautionary look around, and Kevin and Luke jumped down behind an ornamental wrought-iron gate completely overcome by the ivy also wild across the whole next quarter block. Luke was surprised when Kevin stiffened, pressing back against him – and then saw they’d also stumbled into the resting place of a wild elk, its heavily-decayed remains turned into mulch among the rampant undergrowth. 
 
    Kevin shot Lucas a look as if daring him to comment. 
 
    When they checked on the woman again, she had a garage door open at one of the houses on the next side street, pushing the trolley in after her children who clambered into a beat-up truck concealed in the shadowed inside. The vehicle coughed into life, and barely so. But it wasn’t the woman at the wheel. She finished transferring the contents of the shopping trolley and then turned back to the upright garage door with a winding motion. The 4WD backed out onto the street with the older of the two young boys steering, his studious brown face turned back on the street and not watching for Lucas and Kevin across the way. Nor did the woman. As if checking for traffic, she lowered the garage door by hand, stuffed back the newspapers earlier lodged in place under it, and then hurried to the ride. 
 
    Lucas and Kevin watched helplessly as the truck belched filthy smoke and accelerated away down the street at a dirty clop still greater than either of the boys could run. 
 
    “Now we really are miles from the City,” Lucas said downheartedly. “Kevin, we need to go.” 
 
    Kevin glanced at the sky, and just at that moment the sun finally returned. The grayness retreated as God turned up the lamp. It was midafternoon still, though not for much longer. The breeze rattled leaves and sent even more ancient newspaper sheets scratching their way across the road as if in denial. Kevin slowly smiled, soothingly, fighting off a look at their defeat. 
 
    “Soon,” he said.  
 
    The noise of the chugging truck dissipated. The sound of birdlife came again, as well as the whispering wind – and then a long low moaning noise. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” 
 
    “Ssh!” 
 
    Kevin remained frozen, eyes unfocused as he strained to hear the not-close sound. The wind eased for a second, then came back carrying more of the low groans from across the way. 
 
    “There,” Lucas said. 
 
    The street corner across from them was home to a pair of brick duplexes. Foragers had marked their doors, but the window astride one of the sagging porches remained open like someone had slid it up, a length of weather-stained curtain stuck outside. On a closer look, the front door was also slightly ajar. 
 
    Kevin started forward and Lucas grabbed him. 
 
    “It’s a Fury.” 
 
    “I know.” Unno. 
 
    Lucas wasn’t sure what else to say, so only watched as Kevin advanced on the other property, before a sense of duty caused him to follow.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THE MOANS GREW louder as the boys approached. Kevin went lightfooted onto the porch, walking on the edges of his scuffed trainers and holding his breath as he gently forced the front door inwards. It squelched back on a carpet of sodden clothes and rotting newspaper and old personal effects, the wood warped with water damage at the bottom.  
 
    The whole floor of the house was muck. Daylight from a back room revealed a narrow corridor once lined with carpet. Now it smelled like a wetland, water from still-running taps somewhere keeping the house perennially an inch-deep in water with a smell like old sewage. It didn’t take much to step in carefully, Kevin and then Lucas moving across to the first open door. 
 
    The Fury had collapsed in the front room buried by a fallen stack of furniture, and laying pinned in the swampy water had half-dissolved the stranded thing. It was hard to tell if it was male or female once, though long strands of ringleted gray hair still hung in some clumps across its gray skull. Its defeated face had lain down in the pool for far too long to have much of a semblance, eyes gone, the teeth and jaw muscles working through flesh like old custard. With one arm free, it gestured towards them as if wanting a hand up. But its teeth gnashed, in the manner of speech, but really only the longstanding diatribe of hunger that drove all its kind. 
 
    “Foragers have been here,” Lucas said. 
 
    Kevin ignored him. He withdrew the short-handled scythe stolen earlier in the day and it was a subdued yet gleeful look Luke’s friend wore. 
 
    “Hey,” Luke said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “In a minute.” Innaminna. 
 
    Kevin had his eyes locked on the creature. Although the fallen thing seemed to taste the air, and that hunger still drove it, the Fury had lost whatever menace it once posed. The small boy holding up a curved blade like a painter measuring the angles only left Lucas feeling sick. He tried to clutch his friend’s shoulder, but Kevin shrugged him off. 
 
    Moving with precision, Kevin stabbed the hooked blade down into the top of the Fury’s skull and the creature slumped like he’d let the air out of it. 
 
    Kevin then withdrew the blade and calmly glanced at Lucas as if he’d never been otherwise. The boy tugged at one of the curtains and wiped his weapon clean. 
 
    “Nothing here,” Kevin agreed. “Lay them to rest, though.” 
 
    He nodded to his friend with a bashfulness that couldn’t be sincere, Lucas confused as he fell into step once again as they moved as if across stepping stones back out of the house. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    IT WAS A long walk back towards the sanctuary zone. The boys trudged to the point where they lost all strength, becoming just two more shambling figures walking exhaustedly to their goal. Kevin kept his eyes in front of them, and Lucas followed up keeping checks on their rear. But for all they knew, they were the sole survivors walking through the outer ruins of the city. A dog howled off in the distance, and wildlife like squirrels, opposums and hares, as well as myriad birds, brought the deserted neighborhoods to life. At one point, a half-dozen white-tailed deer leapt out coming from the next cross street, saw the boys, and beat a hasty path away down a small commercial arcade.  
 
    As the boys headed back towards High Street on their path back to the First Gates, the strangely rural languor of decayed residential streets gave way to a harsh and treeless stretch of shops, hotels, three-floor brick office blocks, and older inner city dwellings with gutted stores lining their fronts. The animal life thinned out, and amid that newcomer silence, a man’s raised voice saw the two youngsters dart into cover. 
 
    They kept together, hurrying behind the brick pillars guarding the front of an old coffee shop. Nearly six years of storms had pushed the alfresco tables and chairs into a yellowing pile. Kevin and Lucas crouched down behind it, able to peer through the wickerwork of uprighted chair legs to spy on where a man cursed angrily into a radio handset. 
 
    The bearish man in his early fifties looked as if all the color had washed out of him at some point, with just a hint of his once-ginger complexion in his balding hair and the lip of his thick beard. Although big chested, the man had an oddly hollow bearing too, like maybe he’d lost more than just color in recent times. He stood beside a close-backed two-door truck as if he’d pulled over for a call, but a number of tall metal canisters beside him suggested otherwise. 
 
    “I said make it ready, and I don’t care,” the man growled into the radio. 
 
    Beside Lucas, Kevin turned and nudged at him with his chin. 
 
    “Coming?” 
 
    Lucas aborted any questions of his own as Kevin ignored him anyway, moving in a crouch between the upended furniture and the café wall, continuing at half his height to the next pillar, and then the one after that. Lucas slithered down onto his belly to follow, which didn’t allow much accuracy for the more-than-curious looks he threw his friend’s way. As before, so too now. Every time Lucas nearly reached him, Kevin advanced further in a stealth mission with no clear aim. 
 
    Eventually, the boys sneaked around to the side where the bearish man continued complaining to someone on the other end of the handset. There was nothing incriminating nor particularly interesting about the one-sided conversation. The truck driver had an ear plug in place for whatever replies came, and he held the frame of the still-open truck door in a death grip before then slamming it shut and walking to the rear of his ride, ratcheting open one of the back metal doors one-handed. 
 
    “C’mon,” Kevin hissed. 
 
    The smaller boy flitted across the open street and reached the far side of the man’s truck while the driver was still making a slow, halfhearted review of his stalled labors while he nodded his head to whatever the radio was saying, thumb thrust into his tool belt. 
 
    “Do I sound like I run a fuckin’ refinery, Cal?” the man sighed more than growled. 
 
    Lucas swallowed a breath whole and sprinted as quietly as he could across the gap, then crouched down beside where he found Kevin wearing a broad, shit-eating grin. The other boy at once reached up behind himself and gently cranked open the passenger door out of sight from the rear. 
 
    “Watch for me,” he whispered. 
 
    The truck reeked of crude oil, and the door, not just around the handle, was greasy with the stuff. Once the door opened, the smell grew stronger, and Lucas tried not to blanch hard in fear as Kevin wriggled upwards halfway into the cab and started fossicking around. 
 
    And the truck driver continued talking until suddenly he wasn’t. 
 
    Lucas kept watch in all directions, which meant his eye was off the ball when the bearded man stepped out from the pump attached to the back of the truck and caught him there, Kevin’s squirming rear end hanging from the open side door. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    The driver started towards them, and Lucas barely said his friend’s name before the man was on them, hauling Kevin by his ass from the truck and hurling him bodily across the concrete. 
 
    Luke was too stunned to move, though he rose from his crouch on instinct as the truck driver bore down on him. The small knife in his jacket was forgotten as the man reached down, pinning Luke’s forearms together and putting them into one big hand.  
 
    And then he kicked Lucas hard between the legs. 
 
    Pain exploded in his crotch and in his consciousness. The force of the blow lifted Lucas up, and he was down again with a sickening wave of agony and introspection which churned through him and from his gut. First he was breathless and dry retching, and then just as quickly he started vomiting on the driver’s steel-cap boots. 
 
    Kevin then launched himself at the man with a fierce war cry, and the man just as calmly caught the boy around one ear and slammed him into the truck’s metal flank.  
 
    Kevin’s head rebounded from the metal with a dull chime and the boy fell the rest of the way to the ground with eyes already rolled up into his head, blood gushing from his ear. He flopped in a pile just in front of where Lucas fought to reel in his puking in the name of self-preservation. But the big man was too strong, quick enough to take all the time needed to return to the gasping boy and grab him upright by the wrists again. 
 
    “Stop your moaning,” he said. “You’re not gonna need yer balls by the time I’m done with you.” 
 
    He slammed Lucas hard against the front of the truck, then threw a balled fist into the boy’s midriff. Any chance for more oxygen deserted him, and Lucas reached out to grab the man’s leg even as he passed out. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THEIR CAPTOR LOCKED the boys into the back of his rig, not even bothering to tie their hands. Kevin sagged unconsciously on top of Lucas, who eased his friend to the hard metal tray floor while sucking in huge gulpfuls of air trying not to completely freak out. His legs shook like a dog getting scratched and it was an effort not to pee, though he grimly wouldn’t allow himself that, his battered pride taking precedence over near-death panic. Beside him, Kevin stirred groggily, and the work truck roared back into life and started moving at once. 
 
    Lucas stopped himself lurching on top of Kevin, peering around the enclosed space that reeked of oil, nothing inside except half-a-dozen tall metal containers for whatever the driver was trucking from outside the sanctuary zone. The vehicle bounced continuously, and Lucas caught onto the back wire mesh to steady himself, no loose tools or anything in sight. Then he checked back on his young companion and felt his stomach drop completely. Kevin was out cold and taking only the shallowest of breaths. 
 
    “Kevin,” Lucas muttered repeatedly as he tried to jostle his friend awake.  
 
    He knew unconscious people shouldn’t be moved, but without Kevin beside him, Lucas was plunged to new depths of fear, all the while hating himself and his confrontation with the truth that he was nowhere so brave as when the feral boy was at his side. Luke was also torn at his friend’s injury, and terrified the half-unseen wound could be fatal, that his friend’s life hung on the line, that it was all down to him – and he fervently wished at the same time Kevin was still with him to help. 
 
    Kevin, or his father Tom. 
 
    Lucas shivered. It turned into a shudder, and then renewed efforts to empty his guts. Any more vomiting, and he risked bringing up turds, but that thought alone stilled him as his gaze swam drunkenly in the half-light, fighting still to stop the moving vehicle throwing him against the harsh, unforgiving insides of their cage.  
 
    He wiped off, sitting with his back against the doors which were locked with a steel latch from outside. In the absence of anything else to guide him, Lucas fell back on a lifetime’s conditioning and took a long, steadying breath, forcing air into his lungs, and then open-mouthedly drinking in one more calming breath after the other. It was a hyperventilation in slow motion, Lucas gasping at times, almost letting the retching resume, until more than several minutes had passed and the bulk of his immediate terror was driven from his lungs. 
 
    There was nothing to drink, but Lucas licked his lips anyway. 
 
    His gaze slowly fell back upon his friend. Kevin stirred slightly, moaned, but remained unconscious. 
 
    Lucas arose carefully from his crouch and moved back beside his blood brother, checking the boy’s waistband until he found the short-handled sickle knife. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THE TRUCK CAME to a grinding halt and Lucas repositioned himself at the back of the cage. It was a terrifyingly long time before the back latch clanked ajar and one of the doors opened, followed by the other one admitting the weakening day. There was only so much that deep breathing could achieve, and Lucas fought the skyrocketing adrenalin hissing through his veins as the driver stared at him a long, sad moment, then grabbed Kevin by one ankle and dragged the unconscious boy out. 
 
    He dropped Kevin to the ground and the boy gave a low groan. 
 
    Lucas had considered ambushing the man at the door and now regretted it, but he stayed where he was, clinging to the back mesh with the hooked knife in his hand concealed behind his back. 
 
    The driver glanced down at Kevin out of sight on the paved surface of a dingy alleyway. They were in the sanctuary zone again. But the man had only mild interest, checking the lane was clear of onlookers once more as he returned his eyes to Lucas. 
 
    “Don’t make me come in after you, boy.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    “I have your friend.” 
 
    The man calmly plucked Kevin from the ground and held him upright by the dirty t-shirt which bunched at Kevin’s armpit and then promptly split, the jostled boy’s eyes coming open, but without clearly making sense of what was going on. 
 
    “No,” Lucas said. 
 
    “Then out with you,” the driver told him. 
 
    The man backed away, dropping Kevin for the second time to flash his hands, as if that meant anything about Luke’s safety as his nerves ratcheted another notch and the impulse to puke made a cavalry charge return. Lucas shook his head fiercely, shaking his terror back. 
 
    And at the same time, too afraid to do what was required. 
 
    He only took a step, assailed by his own tears which threatened full-scale blubbering as Lucas checked down on his friend, Kevin staring back disoriented. The knife concealed in Luke’s hand felt like it was held by a ghost limb over which he had little control. 
 
    The driver eyed him, then shot forward whip-fast to grab Luke’s shirt-front and haul him out the rest of the way, taking the tried-and-true method of pitching him face first onto the hard ground to knock the sense out of him.  
 
    He followed it with a boot to the ribs Lucas curled up against in time, the thuddering blow landing right in his kidneys and forcing him to unclench in pain. 
 
    The driver saw the sickle knife, but too late. Lucas rolled over and away, standing groggily to brandish the weapon – only to have it slapped from his hand. 
 
    A second man in an oil-stained anorak lit an open palm across the side of Luke’s face and the boy fell away, almost completing a pirouette as he landed wetly on the ground beside Kevin. 
 
    “Thanks,” the driver said to the newcomer. “Help me with the other one?” 
 
    “Fresh meat,” the weather-beaten older man replied. 
 
    “Yup,” the driver agreed. “Didn’t even have to go looking for these ones – they found me.” 
 
    “Sweet.” 
 
    “Yes it is.” 
 
    The driver bent forward to grasp Luke’s wrists, hauling the terrified boy to his feet with ease. Luke tried to resist, but it was futile. The driver back-handed him, splitting Luke’s cheek. And then the fear overcame him completely and he shat his pants.  
 
    Left behind for a moment on the pavement, Kevin’s eyes followed, but it was like he didn’t hear the men’s talk and all that it implied.  
 
    His eyes remained locked on Lucas instead with a look bordering on utter hatred. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Pressure on for Council to announce election timetable 
 
    by Delroy Earle 
 
    CALLS are mounting for the City Council to offer a timetable for democratic elections. 
 
    The chaos from last week’s Uprising has affected City programs, but worse is the loss of confidence among ordinary Citizens. 
 
    Speaking with traders on The Mile, the Herald heard numerous stories from Citizens who felt abandoned by the City Council. 
 
    Citizens said disorder allowed other crimes to flourish which were not counted in the official death toll.   
 
    Citizens told the Herald many no longer felt safe in their homes. 
 
    There were also reports some Citizens had fled the City. 
 
    Deep Ecologists’ spokeswoman Moira Blaze confirmed her collective were “actively discussing” alternative plans to remaining in Columbus. 
 
    “We have called it the ‘sanctuary zone,’ though that no longer seems fitting,” she said. 
 
    Baker Wordsworth S Magee said crossfire from the Battle of St Mary’s hit her neighbor Janice Snowman in the leg. 
 
    “Janice lost her leg,” Mrs Magee said. “If it wasn’t for the Sisters, she’d be dead.” 
 
    Radio operator Montgomery Stewart said fatalities also created other problems, such as Citizens fighting over now-empty housing. 
 
    “My neighbors have vanished,” he said. “They weren’t combatants. Where’d they go? Now there’s strangers living upstairs. We need more patrols in Brown Town.” 
 
    Traders Alliance spokesman Samuel Hoskeens repeated comments he would prefer to see elections for a new Council. 
 
    “Existing Councilors must put the test to the people and see if they still have support,” he said. 
 
    “Most of us have pitched in to make this thing work, and there’s appreciation for what the City has done. 
 
    “No one else was going to take on such a big undertaking and none of us would be here without it,” he said. 
 
    “But this is Year Two of the City now, and it’s hard to say that things are going well. Maybe we need some fresh blood.” 
 
    Council President Dana Lowenstein mocked rumors she was actively discussing potential candidates in an election designed to shore up the remaining Council’s support. 
 
    She said nothing could be considered until prisoner Madeline Plume and her Lefthanders “soldiers” came clean with details about their remaining membership and intentions. 
 
    “We have endured a storm,” she said. “Let’s make sure there’s not worse to come.” 
 
    Mr Hoskeens said he was approached and would only help the Council if it reflected public sentiment at Wednesday’s planned meeting. 
 
    He also demanded two positions for the Traders Alliance because “traders’ views get ignored too much”. 
 
    Other names in the mix include Raptor crash hero Tom Vanicek, as well as rumors a fresh Brotherhood candidate would be sought after leader Edward Burroughs was killed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7  
 
      
 
    THE FIRST DAYS were almost the easiest, in hindsight. They brought her in as naked as the day she was born and Madeline was too deaf and concussed to know it, even when the guards took turns raping her. It wasn’t her first time. She just wanted to believe she’d get her turn to get back at them. But as the days progressed, it was harder and harder to hold out much hope. 
 
    They’d interned her with the remaining men who somehow survived the epic gun battle and then the explosion at St Mary’s. Maybe the Administration made their first mistake there. It was hard to tell. With ten of them captured, Miss Plume included, they were too many for detention in their Enclave, and they had to use the cells in the recommissioned old DEA station instead. 
 
    Security, though, was tight.  
 
    The worst thing wasn’t that they took three days before someone brought a doctor. Plume had been concussed before, and though the explosion above her bunker had also killed all of the other men in with her, deafness, disorientation, cracked ribs, and bruising from the mauling left her in the anesthesia of unconsciousness until she was alive enough to know she was alive and therefore probably going to live. 
 
    No, the worst part of it for Plume was that all of her men had to watch.  
 
    Apart from a couple of the surviving Lefthanders who’d had quit on sanity in the first few days – Patrick and DeVille now lived at the back of the cells opposite her with blankets over their heads – the seven other survivors of the Battle of St Mary’s sat on their floors stricken, some clutching the bars or resting bearded heads against them, resolutely committed to their watch over her in some misguided show of solidarity now they had nothing else left to offer, trapped animals like her – but not quite like her, since they were men.  
 
    Instead, they witnessed every hour of her degradation, every time it occurred. 
 
    Madeline was cold-blooded enough to question whether seeing their figurehead abused and defiled would lose her the other Lefthanders’ loyalty. But once she was able to stand on her own again, she realized her ordeal had only instilled a new determination.  
 
    They watched her fiercely, with respect. A watch of honor. 
 
    “We still have people,” Loring said.  
 
    The young man’s words came to her like a submarine signal. Plume winced, and held up her hand for him to stop. 
 
    “They could be listening,” she said. 
 
    Her ears felt full of wax, and Madeline tentatively reached up fingers repulsed at once at the thick crust of gore they encountered. She tasted bile, and other worse things, and fastened the hospital gown back around her to walk like a blind lady back to the cell’s fastened cot. She retrieved her vomit and semen-stained blanket and unfolded it around her like a cloak, trying not to show the pain it caused her, moving her arms above shoulder height, her protesting ribs, the deep ache in her womb, the rawness between her legs and her torn and stinging anus. 
 
    Exhaling heavily, she sat in similar fashion, closing her eyes to ignore yet more bodily complaints – in fact just trying hard not to black out from them.  
 
    At once, the holding cell doors cracked open, and Plume barely dared look that way as Denny Greerson and the jail commander McGovern walked in. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    AFTER THEY WERE done, Greerson remembered he had a job to do. 
 
    “You can hear me?” he asked the woman harshly, as if her injuries were her own fault – precisely what he believed. How else he could justify his behavior was beyond her, otherwise. 
 
    Madeline nodded, though her head sank tiredly until McGovern grabbed a fistful of her dark hair to force her gaze upright. 
 
    “He’s talking to you,” her jailor said. “How you gonna hear him if you can’t watch his lips, you deaf bitch?” 
 
    She wanted to tell them they’d done this to her, but now, in as many ways, they’d done worse. Greerson was still buckling up his pants when McGovern threw her back as if she disgusted him, folded up his arms, and rested one palm on the butt of the Taser on his belt. 
 
    “Plume,” Greerson said to get her attention once more. “You ready to talk?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    She sounded disinterested, but that was just Madeline trying to sound anything other than pained – or afraid at what these two bozos could threaten. One glance across the holding cells showed her men still watching her, and exhaustion swept through Madeline at the thought that, on top of everything else, she had to fight against her own suffering as a performance for morale. 
 
    And then she took a resolute breath and went to stand. 
 
    Greerson leaned forward and easily pushed her back down. The jail cot squeaked almost comically and she steadied herself on the springs not to make a fool of herself. She covered it with her trademark glower. Denny Greerson only smirked, and McGovern behind him made a warning fist and looked inclined to use it. 
 
    Madeline dropped her eyes. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    She hated her own voice sounding so mongoloid, though in truth she was lucky to be talking at all. Her jaw was already bruised deep along the left-hand side, matching the twin black eyes the explosion left her with. McGovern wore black leather gloves that made another beating far too easy an option. 
 
    “We want the names and locations of all other Lefthander sympathizers still living in the City,” Greerson said. “And we want them now.” 
 
    Madeline gave them a sorry look she hoped translated into one of defeat. 
 
    “No one,” she said, and motioned to her fellow prisoners. “You killed them . . . including soldiers who tried to surrender.” 
 
    “Your group aren’t soldiers,” Greerson snapped. 
 
    “The man wants names,” McGovern added unhelpfully. 
 
    Madeline let her head drop again. McGovern shifted weight, off-camera, but Greerson stilled him. 
 
    “Names,” the Safety Chief said. “Now.” 
 
    “There’s no one.” 
 
    “How far did you get with your contact with the USS Washington?” 
 
    Madeline couldn’t help her shocked, mostly crestfallen expression. Greerson smirked, privy to whatever the Council had told him. 
 
    “Yes, we know,” Greerson said and then lied, “Ortega gave you all up before Tom Vanicek killed him.” 
 
    Unable to know better, Plume gently sighed, knowing how likely it was Ortega divulged the whole plan to topple the Administration if it meant saving his miserable life. Greerson was pleased with her reaction, though not as ready to handle the defeated silence that followed. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Well what?” 
 
    “Tell me about the contact with the Washington,” Greerson repeated. “What did they say to you?” 
 
    “If Carlos rolled . . . he knew more than me,” Madeline said.  
 
    “You’re letting Ortega and the Colonel take the fall for the whole thing?” 
 
    “No,” Madeline replied wearily in a dull voice. “I was Colonel Rhymes’ advisor. I own that. There wouldn’t have been any firefights if you’d all kept out of it.” 
 
    “Horse shit.” 
 
    “You brought that on,” Madeline said with a sincerity fueled by genuine belief. “You attacked St Mary’s. You –” 
 
    The Safety Chief scowled and punched her in the midriff. 
 
    Madeline dropped to the ground and fought for dignity as well as her breath, both lost to her like something she might find on the floor of her cell. Greerson and McGovern shuffled around each other as she tried not to black out. Then Greerson went to haul her up again and Madeline stood quickly herself, shaky on her feet like a newborn calf, desperate to keep his hands off her. 
 
    “The Council’s not convinced,” Greerson said. “And while they’re not convinced, you have to deal with Arthur and me.” 
 
    Madeline very much doubted the Council directives included her abuse, though she also knew Ernest fucking Eric Wilhelm III and his minions could connect the dots – they knew how she’d be treated – and chose to ignore it anyway. She was surprised Wilhelm hadn’t been down to take her yet himself. He’d always had that look about him, Madeline thought. 
 
    “I can’t tell you what you want to know,” she said sluggishly. Her hand spiraled lazily, the marks up and down her forearms looking worse than they were, she told herself, because of the antiseptic light. “Maybe some of them survived. I don’t know. I’m in here.” 
 
    “You need to give us some names,” Greerson said. “Otherwise. . . .” 
 
    Madeline didn’t want to know, but she asked, “Yes?” all the same. 
 
    “Otherwise, we’re here until we get every single name of all your known associates – every single fucking one – and we’ll put names to corpses and see who else is left.” 
 
    Greerson turned his snake-eyed look back towards the half-dozen scruffy men still watching them, almost caught off balance by the vengeful looks they wore. He covered himself with a bemused snort, then looked back down at her. 
 
    “Your men seem to enjoy watching,” Greerson said. 
 
    Then he looked to McGovern. 
 
    “Could you go again?” 
 
    “Probably not,” the jailer laughed. “But we’ve got other men.” 
 
    Madeline swallowed down with difficulty, and let her fingers curl into talons around the metal frame of the bed. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THERE WERE SIX guards in the lock-up, and Madeline got to know all of them better – all except for one, a sad-faced older guy who looked like a school teacher and turned out to be the only actual ex-cop in the Brewery District station.  
 
    Apart from the Safety troopers corralled into working as jailers, the station had three more crew. Also male, two of the men worked alternate days bringing their food from the on-site kitchen. It wasn’t anything to brag about. Madeline could barely chew anyway, but feared her hard-won fighting strength would desert her without even basic protein requirements, and so she forced herself to eat the watery stews, using her fingers as the lack of cutlery required. 
 
    Each time the jail’s lone security door opened, she fought off the urge to bolt upright and find a corner to protect herself. But the startled rabbit routine didn’t play well, and wouldn’t help her much anyway. Sometimes, the visits weren’t conjugal. Just for shits and giggles they also hauled out individual men into the bare concrete space at the end of the six pairs of cells, beating the crap out of the unlucky dissident more for the looks on the other rebels’ faces, taunting Plume that they’d start hanging her men if she didn’t give them more names. When Greerson was there, he always made a point of demanding answers – questions all around a theme of giving up the names of any Lefthanders still at large in the sanctuary zone, or the contact with the Washington’s surviving Congress – but McGovern would carry out the same routine just out of enthusiasm for the job. For all Plume knew, their treatment was fully sanctioned. They sure really wanted their fucking answers, anyway. And so far Madeline – and all of her men – had refused to give up a single one. 
 
    And so it was going to turn really nasty. 
 
    Madeline anticipated it, taking a tense breath and slowly looking across as the heavy steel security door cranked open. And she gently released her breath when it was just one of the orderlies bringing the porridge with kidney beans in it they called breakfast. 
 
    But Plume’s breath hesitated as she saw the man. 
 
    They called Stuyvesant “the Saint” because he signed all his coded letters St.  
 
    And his was one of the names Madeline and the other Lefthanders hadn’t revealed. 
 
    “Breakfast,” the tall man croaked. 
 
    Stuyvesant looked perennially like a man who’d just woken up, forced into his clothes which instantly hung like pajamas on his lanky, sandy-headed frame. A life outdoors left his expression pinched into a look of uncertain scrutiny, his skin chapped pink from the elements and riddled with stubble the color of plants that only grew in the dark.   
 
    The Saint pushed the trolley, and she and the other men stood cautiously, trying to feign just receiving breakfast even though they all swapped far too many startled looks for Madeline’s liking. She hissed – literally hissed, just a noise among the trolley’s clattering – and the men across from her stilled themselves, Loring and his best friend Kovac faking disinterest all of a sudden, Johnstone clanging his metal dish noisily against his bars. 
 
    “What’s the chance of some bacon?” 
 
    The Saint sniffed, looking down quickly at the trolley as if he were just one of the regular servers. Madeline watched the act and commended him for it, fingers stroking her chin as she moved closer to the bars. Stuyvesant started handing laden dishes into the other cells while taking back empties in their place. 
 
    “Where’s the other guy?” Plume asked him conversationally. “It’s his day. Guy with a mole on his face?” 
 
    “David had an accident,” the Saint said, focused on his work. “They asked me to step in.” 
 
    “Easy day’s work for you,” Plume replied. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. It was his turn to serve her, and though she’d forgotten to hand over her empty plate, Madeline took the offered dish, noting hers was the only one covered with a metal lid. “Lucky break for me,” the man said. “I only just transferred to the kitchens, too.” 
 
    Now Stuyvesant winked at her. 
 
    “Put my back out working Construction, you know?” 
 
    He motioned at the meal he’d delivered. 
 
    “Enjoy.” 
 
    Stuyvesant nodded, back in character, and hauled the trolley behind him as he left the room. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    MADELINE ATE THE soggy note, but not before allowing herself a moment of hope reading the message it carried.  
 
    You are not alone. 
 
    It was a lovely sentiment, but radically short on the details she wanted. Elation lasted all of three seconds before she switched gears and started trying to sort through possibilities, addressing each of her short-lived fantasies in turn with brutal rationalism.  
 
    As her pale forehead furrowed, Madeline shot a warning glower at the other men in the cells. Loring checked in on Patrick and DeVille, burrowed forever now under their blankets trying to hide from the reality of their dire predicament, and Loring’s pal Kovac gave Plume a cheery thumbs up to indicate both the broken, blanketed men didn’t have a clue. 
 
    If Stuyvesant somehow survived St Mary’s, that took the list of names Madeline dared not supply to the Administration to a grand total of five. The Saint also knew the people who’d known about the Lefthanders’ cause all along and declined to commit, trusting they could negotiate with the paramilitaries if and when hers and August Rhymes’ vision came to pass. Maybe some of them were on board now, though that seemed doubtful if they hadn’t signed up when the Uprising was at full strength. 
 
    Madeline pushed thoughts of the old dead Air Force colonel from her mind. How many of the surviving Lefthanders still believed she and the ornery old bastard were lovers? Or that Plume, a former Navy lieutenant, only rose within the City due to her more feminine influence? That was speculation that had to be buried, along with much of the recent past. 
 
    Further thoughts aborted as the security door opened noisily. 
 
    At first, there was no one. 
 
    She had the rapid thought, Could their plan to free us be happening so soon?  
 
    And then cruel reality swung back in as Arthur McGovern walked in wearing a smug grin, a police baton in one hand and two of the other troopers behind him. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    DAYLIGHT DIDN’T REACH the holding cells. At best, it shone a concrete-colored light down through the grimy glass panes running along the top of the wall above the cages. The bars and security mesh weren’t needed to tell Madeline Plume her prospects of escape had dwindled to low betting odds, as her father would’ve said. Stuyvesant hadn’t been seen since. 
 
    Day ten in captivity, and the dried blood still crusted her ruined ears. Day ten, and she still wore little more than a surgical gown and the blanket they threw in to ward against the freezing concrete floor. Day ten, and she was ready for more of the same. 
 
    The heavy door at the end of the room cranked open. Barely awake, the dread settled back in like it was all she could rely on. McGovern and Denny Greerson emerged through the doorway like ghosts from the world beyond the old DEA bunker. 
 
    Two guards followed carrying rifles, loitering at the back of the room and potentially no real use if things did go seriously wrong. Although she couldn’t enact most of the possibilities, Madeline rapidly assessed almost all of them as Greerson stood back to let McGovern work the key to her cell. 
 
    “Good morning, Miss Plume,” the Safety Chief said with a pallid smirk. 
 
    McGovern chuckled at Greerson’s ever polite tone, sniffling to himself as he opened the door to the cell and the Chief stepped through with McGovern close behind. The jailor then relocked the door while Denny paused to study her, unaware he was seeing only the portrait of a woman waiting the slightest chance to make her break. 
 
    She backed against the wall out of habit, for all the good it did her. 
 
    “I’ll suck your dicks again,” she said. It was hard to speak with her own words coming back as if underwater still. She forced herself to meet Greerson’s leveled gaze. McGovern worked the Velcro on his ballistic vest, still chuckling aloud. 
 
    “There wouldn’t be the need for that if you told us what we want,” Greerson said. “And time’s running out.” 
 
    He didn’t move a hand otherwise, just stood there, examining her like a rat in a lab. 
 
    “There’s nothing to tell you,” Plume answered quietly. “I’ve told you that.” 
 
    Greerson hummed and ran a thumb across his stubbled jaw, not a dissimilar complexion to the Saint. 
 
    “You want me to start hanging your men?” the Chief asked in a deliberate soft voice. 
 
    Madeline’s eyes flicked across to the tortured Lefthanders watching her, her true believers, her soldiers. She caught Loring’s anguished look and narrowed her gaze, imbuing it with steel as she gently shook her head at him, then turned back at once to meet Denny Greerson’s grin. 
 
    “I’ve told you there’s no one else.”  
 
    Yesterday, she’d told the Chief to go fuck himself. Those words came back to haunt her, and now it all felt like a fait accompli anyway – a masquerade to condone her captors’ worst offenses. Avoiding falling pregnant was just another dirty post-it note on her daily to-do list. 
 
    McGovern played his role straight from central casting. With Greerson not moving a finger, the jailor stepped in and clutched Madeline by the face, holding her there despite her locked-in eye contact with his boss. McGovern squeezed hard and Plume’s eyes watered. Greerson made a noise and she was released, and Madeline refused to collapse like they all wished, her included, standing instead on shaking legs mustering the best show of defiance she could manage as Greerson sighed and punched her in the solar plexus like even he was sick of it. 
 
    But Madeline arched back cat-like, and the blow barely landed. In an instant, she danced back and then leapt forward, delivering a palm strike to Greerson’s face that catapulted him backwards against the bars. The watching men cheered as one, some leaping to their feet in time to see McGovern drive the Taser into what little meat remained above her thigh. 
 
    Madeline dropped to the ground in a spasm and barely registered the new concussion as her skull struck the edge of the metal bed. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    BY THE NEXT day, Madeline and her troops had given up worrying whether their jailors had the placed bugged, which seemed unlikely, as the survivors’ whispered talk got out of hand and the guards forgot to feed them for half a day. Then the guy with the mole on his face whose named Madeline would never know appeared trundling the dinner cart one-handed because his arm was in a sling. 
 
    “What happened?” she called out to him on impulse. 
 
    The mole man just ignored her, already wearing a bitter look, and when Loring and Anwar repeated the question, pitching their tones for sincerity, the server gave an embarrassed grunt and told them he’d fallen over coming back from some local hooch joint. If Stuyvesant had bushwhacked him, he either didn’t know or wouldn’t admit it to them. 
 
    “How much longer are they holding us?” Madeline asked. 
 
    The server looked taken aback. Madeline held up her empty hands. 
 
    “Hey, none of us are under any illusions we’re getting free,” she told him with a bleak laugh. “More likely, it’s execution. We just wanna know. What can you tell us?” 
 
    Answering the first question didn’t mean they had rapport. The longer Madeline spoke, the angrier the server appeared – and too late, she realized it was that she was speaking that inflamed the de facto lunch monitor so much. 
 
    “They’re gonna execute you alright,” the ugly little man said in a snide, bullying voice. “And everyone knows about your friends on the USS Washington now. They’re not coming to the rescue either.” 
 
    Plume just watched, then snickered, adding a deliberate eye roll. 
 
    “You lost that race, lady,” the server now practically yelled at her. “A City Council mission took off out of here two days ago to go meet them.” 
 
    Madeline was glad for the extra information, but offered the mole man a chagrined grin because he seemed to expect it, hoping it might goad him into saying more. He wasn’t keen on questions otherwise. But his own raised voice seemed to scare him, and the nameless man glanced back towards the steel security door like he knew he had no business doing anything except delivering the meals on his trolley.  
 
    Far-off noises at first sounded like an electrical malfunction, or like firecrackers – or any number of other doppelgangers for gunfire that first occurred to Madeline as she strained her ears. The food server caught her look and frowned. A few of the men muttered, Johnstone hissing for shoosh. There were other noises filling the gaps when the gunshots ceased. Indistinct and uncertain. 
 
    “Is that. . . ?” the server asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Madeline nodded. “That’s people screaming.” 
 
    The server flicked his gaze back at the door. 
 
    “It’s coming from the City Council meeting.” 
 
     Before the man could say anything else, gunfire sounded shockingly loud just outside the door to the cells, metallic and echoing and incredibly close. 
 
    A single gunshot followed right after.  
 
    The Perspex window pane in the door at the end of the chamber exploded in a red mess. Just beyond reach outside of Madeline’s cell, the man with the food cart started shrieking like a car alarm. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THE METAL DOOR cranked ajar and a man with a Filipino complexion stormed inside wearing a red headband and toting an MP5, two more of them on straps across his back. Following him was one of the Lefthanders’ farm boy recruits, Milligan, who favored an M16 and looked almost ready to empty his weapon on the prisoners in the cells. 
 
    Madeline flinched, but that was nothing like the almost theatrical way the mole man dropped his shit clattering to the floor and immediately knelt among it, hands raised, smug-to-terrified in zero-point-three seconds flat. 
 
    “Please! I didn’t do anything!” he yelled. “I just feed them!” 
 
    “It’s true,” Madeline said with the brisk tone of command. 
 
    Milligan looked at her and nodded, something of his blood lust in abeyance, and while the Filipino advanced pointing his gun at the server now groveling on the floor, his offsider looked back at the door and bit his lip. The Filipino barked for the man on the ground to lie down, and the man did, ignoring the piss-colored stew everywhere. 
 
    “Stay there!” the gunman shouted. “On the ground!” 
 
    “He’s actually gonna be in the way,” Madeline said. 
 
    She mustered a calmness she didn’t feel, her men’s eyes on her. And she took a moment to nod to them, reassurance without a smile. Madeline wasn’t their mother, and sometimes it felt like she had to fight for them not to drag her into it. 
 
    Stuyvesant then stalked in through the open jail room door, goose stepping over a helmeted corpse outside while fussing with the keys he’d retrieved. 
 
    “Don’t worry about him,” Milligan said and gestured at the dead guard. “Headshot.” 
 
    “That’s enough killing for tonight,” Madeline said. 
 
    Stuyvesant smirked, something European in his bland American accent. 
 
    “You might want to tell that to them?” 
 
    He motioned outside as he kept smiling, still fiddling with the keys, a look of benevolence mixed with the raised eyebrow to suggest maybe a woman still on the wrong side of the jail cell door should keep her objections to a minimum. There was certainly a case for that. Madeline watched, almost licking her lips as the Saint sorted through to find a cell door key. He also motioned to the unknown Filipino gunman and then at their server still slithering about on the ground like he had a bad case of worms. 
 
    “She’s right about him, though,” Stuyvesant said. “Get him out of here.” 
 
    The other gunman nodded and stowed his weapon, dragging the prostate man through the rest of the mess and pushing him to one side of the open area before the security door. The Saint stepped into that gap, checking his footing with bemusement, and not at all like a man committing armed insurrection and a jailbreak in the one fell move. 
 
    “I didn’t think you were coming back,” Madeline half-whispered. 
 
    Stuyvesant wriggled his eyebrows instead. 
 
    “Oh ye of little faith.” 
 
    And he inserted the key into the lock. 
 
    Within seconds, the other men were free too. The Filipino, called Emilio, handed two guns over to Loring and Kovac, and Johnstone and Hussein took weapons from Milligan. The last in their cells, Bendigo and Anwar looked out at Madeline imploringly. 
 
    “Patrick, come on.” 
 
    The pair tried jostling the crouched man, still covered in his blanket. The last remaining member of the troupe – nicknamed Benatar by someone else a long time ago – escorted the other madman out, DeVille, who wore his blanket like a shawl. Madeline hadn’t seen the scrawny man’s face in days, and harsh lines cut gray with malnutrition through his beard. His vacant dark eyes didn’t see anything as he allowed himself to be led to freedom. 
 
    Madeline fixed her gaze back on the blanket-humped figure of Patrick and the two good soldiers still trying to help him. 
 
    “Soldier, on your fucking feet,” she growled. 
 
    The others outside the cells already waited, and there was a palpable sense of not wanting to wait permeating the room. The Saint shot Madeline a raised eyebrow and shrugged, in the same motion producing a 9mm Colt he handed over, saved just for her. Madeline saluted him and took it, and cast one rueful look at the pathetic figure clinging to the struts of his cot. 
 
    “Leave him.” 
 
    With that, Madeline stepped fully from her cell and joined Stuyvesant. The armed Lefthanders positioned themselves around the open security door ready to defend them, while Madeline asked the Saint for his plan. 
 
    “It’s pretty simple,” he said. “We have two vehicles outside.” 
 
    “How many men down?”  
 
    Stuyvesant only raised again that infuriating eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s just us, Miss Plume,” he said with a dry laugh. “There’s not many of us to go around.” 
 
    “And men down . . . for the Administration?” 
 
    Again came the dry laugh. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be concerning yourself with them.” 
 
    “Well, I am,” she snapped. Conscious everyone else was hanging on her words, Madeline gave an anxious look towards the door before then taking the time to eyeball everyone else in the room. “If we’re all that’s left, we can’t risk putting those with sympathies off-side. We’re getting out of here . . . but no one shoots to kill without my command, got it?” 
 
    “Lieutenant. . . .” 
 
    Madeline accepted the challenge from the Saint. He’d liberated them from captivity, and proven true to their creed when he might’ve evaded detection altogether. Madeline owed him that respect, provided he wasn’t using that platform to make a move against her. They might call her Lieutenant, due her time in the Navy, but few were under any misapprehension that it was Madeline Plume truly running the show at St Mary’s. Poor dead August Rhymes was more like a figurehead, a head of State, rather than the engine room of their resistance. 
 
    Stuyvesant slowly sorted through his expressions like shuffling through a deck of cards, trying to get the magic trick right, and not quite sure which smile to use. He settled on a weird, faltering look of embarrassment that he clearly didn’t feel as he scratched his head, looked around at the others, and winced with mock sympathy. 
 
    “It’s a little late for that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she demanded. 
 
    “It’s too long to explain –” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “We launched a co-ordinated . . . attack . . . to produce the distraction to free you.” 
 
    “An attack?” Madeline replied. “If there’s three of you here, there’s not enough of us left to even. . . .” 
 
    She stopped speaking as she sensed the Saint’s amusement at his own punchline. 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “Oh, we created a distraction,” the other man said. “One they might not recover from.” 
 
    He nodded at her, and the others still listening. 
 
    “It’ll be a moot point if we don’t get going,” he said. He offered a mock bow towards the exit for her benefit. “They call me the Saint, but maybe you should go first, milady?” Then he added, “Are you feeling bullet-proof? You don’t want anyone hurt, after all. . . .” 
 
    Madeline motioned to the Kevlar vest Stuyvesant wore. 
 
    “Are you afraid of dying or something?” 
 
    She winked at him with a confidence she didn’t feel, and as far as pissing contests went, there was no way anyone else was allowed out that door first now other than her. 
 
    And so she went. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    MADELINE WAS FIRST through the door, and right into the sight of one of her rapists sprawled dead with his brains exploded around the rim of his helmet, and then the ex-cop machine-gunned laying at the bottom of the adjacent stairwell. Taking in the gory spectacle, Madeline let the Saint stride past her to take the lead, and she returned her gaze warily to the dead man with the school teacher’s moustache, bullets through his legs and chest leaving him ripe for reincarnation as one of the Feral, as she’d once thought to call the Furies. 
 
    Emilio and Manning led the other men from the cells, and as a group they moved up the stairs and out through double doors within the old DEA office more like an old-world police station. Another two corpses lay sprawled and exsanguinated on the corridor’s blue carpet, more of Madeline’s faceless abusers, and Loring took a moment to stave in the two dead men’s skulls. Madeline noted the radio handset at the edge of the crime scene. The surviving Lefthanders were barefoot and wearing not much better than Madeline’s hospital gown, but they also wore a bloody determination that almost frightened her. 
 
    “Keep it together,” she said quietly – almost like she was speaking to herself. 
 
    They started to jog down the corridor after Stuyvesant leading the rest. 
 
    “Remember what I said before,” Madeline called to her team. “We’re not adding any more bodies to this mission than we have to, alright?” 
 
    Men like Loring, Kovac and Johnstone nodded. They’d spent time in captivity together and had stayed staunch throughout. They almost gave her hope the mission could start again. 
 
    Maybe if they survived the night. . . . 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THE LANKY MAN led them out into an open-plan office, all the tables and desks part of daily life in the City’s prison. Stuyvesant swiveled about while the Filipino and his blonde partner moved past a security counter to triangulate at the front door. The other four Lefthanders carrying firearms proceeded after them, the remainder hanging back. Private Loring peeled off the group to shadow Madeline, a self-appointed personal guard. 
 
    “Trucks still in the street,” Milligan called back from one side of the front door. 
 
    “Alright,” the Saint said loud enough for everyone to hear. “Go.” 
 
    Emilio and Milligan held the doors open. Kovac was the first outside, though he had no clue about the plan, and everyone else hung back long enough for the Saint to unsling his shotgun and stalk out like a man trying to remember where he parked his car. But he strode unerringly across the empty street to where two vehicles stood with their engines running. The first was a nondescript black van, the second a battered and rust-stained old carpenter’s truck. 
 
    “Out here,” Stuyvesant said. 
 
    He hefted the Remington 700 and checked the night scope attached to it, but the street was relatively quiet. The ruckus from the town hall was inaudible now, though maybe that was just the pulse hammering in Madeline’s ears as she kept after them despite the soreness in her womb and limbs. She caught her naked foot on something protruding in the street and growled low in her throat, refusing to make any other noise as she paused in the middle of the street in her ridiculous gown, the dingy prison blanket wrapped around her still, the Colt by her side, and motioned the remaining men out towards the two vehicles to avoid anyone wasting time. 
 
    But it couldn’t be helped. 
 
    It was well after sunset already, and the sodium headlights swinging in on them amid the roar of a malfunctioning ethanol engine were bright enough to blind almost anyone. It was natural to shield her eyes, even if that didn’t help, but that also didn’t stop Plume instinctively moving into cover behind the second truck as she prayed for her sight to return. 
 
    “Don’t move!” 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    “Freeze!” 
 
    “Hold it right there!” 
 
    The yells falling atop each other came from competing throats as several of the Lefthanders pointed their weapons at the new arrivals, and the newcomers hesitated, half out of their Humvee, but not entirely committed to a close-quarters firefight. Blinking through sunspots, Madeline saw the vague outline of one of the three City troopers holding a pistol and recognized her nemesis Arthur McGovern at once. 
 
    All her fine talk of no further bloodshed abandoned her as Madeline saw red, and crouched beside her, Loring looked astonished and yet not entirely surprised at the low terrier’s growl coming from their leader’s throat. 
 
    Madeline marched out of cover lifting the gun from her side. Loring shadowed her. 
 
    Two of the armed men were exposed and didn’t see her coming despite the lack of effort Madeline made in disguising her approach. McGovern looked askance and noticed her, expression widening as Plume fired and the trooper just behind him took a bullet in the neck. 
 
    The single shot triggered her men, and the trooper with the misfortune to be in the Humvee’s driver’s seat came half out of the armored cab with his MP5 raised and took gunfire from three different directions instead. Bullets whisked past Madeline as they ricocheted, and McGovern ducked down, still completely exposed as Madeline closed the final distance to hold the Colt aimed at his head. 
 
    The firefight ended as soon as it’d begun, and several of her men stood standing watching her, while the Saint had the pragmatism to finish ushering the others towards the van. He slid its side door open as Loring got the gist of what his boss wanted, stowing his gun to drag the prison jailor out into the crucifixion of bright headlights bathing the front of the DEA building. The cafes along its ground floor were boarded up, vulnerable long broad windows smashed in long ago, the area otherwise deserted despite Curfew not yet in effect. A few lonely gunshots rang out across the stilled City. Any more were drowned out by McGovern’s growing sniffles as he crawled around on his knees trying to work out which way to beg. 
 
    Then he found Madeline’s bare feet and looked up. 
 
    She kept the gun trained on his forehead. Wherever their jailor had been off-shift, it hadn’t extended to the usual flak jacket and combat boots. He wore a pair of ordinary leather shoes, a military shirt thrown over his sleepwear like an afterthought. 
 
    “They called you?” Madeline asked him. 
 
    McGovern nodded.  
 
    “I live nearby . . . heard the gunfire, and. . . .” 
 
    Madeline pistol-whipped him then, but just because she could.  
 
    McGovern felt in a pile, and she motioned with her pistol. Anwar, Hussein and Kovac grabbed the man and twisted his arms behind his back to take McGovern with them. 
 
    Madeline found Stuyvesant calmly waiting for her attention from the open door of the lead vehicle. 
 
    “Stay on my tail,” he said. 
 
    Miss Plume nodded curtly, twisting back towards the second truck as the men bundled McGovern in after them, and Private Loring offered down his hand to help her up on the back. 
 
    The two vehicles drove slowly out onto the side street and turned away from The Mile as fresh sounds of gunfire rang out across the City behind them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Winter is coming 
 
    By Delroy Earle and Odo Geirhart 
 
    CITIZENS are on notice to start preparing for cold weather as City programs falter, raising the specter of residents left to fend for themselves as winter approaches. 
 
    Reports from The Mile this week said there was a run on warm clothing, heating appliances, and dried foods, leaving some traders with bare shelves. 
 
    Traders Alliance spokeswoman Octavia, no last name given, said stallholders were operating in a dwindling market. 
 
    “We remain concerned the City is diverting resources from Forager patrols to its Enclave project,” she said. 
 
    “We would appreciate full disclosure, and a statement from the Council confirming that rations allocations will continue during winter.” 
 
    Trader DV8R said some stallholders would consider shutting down when the winter snow came. 
 
    Another trader who declined to be identified was critical of Citizens who “don’t understand that the world has ended”. 
 
    The woman said Citizens had to temper unrealistic expectations about commodity goods. 
 
    Pre-Fall items like canned food and batteries were no longer reliable, if available at all. 
 
    “Newbies are the worst,” she said. “Newbies got sold on a pipedream and it’s like they think the Council rolled things back 10 years. Newsflash: they didn’t.” 
 
    The Alliance’s Ms Octavia said newcomers had to embrace the spirit of private enterprise. 
 
    “Many Citizens who wish to see the City reach its potential are also identifying shortcomings in the market and adopting innovative practices as a result,” she said. 
 
    “We see that in re-emerging craft industries such as darning, knitting and weaving. 
 
    “But again, if Forager are focused on the wrong priorities, the raw material for these enterprises are not available without significant risk.” 
 
    Traders said scroungers were increasingly headed outside the sanctuary zone looking for supplies. 
 
    Safety Chief Denny Greerson said gate protocols were changed to allow those efforts. 
 
    Another trader, utensil merchant Sangupta Nadcharri, said an increase in unsupervised minors was also eating into stallholders’ trade. 
 
    “Some of these are new orphans,” he said. “But the growing number of ferals is something the troopers don’t want to address.” 
 
    Chief Greerson declined to comment. 
 
    He said he was unaware of reports of vigilante action against a group of men allegedly threatening traders on The Mile. 
 
    Traders said the vigilante wore a “gray hood” and left two alleged thugs requiring medical treatment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    THE HAND MOVING across Dkembe’s back that woke him recoiled at once at the look it met as the dark-skinned man sat up, not in any hurry, but turning too so Gonzales beside him shuffled away crab-like. Erak’s lank greasy hair fell around his narrow skull like something serrated, the weird gray-black color glinting like tin foil under the sunlight coming in through their shared window. 
 
    Dkembe consolidated his position on the double mattress, turning so the sun didn’t hit him and watching without expression as Gonzales absorbed his rejection and dropped his eyes to the soiled bedding. He had his own blanket around him. His nakedness turned Dkembe’s blunt regard into a minor scowl. 
 
    “Put some clothes on, man,” he muttered. 
 
    His accent thickened in the other man’s company, something of the street sneaking its way back in. Lately, he’d focused on his diction, spending so much time in Tom’s company and not wanting to do anything more to make the older man think he was just another slack-jawed nigga from the hood. 
 
    “It’s still early,” Erak said quietly. He wouldn’t meet Dkembe’s eye. 
 
    “It’s daytime,” Dkembe told him.  
 
    He stood without effort, letting his own blankets fall away, and trying not to shiver in the cold, bare floor-boarded room. A thermal undershirt and the shorts he slept in didn’t do much on their own. When Gonzales stood too, the scrawny man’s pallid skin showed the scars crisscrossed forever across his back. Dkembe’s eyes fell to Erak’s naked hairless rear end and he felt his own shame, and just as quickly bit down hard on it. 
 
    “I could blow you,” Gonzales said. 
 
    “Stop it, man,” Dkembe replied and somehow turned it into an embarrassed laugh. The room still reeked from the night before, try as hard as he could to deny it all come sunlight. 
 
    “Kembi –” 
 
    “Dkembe.” 
 
    “You said –” 
 
    “Gets cold at night,” Dkembe said and couldn’t meet the other man’s eyes either. “Cold and. . . .” 
 
    “Dark.” 
 
    Dkembe was going to say “lonely,” was glad when he didn’t, and nodded his head almost wistful at Erak’s sentiment. 
 
    “Plenty to do,” the young man said. “Breakfast?” 
 
    It was hard to tell if Gonzales was disappointed or relieved, though Dkembe thought maybe that was on him, too. He knew he was glad to struggle into his concrete-stained work pants and then retrieve the boots Gonzales had shifted during the night. 
 
    The bare room carried their silence well. Dkembe scanned around it and couldn’t manage to clear his throat. They’d find furnishings soon. Gonzales could have his own room. He didn’t need him. But the familiarity of his presence – not Gonzales himself, but Michael, the fellow survivor he’d unknowingly replaced in their prison-like union – had a nicotine drag on him he couldn’t quite quit. 
 
    Dkembe took pity on Erak’s sheer miserableness. Not offering to actually hold hands, he held out his hand to the man once he was finished getting his own work boots on. 
 
    “Breakfast, OK?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erak said. “OK.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    IT WAS ONLY their fourth morning since moving into the new compound, and strange for him now to be sharing the space with others. Anyone’d think Dkembe stayed within the Vanicek family for months rather than a few weeks, but life in the old apartment was clearer when it was just him and them. He was the lone, indivisible unit outside of Tom’s family group. But things had changed, greatly, and Dkembe was still playing catch-up. 
 
    The two-story brick house was a hive of activity so soon after sunrise. The newest arrivals, Karla and Ionia, thumped down from their room upstairs, while the short-tempered, short-of-words Hungarian Attila sat at one end of the long kitchen table sharing his disfavor with the breakfast gruel. Tom’s son Lucas and his friend Kevin moved quickly out towards the side door to the old collapsed hydroponic area Erak was meant to be repairing and promptly vanished from sight. Tom’s room itself was on the ground floor – too paranoid these days to live at the top of the stairs, he’d told Dkembe, though probably he also didn’t want to listen to the lesbians fucking, and what he might hear or discern about him and Gonzales almost plunged Dkembe into a cold sweat.  
 
    Dkembe watched the brooding head of their de facto household with bruised dark eyes, wary as one might be with an intruder as Tom came around the kitchen table, patted Attila on one of the short man’s burly shoulders, then turned so Dkembe saw Tom’s polite smile and apparent good cheer. Only then did he feel able to relax, too pent up with everything going on to realize at first when Tom started talking to him. 
 
    “Sorry, Tom,” he said and hated how stupid he sounded. “What?” 
 
    “I’m sick of oatmeal,” Tom repeated. “Aren’t you?” 
 
    Dkembe nodded mutely. Tom’s pained smile became forced. Dkembe hated himself just a little for the pity he saw reflected in the older man’s eyes as the impatient man tried his best at being patient, in the process just making Dkembe feel like another of his kids. 
 
    “Looking forward to a little beef in the diet, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dkembe said. “That would be good.” 
 
    He didn’t normally shit the bed in moments like these, but, uncomfortable with the other strangers watching, Dkembe would’ve doffed his cap if he wore one, instead turning and muttering something about Lucas and Kevin and then heading for the exit after them. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tom said. “Where are those two? Tell Lucas he needs to eat something.” 
 
    The voice followed Dkembe down the short corridor to the side door, but the boys were already gone. Dkembe stood there long moments, hand against the wooden doorframe left splintered and stained with blood until he scrubbed it several days ago. It only took a full day to get their new location in order, thanks to Attila and Erak’s help, which mostly involved tossing out all the personal effects Ortega’s crew left behind when they got themselves killed – and thereafter scrubbing numerous blood stains off the walls and from the wooden floors. 
 
    Dkembe stepped down to confirm the boys weren’t anywhere in sight. 
 
    Closing his eyes, he thought of Tom’s frequent mantra and forced himself to breathe. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    WHEN HE FINALLY steeled himself to re-enter the kitchen, it was just Tom sitting around the table with Karla and Ionia. The two lean-featured women wore their usual coveralls, Ionia with her fine dark curly hair gathered into some kind of wrap. Karla was the ballsier of the pair, sitting closest to Tom with her porridge bowl, but holding a dirty spanner like she aimed to eat with it. 
 
    “There he is,” Tom said with forced cheer and motioned a kind of welcome back to Dkembe who moved around the back of the wood-floor kitchen to the long counters under boarded-up back windows. They’d prized off some of the planks, enough for one window, and the daylight was all they had to see. “As you know, Dkembe’s my right-hand man for the whole cattle yard set-up, so I’d like his opinion. He’s more technical than me.” 
 
    “Yeah, Tom,” Karla said with a deep laugh. “You’re the hammer, and Dkembe’s the . . . what would you say?” 
 
    “Nail,” Dkembe answered without thinking. 
 
    It was more a psychoanalytic response than an accurate statement, and he winced at Tom’s faltering smile as the older man said, “I don’t know about that.” 
 
    But he renewed the smile towards the two women almost as if he was trying to charm them. 
 
    “I’m not that kind of blunt instrument, hopefully,” Tom said. “And I’d like to think Dkembe’s a hell of a lot more use to me than a nail.” 
 
    Dkembe wanted to beam, and beamed anyway. But being of “use” to Tom didn’t sound that great either. Now it was his turn for a faltering smile, which slipped away as he caught on to the two women patiently regarding him, with Tom adding the weight of his gaze too. 
 
    “OK,” he said mutely. “What is it?” 
 
    “Our mechanics here want our help setting up their enterprise in exchange for helping us with ours,” Tom said. 
 
    He motioned to Karla. The wiry blonde turned about in her seat at the table to face Dkembe directly. 
 
    “One of the things we don’t have in the City is ice,” she said. “Takes power to run refrigeration. The Council’s got that. There’s a few chiller places in town. There’s a guy rents out storage for the stallholders. Another guy, just like him.” 
 
    “Just not as good,” Ionia said. 
 
    Her girlfriend nodded agreement. “But none of them can make ice.” 
 
    Dkembe recalled the principles involved. Although he was a scaffolder before the world came to an end, his extended, now extinct family worked transportation and factories all across Baltimore back when there were jobs to be had, years before the Risen.  
 
    “Do you have the gear for it?” Dkembe asked. 
 
    “We know where to get it,” Karla said. “When it’s time.” 
 
    Tom explained, “They want to work for us for food and upkeep. Then we will help them.” 
 
    “OK,” Dkembe nodded. “As long as we can do it within the sanctuary zone.” 
 
    Tom’s polite grin froze and the two women swapped awkward looks. 
 
    “We’re not going to be able to . . . trade for this stuff,” Karla said matter-of-factly. “We’ll have to go out and get it.” 
 
    “They want to check the university district,” Tom said. 
 
    “Stupid the City didn’t start there,” Karla said. “If they don’t have what we need, we have alternative sites.” 
 
    “But that means going back out among the Risen.” 
 
    Neither woman blinked at Dkembe’s use of the term. Tom pushed his chair back, though he didn’t make any movement to stand up. He kept his knees wide, hands grasped together in his lap as he acknowledged Dkembe’s concerns with a stoic nod. 
 
    “We’d need to do it together,” he said. “With them.” 
 
    “You have Attila and . . . and Erak. . . .” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tom nodded. Exactly. “We’re gonna need them too.” 
 
    But the patriarch could see he didn’t have Dkembe on board yet. He glanced to the other two. 
 
    “Let me and Dkembe kick the idea around when we have a moment.” 
 
    “OK,” Karla said. “What’s on for today?” 
 
    “I owe another meeting with Councilor Wilhelm,” Tom said. He didn’t have to groan for them to know how he felt. “I’ve asked Gonzales to finish bagging up Ortega’s weed. Help yourself, if you want a plant or two. The rest I want to liquidate as fast as I can. Today, really. I’m in hock to more contacts in the City than I like and we still can’t eating anything better than this shit.” 
 
    Tom motioned dismissively at his own breakfast. 
 
    “Getting this plan up and running is one thing,” he said to the three of them. “If the Confederates come through, we’ll have enough beef to feed ourselves and also trade for anything we might need. We need to get this bunker more insulated before it gets any colder. But we can’t pay our bills until the cattle arrive.” 
 
    Tom sighed, on a roll now with his one-man show. 
 
    “I’m not even sure this isn’t gonna end in a steaming pile of number twos,” he said. “I’m taking a gamble, and you’re all taking a gamble throwing in with me. But I’m done working jobs for the City.” 
 
    The recently redundant Foragers women nodded emphatically. 
 
    “A man I met here once,” Tom said and thought of the long-dead Scotsman Shirts, “he said the City was a place of opportunities, and I guess he was right. But I really don’t know what the fuck I’m doing here. I don’t even know what to call ‘em. Sounds ridiculous, ‘when they bring the cows home’ or something like that, like I’ve stumbled into an old episode of Bonanza or something.” 
 
    The mix of disarming honesty and alpha male showmanship left Dkembe dazed and mildly intimidated. The two women chuckled. Karla almost looked inclined towards the hard-skulled, handsome older man. Ionia only radiated cool amusement, her eyes to the side showing her relaxed comfort with Tom despite his masculine charms affecting her girlfriend. Dkembe felt his inferiority sink further, and when Gonzales entered the room and hovered, making like he might make his way around to join him directly, Dkembe stiffened and started plotting an unobtrusive exit. 
 
    “Dkembe, on the subject of complicated logistics,” Tom halted him. “We need to talk.” 
 
    Tom stood then and started spooning oatmeal into himself in record time while he addressed the other troops. 
 
    “Erak, if you can get onto that job with the weed today, that’s our priority,” he said. “Karla, Ionia, if you’re keen to help out, you might be able to figure out what needs to be changed with the irrigation. We’re going to be planting sometime this week. Maybe even tomorrow. Where are the boys?” 
 
    “I don’t think they’re here.” 
 
    Tom scowled a moment. Dkembe managed not to take it personally. The older man glanced towards the lone kitchen window as if confirming to himself that it was daylight after all and the boys had their freedom to stray from home on occasion. Tom then nodded instead, peeling back towards the two mechanics. 
 
    “Is that cool?” 
 
    “Yes,” Karla said. Her girlfriend only nodded. 
 
    “You’ll also discuss the ice project though?” Karla asked. “You’re going to need to refrigerate those animals once you –” 
 
    “– figure out how we’re going to butcher them,” Tom said and made a pained smile. “It’s enough for me to go vegetarian. But that’s actually what we’ve got to discuss.” 
 
    Tom had the unconscious habit of moving with explosive speed when he made a decision, causing Dkembe to flinch as he crossed the distance to pat his shoulder. While probably intended as a show of solidarity, Dkembe stumbled slightly under the weight, but smiled anyway, glad for his dark skin as he felt his face flush until relieved by the two women returning disinterestedly to their bland meals. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “YOU GOT A minute?” Tom asked. 
 
    Dkembe almost smiled as if Tom was making a joke, as if he had any choice in the matter – as if he’d do anything else but agree. 
 
    “Uh, sure,” Dkembe told him. “So, uh, what is it?” 
 
    “Are you OK?” 
 
    Now Dkembe froze. Tom kenned his confused look and laughed. 
 
    “No, that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about,” he said and patted Dkembe’s arm again as they moved through into one of the other front rooms just down from the cell where Ortega tortured Councilor Ben-Gurion. “I just wanted to make sure you’re cool so we can have a proper discussion. You seem a little. . . .” 
 
    They passed the gutted radio room and veered down the hall inside the back face of the squat two-floor brick building. There was no view through the windows soldered shut with sheet metal covers. 
 
    “I’m OK, Tom.” 
 
    “OK, cool.” 
 
    Dkembe was positive Tom was about to ask something about Gonzales so he cleared his throat, never great at improvisation, opening the door for the office for them to go in. 
 
    “You wanted to talk logistics?” he asked. 
 
    “We put a lot of the actual plan for the cattle on hold until we got a lot of other things out of the way,” Tom said. “They could be here by October. If they’re not here by the month after that, I’m not sure they’re coming at all.” 
 
    “The deal could fall apart.” 
 
    “It just might not be much of a deal,” Tom said. “We lost a doctor, and a bunch of supplies. Stuff they deserved, frankly. They could’ve killed me. Nearly did.” 
 
    “So . . . what do we do about that?” 
 
    “No, what I’m saying is we have to get on with planning for it if does comes through,” Tom said. “We almost gotta believe it’s gonna come through. If we aren’t ready, and all these . . . these fucking cows, man. . . .” 
 
    Tom started laughing, almost uncontrollably, and Dkembe felt all the hairs on the back of his neck prickle as if unsafe. 
 
    “Sorry,” Tom said and dried his eyes. “I fully meant what I said back there. You and me make a shitty pair of cowboys, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Dkembe smiled like a school boy. The idea came a moment later. 
 
    “I know someone who might . . . could maybe help,” he said. Quickly racking his brains for the details. The last time he heard, OK Jay had scored digs in Brown Town after the trooper in the Armory raid got killed. “I could go and see?” 
 
    “OK,” Tom said. “We’re still OK to use that Big Falcon for the yard. Looks like the City expansion plans are on hold for now. We need to work out how to butcher the animals, and like Karla said, we need to keep the meat on ice.” 
 
    The thought of going outside the sanctuary zone was enough for Dkembe to lose color completely. Tom could see it and he backed off, hands raised. 
 
    “Listen, just think about it,” he said. 
 
    “Sure,” Dkembe lied. “OK.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    GONZALES CAME BACK through the main gate as Dkembe approached wearing the Day-Glo green puffer jacket Tom had joked would make him easy to identify if he turned up dead. Dkembe only shivered in the cold instead, sorting through his meager belongings in his head, working out how he could trade for decent gloves and a scarf. A baseball hat capped his head. Erak wore black coveralls and a timeworn leather jacket over an old athletics hoodie. Thumb holes in the sleeves were enough for him. He’d change his tune before winter. 
 
    “I’ve got something for you,” Gonzales said. 
 
    Dkembe slowed, the roller-gate not quite back in place. He rested a hand on it. Kept his eyes down as a discouragement to any more serious talk. 
 
    Erak produced two small gold-foiled bundles and offered them across. 
 
    “Got these yesterday,” he said. “Chocolate. Here, have one.” 
 
    Despite his haggard appearance, Erak had kind eyes, which meant he looked like he’d been hurt – a lot. Hidden by his wiry hair, his forehead was lined with scars from where they’d made him wear a crown of barbed wire once, though who “they” were he’d never explained. 
 
    “Chocolate?” Dkembe replied. “We should share –” 
 
    “There’s only two,” Gonzales said quietly. He was close now, and looked into Dkembe’s eyes. “Just for you and me, OK?” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    Dkembe untwisted the wrapper and Erak did the same. 
 
    “I wanted to tell you something, too,” the other man said. 
 
    Dkembe ate the chocolate, used the chewing as an excuse to say nothing. 
 
    “I’m no faggot either.” 
 
    Dkembe chewed. Gonzales’ head hung, hair in his face. 
 
    “I just don’t want to be alone.” 
 
    Dkembe muttered, “Yeah.” 
 
    “Same as you, right?” 
 
    Again Dkembe grunted a reply. Affirmative. On guard lest the other man move any closer. Instead, Erak groaned a sigh, trembling at the end as his tears nearly won through. But they didn’t. 
 
    “Just nice to have someone,” he said. “Not be alone.” 
 
    Now Dkembe nodded. Carefully, he put his hand on Erak’s shoulder. 
 
    “I’m here,” he said. More was needed. He hated that he had to rack his thoughts. “I’ll protect you,” he said. “You watch my back, and I’ve got yours.” 
 
    Gonzales started to cry properly then, and Dkembe’s heart broke. He let the other man lean into him, much the same height except Erak’s forehead immediately went to Dkembe’s shoulder and left wet splotches there as he got himself under control. 
 
    “I’ll protect you too,” he said. “I mean it. You can trust me.” 
 
    Dkembe nodded soothingly. He didn’t regret the lover’s soft touch he offered to his friend’s arm as they drew apart. 
 
    “We’re in this together,” he said. 
 
    Erak dropped his eyes and snuffled.  
 
    “Nice not to be alone,” Dkembe said and meant it. 
 
    But they were all lies. The only good advice his father ever gave him came at a terrible cost, but Dkembe’d followed it ever since. When the Risen broke into their apartment, his father was too obese to escape with the rest of them. A twenty-one-year-old Dkembe looked back at the two deranged creatures riding his father to the floor and Dkembe’s father yelled, “Run!” 
 
    And he’d run every time since. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THE STREETS OUTSIDE were thick with people hurrying to jobs or hitting the traders early. Everywhere Dkembe went, people were huddled in twos and threes, and it was almost possible to believe the most recent edition of the Columbus Herald was a collector’s item, people poring over the news reports with their exclusive details about the secret radio contact with a surviving US warship, though people had stopped calling the city Columbus in recent times and Dkembe wondered if the two-sheet newspaper would ever get renamed the Sanctuary Herald instead. 
 
    His route took him past the corner block where the self-appointed Sisters of Mercy had erected a field hospital. Most Citizens avoided the area, and for good reason. A quick walk past the scaffolded site reinforcing several big Army tents and tarpaulins salvaged from an old evacuation center carrying the weight of last winter still in its mildewed folds. The screaming from inside followed the Sisters’ latest amputation – a common solution to so many medical problems, it seemed, and as Dkembe hurried past, a tearful-looking young woman with blood up to her elbows stepped out into the muddy road and poured a bucket of the stuff into a 44-gallon drum while several children of the street eyed the deposit with covetous gleams. One short glance into the subdued bedlam of the half-empty field hospital was enough for him. At least one of the cots held corpses yet to be removed, surgically killed with a cattle gun at the chief matron’s direction. 
 
    Dkembe prayed he’d never need the Sisters’ help. That thought only triggered more about the idea of leaving the sanctuary zone for the city outskirts, part of the half-cooked plan Tom mentioned at Karla and Ionia’s behest. Dkembe’s resolve against any such proposal only deepened. 
 
    The entrance to Brown Town remained a choke point, thanks to the staggered school and ex-prison buses parked there in the early days of the settlement, and since then not only left to rot, but taken over by traders hawking their services and wares to the steady trickle of Citizens moving in and out the small enclave of a half-dozen eight- and ten-floor tenements. Dkembe noted fewer troopers than on past visits, though a pair of tough-looking guards just inside the market stretching between the buses and the first forecourts had a job on their hands. A gruff-looking man with a motorcycle vest over his sailor’s sweater stood between them. The troopers inspected the man’s confiscated revolver, intent on the lecture, and not watching another two men in matching leather vests hanging back at the awning of a stall repairing clothes keeping an eye on their friend. 
 
    Even the whiff of potential conflict sent him hurrying through the plaza. A grizzled old woman in a lighthouse keeper’s yellow raincoat flashed a gnarled forearm covered in wristwatches, and then she opened her coat to him as if a glimpse of her wizened chest might be the sweetener. Dkembe veered so hard away that he almost side-swiped the tent strut of another booth where the trader jumped up in alarm to protect his display of bifocal glasses and cigarette lighters. Dkembe apologized with a tip of the cap he wore, swore under his breath, and headed into the courtyard of the second big apartment block. 
 
    There was nothing like public open space in the inhabited zone, and the sweeping flight of steps and the brick plinths around it were overcome by a wickerwork of tents, lean-to structures and improvised stalls, though few were manned by traders. Whole families occupied several, with young, black-eyed children sitting out in front inappropriately dressed for the weather even if the sun had burnt its way through the sodden cloud cover nearer to the middle of the day. A middle-aged woman with a Middle Eastern look bawled out at him in a rich New Jersey accent, at which the children rattled begging cups. But Dkembe had nothing to give. He thought guiltily a moment about the chocolate which still tasted as a memory in the back of his mouth, but then angrier rebukes at the beggars stormed into his mind and Dkembe navigated the path up the confined stairs and into the open tenement foyer instead. 
 
    The lobby had surrendered to the elements some time back. Cardboard nests lined the walls beneath a series of covered noticeboards. Several old men played pinochle with what looked like tarot cards, betting with scraps of food while sipping some kind of degenerate alcohol from old fruit tins, or maybe it was the old spoiled contents itself. Dkembe didn’t care. He brushed off a dirty-faced woman with a toddler strapped to her and moved up the internal stairs. 
 
    Suffice to say, the elevators had crapped out some time ago. His friend was on the second floor, the carpeted old corridors thankfully free of unwanted guests, but when Dkembe knocked, the door was opened by a different black man who offered a ready smile, comfortable in his powerful build to protect him against any potential threats. He had a thin scar running across the bridge of his noise, almost like it was deliberate, and freshly-plaited corn rows receded from his bullish brow. 
 
    “Uh, I’m looking for Jay?” 
 
    The other guy didn’t give any reaction at all. 
 
    “Uh huh,” he said like an imitation of Tom Vanicek. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Dkembe,” Dkembe said. “I’m Dkembe. We’re friends.” 
 
    “Yeah, OK,” the man said. “Come in.” 
 
    Dkembe ducked his head as if he might hit it on the doorframe, though that wasn’t much of a risk. The other man had two inches on him, as well as the imposing physique. It didn’t help that he was shirtless. His ebon skin glistened thanks to his incomplete workout, though the stranger stepped over the dumbbells on the carpeted floor and slipped on a v-neck pullover rather than continue. The living room of the two-bedroom apartment had a row of low shelves crammed with salvaged books, a small Buddhist-style shrine, a closed guitar case, two big indoor ferns and a sideboard with a mirror pulled out from the wall at an awkward angle, but focused where the stranger sat down upon a Tibetan rug so that he could admire himself. 
 
    “I’m Vegas,” the man said. “Jay’s at the store.” 
 
    Dkembe was quick enough to understand that was a metaphor. He peered around as if x-ray vision might suddenly sprout to reveal OK Jay in the bathroom stall. 
 
    “Dkembe?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Have a seat, man,” Vegas said. “Don’t be making me crane my head up at your lanky ass. Sit down. You want some tea or something?” 
 
    “No, it’s –” 
 
    “Already got some here.” 
 
    Vegas motioned to an ornate silver pot resting on an upturned wooden crate covered in a tasteful cloth that would normally suggest a woman’s touch. Dkembe guessed it was house-proud Vegas rather than anyone else, though he was a good-looking man – enough to trigger Dkembe’s paper-thin inferiority complex, anyway – and if he was Jay’s flatmate, there would be a stream of impressionable young women through there soon if not previously. 
 
    Dkembe settled to the rug. Vegas poured into a tiny cup and passed the green tea to him lukewarm. He retrieved his own identical cup and took a short hit. 
 
    “So you two live together?” Dkembe asked. 
 
    “Surely do,” the other man agreed. “What you after my boy Jay for?” 
 
    “He still working?” 
 
    “Yeah, man,” Vegas said and offered a handsome white smile. “Don’t be askin’ him for any cold cuts though, alright? Those are some freaky-ass motherfuckers he’s with.” 
 
    “I’m not after anything free,” Dkembe said like he felt he had to explain himself. “Jay and me worked together in Construction before he moved in here, and I . . . kinda lost contact. This place, Brown Town, it’s a real world in itself, huh?” 
 
    “More and more every day, brother.” 
 
    Vegas said it like he wasn’t happy about it. Dkembe must’ve crinkled his brow or something because the other man shrugged and sat up even straighter. 
 
    “People around here getting anxious,” he said. “You heard of the Dominators?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You’ll see ‘em around,” Vegas said. “White boys mostly, a few Arabs, wearin’ club leathers, you dig?” 
 
    “‘Club leathers’?” 
 
    “Motorcycle jackets.” 
 
    “Oh,” Dkembe said. “I saw a couple gettin’ rousted by the troopers on the way in.” 
 
    “And troopers got to be careful these days,” Vegas said ominously – almost like he was the threat. “They’re gettin’ thinner and thinner on the ground. Dominators have moved in like this is Gangs of New York or somethin’.” 
 
    “They moved in?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Vegas said. He stood up. Dkembe joined him. “People say they was a survivor group on the outside. They only look like bikers. A few ex-military. Made things pretty bad for people out there in the wild, and then they came to the City instead – in with the rest of us.” 
 
    “They were bandits?” 
 
    “Bandits?” Vegas had a rich laugh, mostly at Dkembe’s expense. “That what you call ‘em? Funny. That’s some medieval shit. They’re bad guys, through and through. I know that much. And the City just let ‘em move into here and now . . . man, it’s like we got lice.” 
 
    Vegas shook his head, unhappy at his own word choice. 
 
    “Vermin, man,” he said. “Rats. I dunno, wolves?” 
 
    “There’s wild dogs outside the sanctuary zone,” Dkembe said. 
 
    “Yeah, huntin’ in packs,” Vegas replied. “And now they’re here.” 
 
    They fell silent as if by agreement. Vegas took a big introspective draw of breath and tried to summon his earlier charm. 
 
    “I’m not grumblin’ at you, brother,” he said. “You on your own? What’s your situation?” 
 
    “No, I have . . . people,” Dkembe said. “Workin’ with some good folks. That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    “Workin’ with our people though?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Vegas only smiled a moment. He drew alongside Dkembe in a way that felt unsettling, though he didn’t do anything more menacing than shuck back his black sleeve to reveal a blacker arm he placed alongside Dkembe’s own to draw his attention to their skin. 
 
    “You know what I’m sayin’?” 
 
    “No,” Dkembe said, addled by the remark. “I’m with good people. All different colors.” 
 
    “You’re with other negroes like you?”  
 
    Vegas said the word in full black action movie mode, turning up his lip in a snarling grin more like an unfortunate leer. And Dkembe did a quick shuffle of the index cards in his head and couldn’t explain his chagrin at proving the other man’s skepticism right. Despite anything else, he was the only black man on Tom’s team. 
 
    Uncle Tom, he thought to himself and grew wistfully ashamed. Vegas saw it and nodded coolly, moving across the living room to the small shrine. He knelt and fumbled out matches to light a short candle. 
 
    “You heard of the Brotherhood, Dkembe?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the slightly younger man replied.  
 
    “They’re in a real mess right now,” Vegas said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Dkembe said again. “They killed a bunch of troopers –” 
 
    “Yeah,” Vegas said. “They were my people.” 
 
    Dkembe blinked in surprise and Vegas stood again wearing a low-key smile. 
 
    “For a while, at least,” he said.  
 
    His eyes drew Dkembe’s attention to a photograph on the shrine. Another black man whose identity he didn’t know. 
 
    “And you know Akira?” Vegas asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “The Ancestrals, they got this sign?” 
 
    Vegas held out his hand to show the sigil like a broken-armed cross tattooed near his thumb. 
 
    “Yeah, OK,” Dkembe said even though in truth he didn’t know much about them either. 
 
    “Akira turned me on to a way of thinking,” Vegas said. “Slaves helped build this country. Not every black man in America’s descended from slaves, but the ones who are, they aren’t just the children of slaves, my brother. They’re descendants of the slaves who survived. Do you get me?” 
 
    Vegas’ voice turned low and fervent. 
 
    “Every generation, if you think on it,” he said. “Each child of a survivor, producing another survivor. You got some Darwinian shit goin’ on there, brother.” 
 
    Vegas motioned suddenly as if something had just occurred to him, though it felt like a practiced speech. 
 
    “Who were the greatest sporting stars, back in the day?”  
 
    Dkembe puzzled where the other man was taking his argument, and shrugged to play along without conceding anything. 
 
    “You want me to say black people.” 
 
    “Well it’s obvious, yeah?” 
 
    “There were lots of great athletes of every color.” 
 
    “You remember the NBA?” 
 
    “Man,” Dkembe sighed. “Yeah, I loved the NBA, man.” 
 
    “All the best players were black, just say it,” Vegas said and grinned. “It’s like some guilty secret we’re meant to deny so the white people don’t get their knickers twisted.” 
 
    “There was that ten-foot Chinese guy –” 
 
    “Oh man, that guy was a freak,” Vegas said. “Chinese motherfuckers cloned him. Anyway, that’s not my point.” 
 
    “You’re saying because black people are good at sports, we should . . . what?” 
 
    “It’s not a popular opinion,” Vegas warned him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We’re the fuckin’ master race, brother.” 
 
    “You . . . serious right now?” 
 
    “Damned straight,” Vegas said. He grinned at his own boldness. “What are sports, anyway, Dkembe? Tell me that.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What are sports?” 
 
    “They’re just games,” Dkembe answered. “They’re not life.” 
 
    But Vegas shook his head. His voice dropped low and sincere once more. 
 
    “Games, brother, were just designed by warriors to prepare for far deadlier times. Ain’t that what we’re in now, deadlier times? I’d say that. Wouldn’t you?” 
 
    OK Jay saved Dkembe from a reply, strolling in through the door wearing a bright orange puffer jacket that matched his broadening grin. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    HIS FRIEND JAY shot Dkembe an apologetic look, taking the least time possible to extract him from an ever-deepening conversation with the enigmatic Vegas. Clearly, the other man had strong views on issues of race – especially as it applied, post-apocalypse – and didn’t often pass up the chance to preach. But it took more than skin color to bind people together in this world, or so Dkembe believed. 
 
    “Enough with your Brotherhood bullshit, brother,” OK Jay said with a tired smile. “We goin’. Come on, ‘Kembe, been an age since I seen you.” 
 
    “A couple of weeks.” 
 
    “Like I said. . . .” 
 
    Vegas took his dismissal well, if he took it at all. He shadowed the pair to the doorway. 
 
    “That’s nothin’ to do with the Brotherhood, yeah,” he said. “Dkembe, it was good talking with you, brother. You going to Council tonight?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Dkembe lied. 
 
    “Cool,” Vegas said. “Might see you there.” 
 
    Dkembe was self-conscious at his fixed smile, and wondered how Tom would handle such a moment. He took in Vegas’ earnest expression, at the same time posed like an underwear model making the most of the curtain-filtered light. 
 
    “Who does your hair?” Dkembe asked. “I really like it.” 
 
    The other man’s face fell and Jay steered Dkembe out the door with a few of the Jamaican cuss words he’d mostly dropped from his repertoire in their Construction days. Obviously, time in close confinement with his male supremacist pal had brought it back out of him, which was a good trick for a man who emigrated to the States when he was about five. 
 
    They pushed back down the hallway and fell into an easy jog together down the stairs into the crap-strewn lobby like they were just a pair of neighborhood boys – “off to the store” like Vegas had said. OK’s eyes barely took in the desperates shuffling around on the muddy tiled foyer floor, in his head still back in the room with Jay’s housemate.  
 
    “Man, he’s gettin’ up my nose of late,” Jay said and scowled to show he meant it. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” his friend replied. “Vegas didn’t freak you out a li’l?” 
 
    “Yeah, a bit.” 
 
    Dkembe shrugged. OK Jay grinned and motioned ahead of himself as he started to walk to the left of the building, past some tents lashed around a pair of skeletal trees, and Dkembe blew on his hands even though it wasn’t needed. 
 
    “He’ll get in your ear if you let him, so watch it,” Jay said. “The minute he sees a black man, he gets a stiffy.” Jay gave a ribald laugh and didn’t notice Dkembe’s lack of enthusiasm. He just felt uncomfortable instead, and wanted to know where they were going. “He likes a black man more than any white woman I know, says we should be in charge of this world now.” 
 
    Dkembe’s eyes widened at that. Jay pushed a draped awning aside to reveal a cramped outdoor cantina with a few tables and chairs between it and the first of the angle-parked buses. The cantina itself was an old minivan with the windscreens replaced by a cluster of bright pot plants doing their best to ward off the pre-winter chill. 
 
    “Drink?” 
 
    “Uh, I don’t really have anything right now –” 
 
    “You’re good for it,” OK said. He motioned with two fingers to the Slavic man working out of the hollowed-out vehicle. The cantina boss nodded, and returned to fussing with a barrel and a tube. “I’ve got credit here, supplying them their meat.” 
 
    “That’s why I wanted to talk to you, man.” 
 
    OK Jay took a chair and looked back expectantly for Dkembe to explain. 
 
    “I’m workin’ this job.” 
 
    “But you got no currency in your pocket,” Jay said. 
 
    “Well, no,” Dkembe agreed. “Not right now. It’s sort of a . . . long-term thing.” 
 
    “Jeez, man, what are you doin’?” 
 
    “Working, man,” Dkembe said. It was about the angriest he was willing to get, and it faded fast as he succumbed to the need to explain himself. “There’s this guy, Tom, and his family. I sort of fell in with them. You mighta heard of him. Tom Vanicek?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Oh, OK,” Dkembe said. “He just . . . uh, he just killed a bunch of people. . . .” 
 
    “He that guy killed Ortega?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dkembe said. “I didn’t know you knew Ortega?” 
 
    “I didn’t know Ortega,” OK said. “Not in the biblical sense.” 
 
    He clearly didn’t know the meaning of that phrase because he delivered it with a set-upon look as if annoyed at the guilt by association of even mentioning Ortega’s name. 
 
    “He’s like your boy Tom,” Jay said. “You don’t need to know ‘em to know about ‘em, you get me?” 
 
    “I get you.” 
 
    “You think your boy Vanicek killed Burroughs?” 
 
    “Burroughs?” 
 
    “Ed Burroughs,” Jay said. He motioned back towards his home tenement as if Vegas was standing just behind them. “Leader of the Brotherhood, yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know that,” Dkembe said. “I just didn’t know he was dead.” 
 
    “So he won’t be going to any Council meeting tonight.” 
 
    Jay chuckled, leaning back on the rickety chair with his arms crossed as if pleased about it. The dour man from the cantina came across and set down two narrow glasses with what looked like Turkish coffee. He and Jay had a brief conversation about cuts of leftover meat that might be edible for the small bar’s meat skewers. Dkembe sat throughout it, arms folded too, as if in protest that his friend could think Tom would do something like kill Edward Burroughs. The only conclusion he could reach was that his friend didn’t know what the fuck he was talking about, and clearly hadn’t met Tom. Dkembe cleared his throat when the aproned man left. 
 
    “I came to talk to you about meat,” he said to Jay. 
 
    “You need a cut, man?” his friend asked. “There’s only so much I can do, but you tell me what you –” 
 
    “I’m not after meat,” Dkembe said. “It’s . . . complicated to explain. Did you read about the deal with the Confederates and how the Council wants to . . . to secure a meat supply, for the City, because of winter and –” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard about that,” he said. “Don’t read no faggotty newspaper though.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Dkembe grunted and ignored him. “Well, if those cows come to the City. . . .” 
 
    He thought a moment about Tom’s hilarity at what his cattle baron role entailed, Dkembe almost sporting the shadow of a grin himself as he fought through his word-fog to work out how to explain as quickly as he could, but OK Jay was smart, and cut right to the chase for him. 
 
    “Yeah, man,” he said. “You’re gonna need the Ascended. Holy cow.” 
 
    Jay laughed a moment at his own joke and Dkembe consented to a panting smile. 
 
    “How many animals you talkin’ about?” 
 
    Dkembe’s shoulders tried to replace the words he couldn’t conjure. In the end, he groaned, “Maybe two or three hundred? We don’t really know.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Tom and me.” 
 
    “It’s Tom and me, is it?” 
 
    “He called me his ‘lieutenant’.” 
 
    “So it’s more like Tom, and me.” 
 
    Dkembe shrugged. Jay continued on. 
 
    “And what about me?” 
 
    “You?” 
 
    “Yeah, me,” he said. “Those Ascended fuckers are freaky. I only stay on there because of the side racket, you know . . .and they appreciate my skills.” 
 
    “So they should.” 
 
    “I never thought workin’ in a meatworks was gonna turn into such a hot property once the world came to an end, you get me?” 
 
    “Yeah, man,” Dkembe said. “Knowin’ my way around tools, it saved me.” 
 
    “Even monkeys can use tools,” Jay said with sudden scorn. “You want to be more than a fuckin’ monkey, ‘Kembi?” 
 
    Dkembe failed to conceal the hurt look. “What you talkin’ about?” 
 
    “You got a cattle killin’ problem, and your best friend’s the solution,” he said and extended his arms wide, always with a little of a theatrical bent to him. No wonder he and Vegas were friends. “So unless you wanna be a tool-usin’ monkey, how’re you gonna turn that into ‘Tom and me’ . . . or even into ‘me an’ Tom’?” 
 
    Sitting opposite, Dkembe considered what Jay said, then Jay drained his coffee. Dkembe took a slower hit, surprised it was something akin to the real thing. He drank the rest with renewed enthusiasm, then thoughtfully set the small glass down slow. 
 
    “Couldn’t it be me, Tom, and you?” he asked.  
 
    OK Jay shrugged like he was holding a balloon he didn’t particularly care to stop from drifting away if the wind took it. Dkembe’s expression hardened, but his friend didn’t notice, reaching down to throw back the dregs of his empty glass. 
 
    “Maybe,” Jay said. “But we got to stick together, you an’ me. Vegas is right about that. We’re brothers, right?” 
 
    He offered over his knuckles for a fist bump Dkembe half-heartedly returned. Then Jay wiped his lips, anticipating the next stage of their journey already. 
 
    “It’s not my day for workin’, but I can take you there,” he said. “Guided tour. Comin’?” 
 
    Dkembe nodded, likewise tried to drain his empty glass, then followed his friend from under the shadow of the drapes. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THE SMELL WAS almost overpowering. Dkembe didn’t know how his friend did it, but OK Jay quickly fit a bandanna in place and suggested Dkembe do the same, though he didn’t have one and resorted to thrusting his face down into the collar of his undershirt as they advanced. His own strong body odor did a good job, though his eyes stung with the fumes from open containers and a chemical bath of some sort established at the end of the first big shed they entered. 
 
    There wasn’t much face to be lost, pun intended, by burying his in his shirt. From what Dkembe saw, all the other workers had face masks or breathing apparatus to help them do their job, and the others – the Ascended, who oversaw the abattoir – wore conical white Klan-style cloth headdresses split at the front like a pair of tent flaps covering their faces as they moved in and out of the complex they had fashioned for themselves at the farthest reaches of the sanctuary zone. Or it used to be the far side of the zone. The back of the slaughterhouse and the de facto marketplace attached to it was bolstered by a sheet-metal fence twenty-foot high used at one point to contain the safe zone. The patrolled outer boundary had moved south of Thurman Avenue twice since then, moving into what people once called Merion Village. The double bifurcation of the suburb created two distinct, two-block-deep neighborhoods one after the other – Oasis, named after the corner building; and the unimaginatively titled Black Town which they were in, named for all the pollution-intensive collectives deemed necessary by the Administration, but pushed to its edge. 
 
    Apart from Jay, only a half-dozen other workers weren’t members of the apocalyptic religious cult that had a more-than-slightly disturbing sideline in the meat business. Jay led him up a walkway of planks and then a metal runway covered in blood and caked animal shit, then they were inside the first big compound walking on a raised wooden deck overlooking a number of pens below. Most were empty. Jay explained they did the bulk of the killing at sunrise. 
 
    “Don’t ask me if it’s a religious thing,” he said in a low voice, and continued that tone as he slowly outlined the operation the Ascended oversaw. “Not that many people need help killing, but there’s plenty of traders who need butchers. That acrid shit you can smell back there? That’s glue. Ascended got that as a side hustle. Other shit too. Never knew animals were good for so many different things.” 
 
    They moved along the platform, which had a wooden ledge to lean on if one wanted to overlook the executions – and Dkembe had a sense there were a few who would. A muscular, whip-thin man whose entire front was grimy with dried blood, and a tall, cowled figured in stained white robes fussed with a mechanism on one of the gates. Just a repair job. The ground was muddy under their feet, the rich ochre color of blood-soaked soil. Jay nudged Dkembe and they continued on. 
 
    “If you meet anyone, they might send you to meet the Apex,” his friend said. “Watch yourself with him. He’s their leader. Anything he says goes. But you’ll probably be dealin’ with Martin.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    They moved from the first shed into a covered walkway, past a flap of tarpaulin, and into a deeper, concrete-floored shed. An old metal roof high up on struts soared over them, the tall brick building repurposed with two rows of work benches running from one end to the other, with several industrial tubs on wheels left to fend for themselves within the half-empty shed, the bulk of the work already done by morning’s end. A skinny man in a pullover did his best to mop up the worst of the bloody drag marks down the middle of the concourse.  
 
    OK Jay pointed to one of the only three other figures in the room, and it was a rough, hairy-jowled figure in a black jacket, jeans and cowboy boots he indicated. Martin talked in low, instructive tones to a man made taller by his cardinal’s hood, that face disturbingly obscured by the mask’s split front as seemed the norm. Beside him, head bowed, a young woman stood with a chain hanging from a collar around her throat. She wore a conical white hat, something like a lady’s wimple, but wasn’t afforded the dignity of anything else except an inadequate, tattered white smock that left her arms, legs, and sides bare, completely unprotected against the gathering cold. The young woman’s skin was pale, almost blue in the nautical light, colder in the shed than outside and with their breaths coming out in wisps.  
 
    The girl turned to glance at them, and locked on Dkembe for just a moment with her pale green eyes before the chain collar got tugged, dragging her back into submission. Dkembe felt his heart jump, equally startled by the gaunt beauty looking at him as he was by the sense of warning that undercut everything in the chill air. 
 
    “Even if they don’t look like Ascended, they’re Ascended,” Jay whispered. “It’s just me and four normal guys helping out. Gordon here with the mop. What they say goes.” 
 
    Jay motioned for them to retreat and Dkembe followed, more thoughtful than he should be in such a foul place. Dkembe couldn’t tell whether he felt the captive girl’s eyes on him as he left or whether it was just wishful thinking. But the makings of an idea sure to impress Tom had already stirred, and he left the slaughterhouse with his friend thinking on the different moving components – and of not wanting to be just another of Tom’s tools. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9 FNORD 
 
      
 
    THE GATE SQUEAKED aside as Tom stood watching helplessly as the two women pored over the hacksaw-induced plumbing arrangements with the outside tank. Dkembe and a stronger-built young man in a bright orange jacket entered, Dkembe’s friend standing watching the work-in-progress in the former grow house nursery as Tom’s lieutenant latched the gate again and cast one last look through it out onto the street outside. Then he met Tom’s curious eyes and shook his head, all of them aware they didn’t have adequate security, nor knowing how badly they needed it. So many of their fellow Citizens who posed a threat now were dead, after all – except for those maybe still locked up at Councilor Wilhelm’s leisure. It remained a bone of contention between him and the errant Council man during their mid-morning meeting of just an hour before. 
 
    Security wasn’t the only thing on Tom’s mind. He straightened his back with a muted groan as Karla picked her way back through the screened fencing they’d partly-dismantled to allow the work on the storage tank. The hard-faced blonde motioned to the long-settled tubs housing beds of turned-over soil, their previous harvest packed into loose crates at the far side of the compound, exposed to the remote September day sun in an optimistic attempt at drying out.  
 
    “Everything’s good to go,” Karla said. “Remember, I’m a diesel mechanic, not a plumber.” 
 
    Tom still had one eye on Dkembe and his offsider. He motioned at the nearby door, still for Tom slightly haunted by Pamela de Jong’s ghost. 
 
    “I’ll be with you in a minute,” he said to the new arrivals. 
 
    “We’ll be in the kitchen,” Dkembe said. 
 
    Tom nodded and swung back to Karla. 
 
    “Seems to be plenty of water,” he said. “I’m surprised the City doesn’t try and ration it . . . or have some levy for bigger users.” 
 
    “We’ll be using plenty,” Karla said. “But there’s plenty of it. They built two dams and accessed groundwater, back before the Day. Fifty, sixty, whatever-it-is-thousand people don’t have anywhere near that old demand.” 
 
    “It’s safe to drink, right?” Tom asked. 
 
    Karla’s bleak expression held his attention. 
 
    “Boiling the drinking water might be a good option, when you can afford the fuel.” 
 
    Tom nodded, adding that to his mental list. 
 
    “For someone who’s not a plumber, you seem to know your way around, though,” Tom said. “If you’re a diesel expert, why do Forager duties instead of . . . I dunno . . . something else?” 
 
    Karla grunted. Ionia joined them trying to wipe grease off her face. 
 
    “We were on the team that cleared out the treatment plant to begin with,” Karla said. “You know that railroad you came in on?” 
 
    Tom nodded. 
 
    “You know how many early Citizens died for that?” 
 
    The working train had struck him as an amazing extravagance, and a huge effort for a City that couldn’t yet govern itself without self-harm. But others told him there was a lot of goodwill in the early days of the sanctuary zone, toughened by the bonds forged on the Air Force Base where the idea sprouted. That goodwill had fled them too. 
 
    “No,” Tom replied.  
 
    “Almost none,” Karla said. “And that’s because of what we went through fixing the water supply.” 
 
    “Bad?” 
 
    “Security was non-existent,” Ionia said instead. 
 
    “It was like Wilhelm and his crew forgot the Furies were even a threat,” Karla added. 
 
    Tom nodded with thoughtful compassion, which saved him taking the discussion further. It was good to know, however historical the past clusterfuck now seemed to be. But Wilhelm had already shown he had more zeal than common sense, at least sometimes. It was only the embattled Council man’s surprising resolve under pressure that retained a shred of Tom’s esteem. 
 
    “I have to talk to Dkembe,” he said at last. 
 
    “Who’s doing your planting?” Karla asked. 
 
    Tom looked aside to the twin rows of huge wooden tubs submerged in a six inch layer of muck and old tires.  
 
    Wistfully, he answered, “I thought it was something I could do with my kids . . . only now, Lilianna’s moved into the Enclave to see . . . I dunno, something . . . and Lucas. . . .” 
 
    Tom blew out his cheeks and surrendered to a tired chuckle. 
 
    “Well he sure as hell isn’t at School, so I don’t know what’s what there.” 
 
    Karla stood patiently through the unwanted facts about Tom’s life, then told him, “We could do it,” and motioned to her girlfriend who also wore thinly-masked enthusiasm for the idea.  
 
    “Be a nice change from fixing up old trucks and cleaning the shit out of these old pipes,” Ionia said and favored Tom with the first genuine smile he’d seen. 
 
    “OK,” Tom said. “I don’t really have much of a plan. . . .” 
 
    “Not a green thumb, Tom?” Karla smirked. 
 
    “Not really,” he said. “I was an office drone, before all this.” 
 
    “Let us have a look over it, then,” she said. 
 
    “OK,” Tom thankfully agreed. “But I’ll be out to help. Don’t worry about that.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I’m trading for some pork – or I hope it’s pork – before Council tonight.” 
 
    Tom smiled broadly as he spoke and wondered what part of him felt the need to reassure the pair, to keep them happy and engaged in their mutual endeavor. He’d like to think it was merely strategic, but he felt himself wilt strangely in the two women’s presence – maybe sensing his own obsolescence in their clear self-reliance on each other, as well as themselves. 
 
    He nodded again and turned for the side door. 
 
    As always, his eyes prized for marks left behind, but there were none. Tom and Dkembe had scrubbed that section clean of Pamela’s death for far too long to leave any trace behind. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THE TWO YOUNG black men stood close together in the kitchen while Dkembe churned the metal pot of morning oatmeal with the doors open on the cabinet they used for their larder. Tom had much earlier joked it wouldn’t be enough to store supplies for their growing household of workers, but right now the shelves were lonely with just a few cans, the sacks of staples, and precious little else. 
 
    “Have you seen Lucas while you were out and about?” 
 
    “No, sorry,” Dkembe said. “This is my friend Jay.” 
 
    “OK Jay,” the man said himself.  
 
    He took Tom’s handshake with a broad smile. Tom did his best to return it, though fumbled the job with thoughts about his son’s whereabouts. But this was clearly business. He nodded to Dkembe to give him the spiel. 
 
    “OK’s a butcher,” Dkembe said. 
 
    “OK? Cool.” 
 
    “I work for the Ascended,” Jay said to Tom. “You know those honkies?” 
 
    “People still use the term ‘honkies’?” Tom replied. 
 
    Jay only laughed. “We talkin’ serious religious creeps.” 
 
    “Great,” Tom said with a deliberate lack of energy. The two men understood him completely. 
 
    “Not everyone working there’s one of ‘em, though,” Jay said. “There’s me, and four others. I could speak to them for you, maybe come across as a team?” 
 
    Tom could almost smell the other man’s keenness. He looked to Dkembe instead. 
 
    “What do these Ascended say?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What did they say?” Tom asked again. “Did you outline what we need?” 
 
    “No,” Dkembe said. “I haven’t spoken to them yet.” 
 
    “These are religious nut-jobs,” Jay said from the side. 
 
    “I thought I should talk it over with you,” Dkembe added. 
 
    “Cool,” Tom agreed. “Sounds like a few unknowns, though. Are these the clowns, look like the KKK?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jay said. 
 
    “They keep their women chained,” Dkembe added. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Tom said with evident second thoughts. “I’m not stealing anyone’s workforce, at least not before I know what I’m doing, and sure as hell not aiming to get a bunch of doomsday cultists off-side.” 
 
    He looked over the pair, then at his new wristwatch. 
 
    “If you’re free,” Tom said to OK Jay, “Let’s go there now.” 
 
    “Now?” Dkembe said and obviously regretted his line, shifting uncomfortably on his tattered trainers. “I thought I was runnin’ lead on this one for you?” 
 
    “Sure,” Tom said. “But we need more than just butchers. We need their facilities. I might as well come along.” 
 
    He didn’t give a second thought to his promised work in the vegetable garden. 
 
    “Jay, are you cool?” Tom asked instead. “I’m trading for a side of pork later on. I’ve got Council tonight, and I’ve got to find my son. But we’ll eat well, and you’re welcome.” 
 
    The newcomer shrugged, doing well to convey manners while remaining noncommittal.  
 
    Dkembe clearly saw it was all on him now. He nodded his assent to Tom and kept his eyes low when the older man tried to focus his gaze, almost willing the eye contact through mental projection alone. But Dkembe had that beaten look Tom so often tried to ignore. He clucked, more than a sigh, and checked the Colt Python remained in place as he motioned back to the door. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    IT WAS A fair walk to the south side of the City, taking them through an area unfamiliar to Tom whose life – like so many others in the sanctuary zone – revolved off the axis of The Mile on which life and death and all points in between were carried out in and among the other daily business. Pedestrians grew more scarce as they left it behind. Greenery flowered amid the ruined shopfronts and the numerous decaying vehicles left in situ, but new neighborhoods also thrived within the devastation. The majority of the Citizens they passed, as they threaded through one and then another vacant checkpoint in the City’s internal defenses, were busy reinforcing Construction efforts, men and a handful of women working almost independently of the rest of the City that supported them. The last buildings were only recently cleared out, with new enterprises slowly taking shape or halted halfway through, and the workshops full of trucks undergoing restoration, and the people sorting winter clothing, or hammering planks into wooden crates, or cleaning out muddy bottles for re-use, left Tom vaguely impressed. It was good to see what a little breathing space allowed to flourish, Citizens banding together to eke out their lives addressing what the City obviously lacked like one of them “free market economies” people fetishized back in the day. 
 
    Maybe they won’t all die when the snow comes, he thought to himself. 
 
    The last brick tenement threw its shadow against the southern boundary wall. A lone trooper walked along an observation ledge at a height where she could watch into the vacant building instead. A number of half-dressed black men shunted gear in and out of the place from two flatbed trucks. Most of the equipment looked like sound gear, and when deep electronic music started thumping out as Tom, Dkembe and Jay approached, the men outside the building paused for a rowdy cheer before getting back to work. 
 
    “That’s that place I was tellin’ you about,” OK said to his friend. “They all part of Vegas’ crew.”  
 
    The tall, steel-roofed building opposite couldn’t have had a more different vibe. Pick-up trucks lined the street, while two heavyset men hauled sides of some kind of big animal carcass from a rear gate right under the shadow of the twenty-foot-high back fence. Muck and garbage lined the street, and the ancient Ohioan sidewalk and brick-paved alleyway around the front of the compound was dark with the gory sludge forever oozing out from beneath the ramshackle wooden fence like it was trying to escape. A man in a mud-stained white costume stood beside the front gateway. He held a pump-action shotgun, the butt on his hip, and scanned the trio with his disconcerting hooded gaze. Tom took a deliberate slow breath, momentarily fighting back against his overtime sense of self-preservation.  
 
    Jay held up a hand and greeted the man. Tom chanced the look around, noting the Ascended had corralled three different buildings into their lair. The outside wooden fence looked more like something from the Civil War era than defenses built a year ago to constrain the lot. Chimney smoke blew down across the scene reeking of burnt offal, once it caught them. Tom coughed and held a hand to his face, only then seeing Dkembe tug up his shirt collar as an impromptu mask. His offsider shot him a shy look of shared amusement, and as Jay led them into the complex, the stink of it only got worse. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Tom wheezed. “What is that? My eyes are burning.” 
 
    “Some toxic shit in here,” OK Jay said. 
 
    “Need a damned gas mask.” 
 
    But the reek eased off once they were up a series of walkways, Jay leading Tom back through the same route as Dkembe earlier, past the abattoir pens, the back shed shielded from view, and then they passed into the workhouse where a tall figure in a white hood stood awaiting them, alerted by some signal within. A man with a thick handlebar moustache that disappeared into the black moss-like beard covering his face and continued as a pelt across his broad chest stood beside the Apex. Powerful arms folded together clad in a thick leather coat above his black jeans and cowboy boots.  
 
    “Master Apex,” Jay said in a flat voice. “These people asked to see you. Tom and Dkembe.” 
 
    Jay motioned to the bearded man. 
 
    “And this is Martin.” 
 
    Martin nodded solemnly at Tom. Tom tried for a chipper, unaffected tight smile. It was hard, for just then he noticed a wooden rack far to one side in the room on which were stacked bloody pairs of men’s, women’s, and children’s shoes. A hacksaw like the type used by forestry workers leaned against that wall and they hadn’t bothered to clean it.  
 
    Jay had spoken right when he said the Ascended were a law unto themselves. 
 
    It was hard to continue at that point – Tom hating the harsh diplomacy City life kept requiring of him, and any pretense at ethics he’d seemingly abandoned at the City checkpoint the month before. But he angled towards the “master” and offered the Apex his hand – not at all surprised when he stood there with that hand outstretched like a fool. Tom’s taut smile served him well, and then Martin surprised by offering his hand instead. Tom took it, almost going for the second hand on top, but thinking better of it. He shook firmly, released the dry grip, and nodded to himself as if to say that was enough formalities. 
 
    The Apex didn’t say anything. He stood unmoving like a Christmas tree with a bedsheet thrown over it, and having that thought, Tom’s smile was briefly reborn before it had to be smothered in case it got out of control. Fortunately, Martin’s dark eyes had a similarly sobering effect. 
 
    “What is your business?” 
 
    “Meat,” Tom said. He had to choke out the words. The taste of chemicals in his mouth didn’t help, though it was the rack of tiny shoes he kept picturing. “Animals. Slaughter and cleaning out.” 
 
    The Apex moved his head then. The conical hood covering his face rustled inaudibly. Tom held his breath waiting on the strange man to speak. But it was Martin who spoke again. 
 
    “I don’t see them with you.” 
 
    “Thought it might be rude turning up with two-hundred cows,” Tom said. 
 
    Bemusement with himself probably wasn’t the right tone. Tom straightened and motioned behind, as if he had the cattle parked outside. 
 
    “I have an arrangement,” he said. “Before the winter, someone will drive the animals here. I’ll have them just outside the sanctuary zone.” 
 
    “How will you protect them?” the bearded man asked. 
 
    “I’m working on that,” Tom replied. “Not worth protecting them if I can’t find a place to. . . .” 
 
    “To slaughter them,” the Apex said. 
 
    His reedy voice was dry like his henchman’s handshake. Warm, but hard. Implacable, yet almost detached, maybe uncommitted. 
 
    “Yes,” Tom said. “Obviously, I’m after a partner for this part of the deal.” 
 
    “And you would partner with us?” 
 
    Unlike Martin, the Apex had a slightly effeminate pitch to the airy way he spoke. He sounded like an aging stage actor in his final role. The mask made the man’s intentions unknowable, yet Tom found it hard not to gawp all the same. He sensed more than saw Dkembe uptight beside him, and he shot his lieutenant a reassuring look without knowing much else. 
 
    “You have the workers and the facility,” Tom said. “Right?” 
 
    “We call it ‘the Cathedral’,” the Apex corrected him. 
 
    Lofty prick, Tom thought, and tried not to show it on his face. He nodded as if completely understanding the messianic reference. 
 
    “Cathedral, facility, it’s whatever to me,” Tom said bluntly. “If you can do that sort of volume, let me know. Otherwise, we’ll look elsewhere.” 
 
    Tom acknowledged Dkembe beside him. The spotlight didn’t love the nervous-looking young man. Dkembe made a pained smile. Tom forced himself to exhale. The Apex didn’t say anything, nor even move again, but his henchman finally nodded. 
 
    “We’re interested to talk more,” Martin said. Then to Jay, he added, “Get the others.” 
 
    Jay nodded, not on the clock for the Ascended today, but clearly with a role to play. The brightly-dressed younger man headed out through a side door, and Tom briefly scanned Dkembe again. He couldn’t tell if it was anxiety or irritation just beneath the surface within his lieutenant. 
 
    There was no awkward silence. The first of the abattoir team entered almost at once, wiping his grimy hands on a rag unlikely to do much. A freckled, wide-faced woman who looked more like a hardbitten canteen lady than a butcher followed after. Two more figures in tall masked caps came in too, and Tom was smiling in preparation for whatever the hell came next when what came next took him completely by surprise. 
 
    Tom hadn’t seen hide nor hair of the man he knew as Walter since the two of them met on the last evening before reaching Columbus. But he’d never forget – nor forgive – the cap-wearing RV driver who offered to buy sex with Tom’s daughter. 
 
    “Uh-uh,” Tom said without even meaning to speak. “Not him. No way.” 
 
    It was apparently polite to remove hats in the Apex’s presence. Dkembe had done it, and Walter was still halfway through removing his and adjusting to the crappy light inside the workhouse when Tom spoke. It didn’t take more than a second for the skinny older man’s dark eyes to tune in on Tom and recognize him too. 
 
    “Not him,” Tom said again, except this time it was much lower in his chest.  
 
    The words weren’t enough, failing him, suffused with an old, slow-burning anger that had never really went away. Despite the multiple sets of eyes watching him, Tom couldn’t just stand there with the limbic hatred boiling away his thoughts from underneath, faced with the other survivor whose very existence seemed utterly counter to Tom’s best interests and maybe his family’s basic safety. 
 
    For just a moment, Tom froze with uncertainty, no one else except for him and Walter knowing what the fuck he was talking about. Tom’s blinking gaze went from Martin to the masked Apex and then across to the pathetic shoe rack near the back doors. 
 
    Tom crossed the distance to Walter before anyone expected it, reaching out to grab the wiry older man by his shoulder as if to spin him around, and moving so swiftly Walter didn’t even dare believe his life could possibly be in danger.  
 
    That’s why he took Tom’s combat knife directly into his chest, gasping and looking down as if for confirmation – at which point Tom ruthlessly stabbed him three more times. 
 
    Dkembe cried out in shock, but no one else moved. 
 
    Walter slumped with blood flecking his groans as he died and Tom held him just long enough to angle the blade down into the top of the man’s head to pierce his brain to silence him for good. Then he discarded the dead man, exhaling like a beast, turning back to Dkembe’s horrified if not terrified eyes to look cold-blooded at Martin instead. 
 
    “I’m offering ten live cows for each hundred the Ascended slaughter, process and clean,” Tom said, unaware or maybe just no longer caring if the red droplets on his face gave him a madman’s look. “From this first shipment, I want the whole meat and nothing else. Bones, guts, hide – you can have the rest. And you’ll have your ten whole cows too.” 
 
    He quelled his heavy breathing, still too embedded in the moment to appreciate the savagery of what he’d done or that he’d done it. The deeply primitive blood rite of the kill kept his chest heaving and his eyes locked on Martin, and then switching to the masked Apex beside him. 
 
    “What do you say?” Tom asked flat voiced. 
 
    The conical hat turned to Martin almost as if something was expected of him. 
 
    Martin offered Tom a hooded, perhaps surly look, then cleared his throat with a growl. 
 
    “There’s always a market for meat,” he said. 
 
    The Apex regarded Walter sprawled out on the concrete. Just slightly, the tall cap moved. The heavyset woman and another abattoir worker knelt at once to haul dead Walter upright by the arms. OK Jay stood frozen, face like a man not yet sure if he was implicated too. But his eyes mirrored the petrified shock in Dkembe’s face.  
 
    Tom still had the bloody knife in hand and he wiped it deliberately on the lower leg of his pants. It didn’t still his shaking hands. When he stood, he looked aside at his lieutenant too hurt and intimidated to look back. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    TOM STORMED AWAY from the Ascended’s bloody Cathedral checking his hands grown quiet as a steely resolved crashed down in place where his remorse should be, and as he took long strides back in the direction of the City proper, something akin to marvel ran darkly through him as he remembered the timid, withdrawn man he’d once been – or at least how he judged himself, back before the world changed practically overnight. The past nearly six years were a tough and winding road, and not without mistakes. But it was those mistakes which informed his hardened mindset as he walked. Tom knew he should feel regret, maybe shame, and definitely fear for taking such a brutal reprisal. But he had greater regrets – regrets about times he didn’t do what his gut shrieked was required because he was too chicken shit and afraid to do it.  
 
    Yet by the time he hit The Mile, inevitable second doubts slunk their way back in. tom tugged at his modestly-bearded chin, scowling for any onlookers to notice, for all intents and purposes wearing the expression of a man still with that bloody knife in hand, the imminent threat sliding lifelessly to the floor from his guilty grasp. Tom spied troopers on the street corner, caught up in a debate with a frail-seeming man with blazing eyes, and Tom remembered his pre-emptive attack on Finnegan Locke wasn’t anywhere near as successful. There were Rules in the City, they’d reminded him. The second time was the charm. 
 
    Tom blew out his cheeks, caught himself in his gravid look, and exhaled mightily as he re-oriented towards his compound to check on Lucas before the lowering sun presaged his appointment in the City’s town hall – and making sure no one drafted him onto some misguided ballot in his absence.  
 
    The transition from bloodshed to ordinary business wasn’t as easy as he made it look, but he was working on it. 
 
    Neither Luke nor Kevin were at home. Karla and Ionia were in the nursery, working cheerily enough under the dappled light coming through wire mesh, and Tom joined them for an hour, suffocating his thoughts, listening out for Lucas and anticipating Dkembe’s return even though it didn’t happen. Tom went upstairs and made one last stop at the family room, and then eyed the doors to Kevin’s, and then to the one Dkembe shared with Erak Gonzales which troubled him still though it wasn’t a problem for today or perhaps a problem at all.  
 
    None of my business, he thought with more relief than expected. 
 
    Tom lingered in the headquarters long enough to try eating the last of the cold oatmeal, but couldn’t manage it, though it wasn’t so bad he regretted ditching Mrs Uganda’s fish stew back in the marketplace. They had a gas bottle under the range, but he wasn’t inclined to fire it up, looking for any excuse to excuse the ravaged feeling of his hollow gut, his body protesting at the fresh murder even if Tom wouldn’t. He forced down a quart of water instead, drowning out his complaints, locking his jaw with a tension even he knew didn’t serve him well. He’d counsel either one of his children out of it. But old habits died hard . . . unlike some old foes.  
 
    Truth was, he felt mostly relieved. Tom thought on Finnegan Locke again and sighed, refilling the glass bottle to drink again. Then he took one of the CB radio handsets from the hooks inside the door, checked the battery charge, and headed out. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    PEOPLE WERE ONLY starting to filter into the town hall as Tom arrived, and he caught himself at the exasperated thought that anyone would think him keen for the Council meeting. For many of the creatures of the Administration, the off-weekly gatherings were the best show in town. And the Council forum drew in the sanctuary zone’s key players, even if there were others like Finnegan Locke whom the Council hadn’t yet mapped and doubtless never would because they’d rarely set foot inside the premises.  
 
    Tom trudged into the repurposed derelict dinner theater and moved past several young men with clipboards beaming patient smiles at him. Tom nodded to them politely, and had to all but manhandle his way past as they greeted him by name. He didn’t crave the celebrity. 
 
    The Council stage dominated the big shadowy theater space. But the bigwigs weren’t in attendance yet. Several technicians stood fussing with the electrics in one of the back-stage uprights, nestled like something medieval between the heavy red drapes. A lone, bored-looking trooper watched them, dressed in a full kit including rifle and helmet, but still more like an actor waiting for his chance on stage than armed security. 
 
    At ground level, only half the lights were switched on. Citizens stood in twos and threes in the dark empty space, giving Tom the sense of arriving at a nightclub too soon. Although there were a number of tall tables and chairs, the other Citizens stood in quiet discussion. There were a few familiar faces, though Tom didn’t know their names.  
 
    He kept moving rather than snag one of the stools that would be highly prized a little later in the night. As he walked, he pulled the radio handset from his blood-stained trousers, grateful for the gloom as Tom tested the signal. He only had to wait a second before Dkembe’s voice came on the line, rich like with reluctance to answer him at all. 
 
    “Dkembe,” Tom said into the radio. “Has Lucas come back?” 
 
    Tom’s worries almost started free-wheeling all over again as his lieutenant paused, then finally said, “No, sorry, Tom.” 
 
    “I’m at Council,” Tom told him. “But radio me when he comes in, OK?” 
 
    “Sure,” Dkembe said, then added, “Over.” 
 
    Tom briefly glanced at the handset as if it might offer a read-out on what was going through his lieutenant’s thoughts right now. Understandably, the young man was shocked, maybe even terrified, fearing as even Tom did that Walter’s bloody execution might turn the Ascended against them in that moment. The religious nutters had – as they proved through acquiescence – the perfect means to dispose of unwanted corpses, after all. 
 
    Tom’s circuit of stage right yielded onto the side corridor leading to backstage and the cargo entry he knew from before. Yet again as if the Rules didn’t apply to him, he moved past a wall of black curtained scaffolding to continue, but a trooper with night vision goggles on her helm stepped out from a backstage shortcut and blocked his way. 
 
    “This area’s off limits,” she said. 
 
    Trooper Drake set the goggles up onto her combat helmet as she nodded to Tom in recognition. 
 
    “Tom Vanicek,” she said. “I thought they assigned you to Foragers?” 
 
    Tom barely remembered the woman from his family’s induction to the City. 
 
    “Didn’t get the memo, huh?” she prompted. 
 
    “I suppose not.” 
 
    “You probably don’t remember me.” 
 
    “I do,” Tom said. “You were as kind as you could be to my children. I appreciate that.” 
 
    Trooper Drake nodded her way through the compliment. 
 
    “I knew there was something about you the day you came in,” she said. 
 
    Tom chuckled. “Do you say that to all the guys?” 
 
    Drake’s grin split open as she chuckled, more than a little of it appreciation for Tom’s manly charms. But she also quickly let it go, the face of officialdom sliding back in. 
 
    “I know you’ve made a few headlines since you came in, Mr Vanicek,” she said. “This area’s still off-limits. If you’re trying to get through to the Councilors, I can pass on a message.” 
 
    Tom smiled a nod.  
 
    “I was just poking around,” he said. “All good.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Drake asked. “I can pass on a message.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he said. “Thanks. Drake, right?” 
 
    The trooper nodded, formalities concluded. Tom blew out of his cheeks and strolled back the way he’d come trying not to look like a fool. 
 
    More people entered the small auditorium. Their chatter showed the anticipation of some. It was the first public meeting since the Uprising more than a week ago, and there was a lot for people to digest: first, the insurrection itself; and second, the whole of what Delroy Earle insisted on calling the Greenland Files. Their world was getting bigger even as it felt like it was closing in. 
 
    A knot of young female officials joined the gathering crowd and Tom spotted Lilianna among them, his daughter’s hair almost silver in the half-working lights. He advanced at a pace, helping himself past several groups of people and not noticing until too late that his daughter was accompanied by Carlotta Deschain. Although Tom wasn’t sure of the reason for it, he anticipated bad blood between them. He cooled on his heels, finally approaching the group with a more casual gait. 
 
    “Councilor,” he nodded to her. 
 
    “Ex-Councilor, remember?” 
 
    Tom nodded now that he did. He shot a smile to Lila and she checked with Deschain who mutely nodded. Lilianna grabbed his forearm and he drew her away from them. 
 
    “That’s pretty weird,” he said. “How are you?” 
 
    “I’m good,” his daughter replied. “What’s weird? Asking permission to leave?” Lilianna gave a hesitant, ironic, throaty laugh that she agreed. “Technically, I’m working. It’s not like I need permission to see my father.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” he said. “How’s it going?” 
 
    “Everything’s pretty busy,” Lila said. “It’s taking some getting used to.” 
 
    “Feel free to change your mind,” Tom said and winked. 
 
    “Not yet,” Lila said. “I don’t rule it out though.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize being surrounded by people all the time. . . .” 
 
    “It’s not what you’re used to.” 
 
    “No,” Lila said affirmatively. “And it’s kind of new and . . . weird. Is that what you’d call ‘politics’? The way people squabble and. . . .” 
 
    She glanced back tellingly at one of the other young women in the group, a self-assured-looking creature with a graceful neck, despite the tattoos adorning it. The young woman glanced their way almost at once. 
 
    “Politics, yeah,” Tom said. “You can call it that.” 
 
    “Well, it turns out I’m not that good at it.” 
 
    Tom smirked. “I call it ‘people shit’,” he said. “You might’ve heard me talk about it, through the years.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” Lilianna replied. “It’s just different, when you actually in it, you know?” 
 
    Tom offered her a fist bump. She giggled, then at once coltishly looked back at the dark figure of Deschain.  
 
    “Lila,” Tom said. “I don’t suppose you’ve seen your brother?” 
 
    “No. Where is he?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m wondering,” he said and regretting giving his son such a long leash. 
 
    “I hope he’s OK,” Lila said. Her frightened tone held Tom’s attention as she added, “There’s a friend of mine who’s gone missing.” 
 
    “Since when?” 
 
    “Overnight.” 
 
    “I saw Lucas with Kevin this morning,” Tom said. 
 
    Lilianna looked genuinely worried, but Tom fought off any shared panic. He regretted giving Luke so much freedom, but that was the point of the City. They were violent streets. Tom knew that. Sheltering Lucas from it wasn’t the answer. But the answer Tom’d chosen felt increasingly wrong as well. He’d taken enough hits to his nerves for one day and didn’t need more worries, nor to let them overtake him. 
 
    He wanted to ask Lila more details about her gig with Deschain, about what the former Council woman was doing now, about life inside the “Bastion”, even how things were with Beau – all the while wondering why someone who wanted to be left alone was so goddamned curious about everything – but Lilianna kissed her father’s cheek instead and hurried from his side still wearing a haunted look. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “TELL ME THAT’S your daughter,” a bemused voice called out loud enough for Tom to hear above the growing crowd noise as more and more Citizens found their way in and the emergency lighting clicked up a notch. People were fast finding the last few seats, or places with a good vantage on the upcoming stage antics, as Tom glanced over to find Magnus grinning at him. 
 
    The silver-haired ex-philosopher wore an expression of comedic risk at his joke, but Tom didn’t think anything of it. They shook hands. 
 
    “Yes, that’s my daughter,” Tom told him. “She’s started work in the Enclave now.” 
 
    “My eldest was nineteen when it all happened,” Magnus said and sighed. 
 
    Somehow he still wore a smile. He inclined his brows as if there was something to peer at 
 
    on stage and Tom dutifully looked to his left even though the newly laid-out tables only had a few of the City’s middle managers at them. In the future, Tom mused, the surviving Councilors should come out to their own theme song like wrestlers did of old. 
 
    They would’ve earnt it. 
 
    “You look like you’re having dark thoughts, Tom,” Magnus said. “Be more like the young. Your daughter looks like the happiest person I’ve seen the whole time in this City.” 
 
    “I can’t take much credit for that,” Tom said. 
 
    “That’s alright,” the barkeeper said. “I wasn’t giving you any.” 
 
    He laughed then, encouraging Tom to see a joke in it. Whatever darkness he’d discerned, though, remained unabated.  
 
    “What’s troubling you, Tom?” 
 
    Tom declined even to consider using the barman as his confessor. 
 
    “I was just thinking about this ludicrous Council,” Tom said. He also decided not to mention the part where he’d nearly betrayed them all to Ortega as he added, “The Lefthanders murdered Aileen Leng in her wheelchair. They tortured Shakes Ben-Gurion, and very nearly killed him.” 
 
    “If not for you.” 
 
    “That’s kind of irrelevant to what I’m saying here,” Tom replied. “People have died for this thing. The City. Maybe a lot more than any of us realize, us ordinary Citizens, you know?” 
 
    “Again, Tom,” Magnus said. “I’m not organizing a fan club for you any time soon, but you’re not exactly an ‘ordinary Citizen,’ huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tom said. “I nearly got killed too. Several times. It’s not exactly the keys to the City, you know what I mean?” 
 
    “People are expecting you to step up on Council,” Magnus said. 
 
    Part of Tom just wanted to finish the paragraphs in his head bemoaning the madness – and the necessity for it – in the risky venture they called the sanctuary zone. But the philosopher barkeep’s blunt statement caught him off guard. 
 
    “I don’t. . . .” Tom eyed his friend slightly closer. “What do you know about the elections?” 
 
    “I imagine we’ll hear more about it tonight,” Magnus said. “You know, provided there’s not another gunfight or a fucking suicide bomber or something.” 
 
    “I don’t want any Council role,” Tom said firmly. “I’m busy.” 
 
    “But you would do it well, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I would try, if I had to,” Tom said. “That’s how I’m wired. It’s fucking annoying. That’s why I can’t get involved . . . or let myself get involved. If I find out you’ve drafted me onto any ballot, I’m coming for you next, got it?” 
 
    He gave a gorilla’s smile, more unconscious threat than anything else. Magnus cooled slightly, nodded, and withdrew.  
 
    “You’ve got more company,” the ex-philosopher said. “I just have to go burn some paperwork. See ya.” 
 
    Magnus winked at his own joke and vanished as Tom turned to intercept Ernest Wilhelm. 
 
    The Councilor was back to wearing suits again. He was dressed to the nines for the evening and Tom uncharitably wondered which Forager gang found his outfits for him. 
 
    “Tom!” 
 
    There wasn’t much chance to avoid the enthusiastic handshake. Whatever their enmities, and their terse earlier discussion, Wilhelm was surrounded by people, and far too many of them knew the Councilor was talking to Tom Vanicek for it to mean anything other than his usual hi-octane showmanship. Tom did his best to deny Wilhelm the social credit. He out-stared a couple of gawkers, who withdrew, leaving him and the Councilor their illusion of privacy. 
 
    “Tom,” he said. “I thought I’d see you back-stage?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Wilhelm’s smile was anxious and awkward by turns. Before he could frame a reply, Tom cut him off again. 
 
    “I don’t want anything to do with the Council,” he said. “You know, nothing personal. Any announcements you’re making tonight, leave me out of them.” 
 
    “Jeez, Tom,” the other man said. He clearly had nowhere left to move. “I don’t understand your belligerence.”  
 
    “It’s not ‘belligerence,’ Ernie.” 
 
    Tom growled to himself, and sank in the boot anyway. He prodded a thumb in Carlotta Deschain’s direction. 
 
    “You’d have better luck with her,” he said. 
 
    Wilhelm’s political demeanor wilted. There was a brief male solidarity acknowledging the challenges of the female of the species, but their armistice didn’t last long. 
 
    “Ernest,” Tom said. “Keep me out of it. You’ve been warned.” 
 
    Tom didn’t make the remark with the voice of a man who’d already committed stone-cold murder just a few hours before, but if the reality of the act lingered at all, it was in the hard sheen of his eyes as he waited for Councilor Wilhelm to acknowledge his death stare. 
 
    Wilhelm sighed and laughed and threw up his hands. 
 
    “I’m not the one pushing for democratic elections, Tom,” Wilhelm said. “You sure you don’t want to come back stage anyway? Ringside to the whole show.” 
 
    Tom shook his head with finality and Wilhelm bowed to the inevitable with as much grace as he could muster. One moment, he hung his head in defeat, and then he pushed back into the crowd hailing a handsome young black man with corn rows forcing a way through the masses ahead of them.  
 
    Tom only watched the politician go. He looked around for his daughter and Miss Deschain and couldn’t see either, and moments later the last lights came up over the stage. Wilhelm was there already somehow, moving across to his seat as Dana Lowenstein, carrying an armload of paperwork to the table, arrived followed by several more middle managers who took their seats around the conference table with the air of veteran rock stars getting ready for just another night’s performance before it began. Beyond the Council table, and peering through the drapes, Tom spied trooper Drake speaking with Denny Greerson as they in turn looked out on the crowd beyond the edge of the stage, and fortunately not at him.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THEY SETTLED INTO Council business after the President made a brief statement, and within ten minutes of Question Time it was like the events of the last fortnight happened years ago. 
 
    The City’s agri-hub manager fronted the mic, frustrated no one had answered his radio contact in the past week, and a lean older woman spoke of fire and brimstone if the City didn’t get its respective houses in order. The leader of the City’s deep ecologists told the meeting the City had grown too unsafe.  
 
    “We came here to harness a better life,” she told them. “Now my people and I wonder if we wouldn’t be better off in a community of our own, outside.” 
 
    That tone underscored the next few speakers. Magnus took a turn at the microphone too, questioning whether anyone considered the outcome of the recent Greenland mission if it turned out bad. Two more Citizens asked about the death of Edward Burroughs and what had been done to find his killer. The second speaker told of a dangerous split within Burroughs’ de facto gang – and not just a split, but a splintering of the special interests which bound the men together under Edward’s leadership 
 
    “What about trooper patrols?” the lean-faced man almost howled. “You’re abandoning the outer neighborhoods. We need troopers for our protection too, not just the Enclave.” 
 
    President Lowenstein arose with an ecclesiastical gesture that quickly hushed the crowd.  
 
    On her feet with the wire microphone at her cheek, she said, “We are all deeply saddened and in shock at Mr Burroughs’ death. Troopers are investigating . . . and without much success. The Council was also very saddened to lose the support of most of the members of the Brotherhood, immediately after their leader’s death. I would like to urge all Brotherhood . . . brothers . . . to reconsider supporting trooper patrols of the sake of law and order. This City is a shared enterprise.” 
 
    For all Tom knew, Lowenstein spoke with the Brotherhood’s male supremacists in absentia, and the morose look on her face showed she knew it. Watching her, Tom could see the lines of defeat around her eyes, her downturned mouth. It was like she physically couldn’t keep her chin up. It surprised him that she even continued to speak. 
 
    “And that’s what we have to talk about tonight,” Lowenstein told the crowd. 
 
    “The City is a shared enterprise. We have suffered losses. All of us. And there will be more hardship. We never intended to become a welfare state, or promise anyone anything about . . . anything, really. In the aftermath of all that’s happened, including the Uprising, we asked you here tonight so we could decide together . . . to decide what is to come.” 
 
    At least three hundred people crowded the theater now. Tom abandoned any hope at snagging one of the columns to rest against, and gently elbowed his way closer to the stage and the PA speakers relaying the President’s voice. 
 
    “You know the Council itself suffered heavy losses,” Lowenstein said. “We mourn Aileen Leng, and our hearts are with ex-Councilor Ben-Gurion and ex-Councilor Deschain and thank them for their service.” 
 
    A heckler’s voice broke into the hush. 
 
    “And you still call it a Council!” 
 
    Lowenstein drooped rather than fire back any response. She gave the slightest glance down the table to Ernest Wilhelm, who in turn slowly shook his head and was ignored as Dana Lowenstein stood properly once again. 
 
    “We have a diversion of views on that issue,” her amplified voice rang out. “And since there’s no agreement to be had, maybe it’s time to pass it over to all of you.” 
 
    The crowd at once broke into open speculation, whispers profligate while the officials on stage looked among each other – and somehow through the crowd, Ernest Wilhelm’s eyes found Tom and bored into him. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    WILHELM HAD A gavel of his own he used to hammer for quiet, taking his turn to stand as if at the President’s leisure, waiting a little while longer as the crowd noise slowly fell aside. 
 
    “We have had calls for elections in the past,” Wilhelm said. “I don’t believe it’s the best way forward.” 
 
    Spectators fell ever-more quiet as the Councilor stood at his table, waiting as they willed him to explain himself further. A tiny smile played on Wilhelm’s face, irking Tom, wedged among the onlookers five deep from stage’s edge. 
 
    “What was that embarrassing headline, Mr Earle?” the Councilor said to the crowd and the errant newspaper man who stood across the chamber near the lectern. “‘Winter is coming’? Really, you couldn’t do better than that?” 
 
    Wilhelm chuckled, turning back as if to his audience. 
 
    “Cliché, but at least accurate,” he said. “We have lost key Councilors due to the Uprising, and the people who caused us all such harm still want more of us dead – not that they can do much about that while they remained locked up. You are right to say the Council is not what it was. We need new blood, new expertise . . . a few firm hands to help ride out the storm. For now, I recommend forming an executive.” 
 
    Wilhelm motioned off stage. A beat later, the drapes parted and a half-dozen figures walked out, nervous as game show contestants. Denny Greerson had the lead, and with him a few more men and women including grizzled Sam Hoskeens from the Traders’ Alliance and an owl-faced woman accompanying him. The newcomers took up vacant seats at the back tables. 
 
    “With their expertise, the City can focus on the job of preparing for the coming winter,” Wilhelm said. “Of course, that’s only if Citizens support the idea. Otherwise, we can’t guarantee continuation of existing services.” 
 
    Wilhelm blank-looked the entire audience with the subliminal threat. 
 
    “If the Citizens want elections, I will support them,” he said. “I will resign my position immediately, and we can reconvene here in Spring – those of us who are left – and see what way forward from there.” 
 
    If the onlookers whispered before, now they broke into open discussion, which included several threats of defiance aimed towards the speaker. Clearly, the Councilor expected them. 
 
    “What?” his voice rang out over the assembly. “You want an election to have your say, but you also want the Safety patrols and the food rations and the beef shipment and everything else to continue?” 
 
    A few people heckled back. Magnus was one of them. Delroy Earle fought his way to the edge of the stage as the only way to pitch a question himself, then got stuck there, anonymous in the mob and frustrated at it. 
 
    The Councilor laughed, his point made. And somehow Wilhelm pulled it off, looking equally defiant and principled rather than like an arrogant and mercenary sonofabitch.  
 
    The noise levels were so fever pitch that no one even heard the screaming. 
 
    But then came the gunshots – and after that, the screaming was almost all anyone could hear. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    ALL AROUND HIM, Tom’s fellow Citizens scanned hurriedly for some clue to the madness unfolding more like precognition than anything real. Gunfire rang out from back stage, and then maybe off to Tom’s right, in the direction of the front doors, and before anything fell into even a semblance of coherence, the screaming stage right tore through the crowd like a spectral force. Citizens started twisting, pushing, falling, fighting for their lives, and surging towards Tom and crushing him and those around him in their panic.  
 
    A six-deep crowd was suddenly twice that as people fled the unseen threat. Tom tried to get away from the worst of it around the stage and couldn’t move. A woman fell beneath him and Tom grabbed her arms, hauling her back to her feet and barely able to interpret her thanks before yet more turbulence pulled the woman from his arms as she went veering away like in a riptide, disappearing into the sea of humanity around them. 
 
    And then Tom had to fight not to get crushed beneath it all. 
 
    It was utterly hopeless to quest around for Lilianna, but Tom did it anyway, grunting to stay upright and bracing himself between fellow Citizens trapped like cattle in a pen, fighting against the sucking tide of other Council attendees to wrench his Colt Python free and raise it with enormous difficulty above the level of the crowd. That effort alone sent his right shoulder into shock, unready to be pressganged back into service despite the resurgent threat to survival.  
 
    Those around him saw the gun and no one understood yet the nature of their peril, so the Colt’s appearance caused a brief gap as people drew away. Tom checked the stage and saw the remaining Councilors and their middle men on their feet in a cluster, two Safety troopers with their guns trained on the pulsing drapes, more and more Citizens escaping the press around the flattened Question Time lectern by clambering up onto the lit stage too. 
 
    Something broke behind him, and Tom felt rather than saw the crowd dispersing faster towards the exit as if a drain was unblocked, and he staggered backwards casting his eyes around to the source of their peril and saw dozens of people pushing in his direction.  
 
    Except not all of them were people – or not anymore.  
 
    Half of the figures attacked those running from them, and then Tom heard the Furies’ signature growls and hissing shrieks. 
 
    Another Fury tore through the backstage drapes at that moment, the troopers’ guns causing Tom to flinch as he lowered the heavy pistol in his hand and shot inaccurately at a fresh-looking Fury chasing a slower-moving man. The bullet took the undead young woman in the shoulder, briefly impeding her progress as she chased open-mouthed after anything that moved. When Tom went to fire again, there were too many running Citizens in the way, and several of them running past then jostled him, nearly knocking Tom to the ground too as they fled. 
 
    He picked himself up and started beating a retreat, throwing desperate looks all around for his daughter. When he looked back stage right, a trooper jumped down into the fleeing crowd and started firing his M16 – and then a child no more than about eight leapt at the man and took him to the ground. 
 
    A fleeing Administration officer grabbed the fallen rifle and twisted back to fire it, fussing with the mechanism to switch to bursts which he laid down indiscriminately into the mass.  
 
    Tom yelled at the man – one of the bursts hit trader Sam Hoskeens right in the brisket, knocking him down – but the increasing gunfire and screams made it impossible, and the distance back towards the officer was just enough that he’d emptied the gun by the time Tom reached him, still sweeping the disaster area for trace of Lilianna and startled by the madness unfolding around that side of the stage.  
 
    With Tom just a yard short of the polo shirt-wearing youngster, the tattered, cyclonic figure of an older woman in a torn dress leapt at the Admin staffer, ramming him back into the edge of the stage platform. The same moment, a dead man in oil-stained dungarees lurched towards Tom, who had to wrestle him around, pistol still in hand, then force him back with one hard boot before shooting point-blank into the creature’s head – except he never got the chance to fire. 
 
    The rejected Fury twirled away instead, throwing itself at a fleeing woman that another of its kindred had taken down, and Tom’s efforts to track his aim were thwarted as a woman ran into him and then behind him, using his body as a shield. Tom barely registered Carlotta Deschain, who sure as hell wasn’t the Enclave staffer he most wanted to defend right now. Yet with screams and roars and rending hands all around, Tom put his left hand behind him to grab the ex-Councilor’s hip to push her firmly out of harm’s way. Then he emptied his pistol into the closest of the hunting Furies and managing to silence one of them for good. 
 
    “Where’s my daughter?” Tom yelled over his shoulder. 
 
    He only had a few more rounds in his pocket and he started reloading as Deschain stammered her reply while Tom edged them backwards towards the stage again. 
 
    “She’s . . . I don’t know!” 
 
    “The stage,” Tom said. “Climb up.” 
 
    More than thirty other Citizens had the same idea, but there was still room on the higher ground. Tom glanced to check the way was clear, never truly taking his eye off the chaos behind and all around them as clusters of Citizens fought for their lives and mostly lost. A bearded man hacked a Fury down with a short-bladed dagger, and a woman fended off another with an upturned stool. But mostly they died. And as the blood ran, it was almost hard to tell the dead from the dying. The Furies themselves were fellow Citizens, plucked and then plunged into a hellish afterlife. And their arrival was no accident. The nearest Tom could tell, the attacking Furies were freshly dead. He shot another as it lunged at them – just a teenage girl with a shock of dark hair already mattered with her death wounds. 
 
    But there were too many of the things and Tom didn’t have enough bullets.  
 
    As Carlotta made the climb onto the stage and Tom followed her, he guessed at more than twenty Furies he could see running loose inside the murderous fish bowl the dinner theater had become. And that didn’t account for the ones elsewhere in the complex. The gunfire petered out back beyond the rear curtains. Citizens came racing back towards the stage and the middle area, inexplicably shunning the theater’s front exit. Within seconds, the stage was overwhelmed as more and more clambered for their safety, and a support rod cracked, the whole thing lurching down a notch and spilling a half-dozen climbers back onto the carpet. A lone Fury in trooper’s gear threw itself at them and Tom had no idea whether the monster was a fresh corpse or one of the newly-arrived dead. 
 
    Tom scanned back towards the theater’s front, squinting against the stage lights, one hand raised to shield his view. It was impossible to tell anything except that people were coming back in, retreating from their escape, with more Citizens clutching themselves and each other, men and women of the City lulled into thinking the sanctuary zone safe, yet now thrust back into the old nightmare. 
 
    Then Tom saw Lilianna. 
 
    It was unconscious instinct that forced his eyes on her, fighting against the glare to see her silvery form resolve at the corner of the alcove sheltering the far entrance. Lila held a scavenged clipboard in hand, waving it and shouting, trying to achieve something Tom could only guess at from across the crowded hall and the mezzanine. He whipped about himself – Carlotta clutching his arm as much for balance as anything – confirming they were well and truly land-locked with more than a hundred yards between him and safety, surrounded by the choking mass of Citizenry piling onto the collapsing platform. Nothing explained why other survivors were headed back in, and the only thought that made sense in Tom’s head was that more Furies were pouring in from the street outside.  
 
    And that meant his daughter was right in the crossfire. 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” Tom bawled. 
 
    The ex-Council woman grabbed Tom’s free hand and nodded, eyes tearful and panicked as she tried to hold her shit together and managed only a passable job. She wasn’t yammering and screaming like she wished to, at least. More and more people fled back onto the stage, its creaking drowned out by the ongoing yells, the chatter of another assault rifle unseen back behind them, screams all around, more frightened shrieks, the feral Furies’ war cries, the sheer howling of the afterlife as a terrible wind cut through them and the risen dead sated themselves on their hapless victims and the victims fell over each other or fought openly to get away. 
 
    Gunshots echoed all around by this point. Tom lost sight of his daughter, only slightly appeased to see armed men now over near the exit. Their guns were muffled by the yells of the people on the platform around him. Tom squeezed Carlotta’s hand unconsciously, like back when his kids were little and they were at a zebra crossing, and he angled them both towards the edge of the stage. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Carlotta yelled. 
 
    “No,” Tom said. “But we have to get out of here.” 
 
    “The front way looks blocked, Tom!” 
 
    Tom checked back at her, the ex-Councilor almost deranged with fear. 
 
    “They got in here somehow,” Tom all but shouted back. “Backstage. The cargo bay. We can’t escape that way.” 
 
    “Then what are we gonna do?” 
 
    “Stick close!” 
 
    Refastening his grip on the woman’s hand, Tom fought through the crush of people, even those on the stage pushing to get away from the old dining area to which Tom now headed. It felt like madness, but staying with the Citizens crammed onto the platform was no good either. 
 
    What followed was one of the most grueling two minutes in his life. 
 
    Terror had a firm hand on the other survivors, and pushing through them was nearly impossible. At the edge of the stage, trying to find a way down, Tom saw more people collapsed against it, a pile of the crushed and desperate like a human rubbish dump, and with Furies at the edge of it feasting on the dead. The Furies tore bodies open, living and dead, sucking at the meat and vital organs and spools of intestine to drain the precious life’s blood they craved. A woman with her face alight in shock and pain looked up at him, a hand raised pleadingly for help even as the strength abandoned her, two Furies pulling her torso apart with their bare hands. He shot one of them – the Colt’s retort shockingly loud in his own ears – and then shot the woman as well, unable to do much more with living bodies crushing all around him, destroying his aim. 
 
    He helped the nearest few people up and past them, though a woman with broken legs couldn’t be saved, and a handful of the fallen Citizens had gone unconscious – one woman catatonic in fright unable to save herself, let alone be saved as Tom barked at her three times, nervous glances on the nearest Furies doing their awful business only yards away. Then he gave up as one of the creatures stormed towards him and Carlotta Deschain. 
 
    Maybe Tom only imagined he recognized the woman with the strawberry birthmarked face. The back of her skull blew out and ruined her hairstyle for good, and then her corpse pitched onto the top of the writhing crush of escapees, and Tom grabbed Carlotta again, dragging her down into it with him and nearly having to fight her resistance as well. 
 
    “I will leave you here if you don’t come,” Tom growled. 
 
    Carlotta fell into compliance, his almost literal shadow as Tom circled around the front of the stage picking past and between the bodies. What people in the wild sometimes called an “early riser” – one of the undead with a much faster reaction to the turn – sat up among several fallen corpses beside a young woman still trying to flee, concussed from a head wound. Tom shot the creature dead, then swung Carlotta around behind him as he stowed the hot pistol a moment, helping the other injured woman to her feet. He recognized the severe fringe framing the girl’s bleeding temple, and glanced around uselessly once more for his daughter. Beside them, two Furies intercepted a trooper running through the hall and they tore him apart as he fought with refusal to go down. 
 
    “Get to safety!” Tom yelled at his daughter’s friend Aurora. “We can’t stay here.” 
 
    Carlotta hammered her fists into Tom’s back and he turned just in time to shoot another Fury, at ground level, clutching for Carlotta’s legs. The Colt was useless now, but he still tucked it into the back of his belt. He spied a few stools discarded amid the ruckus and hurried towards them with both women now at his back. 
 
    Not all Citizens had gone to ground. More and more of the City’s depleted troopers gathered into a pack halfway between Tom and the stage, the men and women desperately co-ordinating a counter-attack even as their enemies saw them and rushed forward. A fresh thunder of weapons’ fire drowned out any further talk, and then the fighting was fierce. 
 
    Tom wouldn’t stand still to witness it. He signed for Carlotta and her junior staffer to follow, and then he came from behind on a fit-looking man with hair in corn rows – the same guy he’d seen with Ernest Wilhelm before. The black man kicked and punched a Fury to the ground and then stomped on the thing’s jaw and head, but when Tom reached him, clutching the stranger’s shoulder and yelling for him to come with them too, the younger man sneered and simply pushed him away, angry, and then uprooted one of the round cocktail tables and charged it into another Fury as it loped into their path. 
 
    The collision was like an explosion, and the sprawling bodies smashed into Tom and the women with him as well. Tom managed to stagger into the support of an upright pillar, still holding Carlotta by one hand. Aurora scampered across the carpet, ducked a Fury that leapt, snarling at them, and then Tom pulled the combat knife from its sheath and stabbed the thing silent with the blade in a back-handed grip. 
 
    “Here!” he yelled. 
 
    He passed the gory weapon into the young woman’s hands. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Aurora.” 
 
    “You know my daughter Lilianna,” he said. “We’re going to find her.” 
 
    “You’re Tom Vanicek?” 
 
    Tom grunted that he was, then bent to retrieve one of the stools. The black guy had his situation under control, kneeling over the Fury as he squashed the life out of its skull with his bare hands. Tom thrust out the stool to deflect another of the monsters incoming, saving the black man from another ambush, and then the next few seconds were an awkward tussle. He lost his footing tumbling over the broken cocktail table, and things were about to go from bad to serious when nearby gunshots nailed Tom’s attacker through the back, and then took out its face as it whirled on the gunman. 
 
    Lilianna held the smoking M16 and motioned towards them. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “I THINK THE front’s clear,” Lila said. “Come on.” 
 
    Tom’s daughter barely gave him a backwards glance, instead moving with assurance towards the nearby carpeted steps leading up to the exit. Several nearby survivors saw them headed that way and followed too, and ahead of them, a pair of troopers and an armed Administration officer knelt guarding the theater’s front doors.  
 
    “Clear?” Lila yelled at them. 
 
    “Only one way to be sure,” the officer said. 
 
    He stood, checked his weapon, then nodded to Lilianna. 
 
    “Tell Beau that Teddy wished him well, if I don’t see you again.” 
 
    “Teddy,” one of the troopers said. “You don’t have a vest, man.” 
 
    The young man shook his head. Tom was too out of breath to do much, and he didn’t fancy volunteering as he eyed the black exit and the unknown outside. 
 
    Teddy plunged out into the darkness. 
 
    “Fuck it,” the other trooper snapped and followed. 
 
    Tom grabbed Lilianna’s hand as she went to do the same. 
 
    “Honey,” he said. “People were running back in just a minute ago.” 
 
    Lilianna motioned back fiercely to the madness they’d just quit. 
 
    “Do you want to be here in another few minutes when the dead start waking up?” 
 
    Carlotta Deschain started blubbering, and the young woman beside her too. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, Aurora,” Lila hissed at her. “Grow a pair.” 
 
    Vast as the decision might be, Tom’s daughter had a point. He’d broken the stool to pull a metal leg free, not that it felt like much of a weapon. He handed it to Aurora and took back his knife since she looked completely on the edge of a nervous breakdown. 
 
    “OK,” he said. “After you.” 
 
    And fresh screams and cries curdled the air behind them. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    TOM LOOKED BACK at the brutal tableau, everyone else now also fighting to quit the brightly-lit stage which turned their strife into a garish spectacle as men and women tried fending off their fellow Citizens, increasingly overwhelmed, falling victim to the waves of Fury assault. Weapons fired, but not as often as before, and it was just the sight of several groups of Citizens getting clear of the carnage to hurry for the mezzanine exit that gave Tom any relief. He nodded again, for Lilianna’s benefit, and then his eyes lit on one of the attackers, its ravenous face spackled with gore, and with an horrific likeness to his own son. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Dad! What?” 
 
    Tom growled and pushed Carlotta and her assistant into Lilianna’s care. 
 
    “Go!” he yelled. 
 
    “Like hell.” 
 
    The moment Tom’s movements confirmed him headed back into the maelstrom, Lilianna brought her rifle up and followed.  
 
    Carlotta took one look at Aurora, then the exit, and went straight after Tom too. 
 
    The child Fury sat up from its triumph at the throat of a fallen man Tom at first took to be Magnus, but the murder victim was as anonymous as the monster that killed him. It only took a few running paces for Tom to see the undead boy wore an unfamiliar t-shirt and his forehead was too narrow to be his son, but the knife in Tom’s hand begged for some kind of vengeance. With Lilianna covering him, Tom advanced on the blood-thirsty child and caught it by the shirt as it leapt up. He shook it, saddened at the boyish frame, the young life stolen, the lightness in his hands even as he defended himself. Bites and scrapes might not infect, but they were filthy wounds nonetheless. He forced the boy Fury’s arm aside with his own, then slid the dagger into the back of its neck and up into the skull, and the boy gave a warbling hiss, legs stiffening as it died, like the child it had once been trying to make one last utterance before the lights went out to no avail. 
 
    Tom dropped the limp creature onto its victim, and then fell to one knee to silence the white-bearded man just to be sure. Lilianna’s metaphoric shadow fell over him, and she fired once, then twice – individual shots that took down another nearby lurker. 
 
    Injured and terrified Citizens increasingly poured from the direction of the stage, and not really knowing what he was doing, Tom waved them onwards. The first was a middle-aged woman limping as fast as she could despite a rolled ankle, and Tom directed the woman into Carlotta’s care. 
 
    “Get her to the exit,” he said. “And find out if it’s safe out there.” 
 
    Carlotta snapped herself out of her daydreaming nightmare and nodded affirmative. 
 
    Tom eyed his daughter as Carlotta went, then followed her gaze back to the violence, the roaring of the Furies as they hissed and spat and darted among the leftovers, more and more people quitting the stage. A brief burst of gunfire revealed Denny Greerson like a presidential guard steering Councilor Wilhelm to safety, but Tom saw no sign of the President herself – only more and more people flooding towards him, some falling over, some only able to drag themselves towards the faint hope of safety. 
 
    And some who simply didn’t make it, pounced on by the Furies. 
 
    It was like the monsters had glutted themselves and now saw it as a game. Tom was reminded of the cruelly entranced fascination of cats hunting native birds he’d seen in the mountains, only now it was the Furies throwing themselves at the fleeing people as if just for the feral joy of pulling them down. A woman bellowed like a man as she was disemboweled. A neatly-dressed Enclave staffer who’d shat himself went down under a pile of three of the beasts, getting his small pistol to his own forehead just in time before the Furies did the job for him. A teenage girl with no business even at the meeting managed to drag herself away from beneath several other tumbled Citizens, but only made it a few steps before a huge slobbering member of the undead tackled her from the side, overpowering her by sheer force. 
 
    “Come on,” Lilianna said. 
 
    She marched past Tom, into the flotsam and jetsam headed straight for them, and her father was almost glad for the choice taken from him to wade back into the madness. He was ready to cut and run, no matter the shame it’d cost him. But there was no way he would abandon his daughter, and curse her as he might, Lilianna knew it. 
 
    Once committed, Lila and Tom broke into a run to reach the teenage girl, and Tom jumped in to manhandle the brute off her, bleak about his chances as the huge big black dead man rose up again from one knee with his hands and lips spread wide. But Lilianna cut the creature down to size. Two bullets hit its shoulder and then its eye, and the monster’s brains blew out its temple and it toppled like a hillside into the carnage all around it. 
 
    “Here!” Tom yelled and offered the young woman his hand. 
 
    Freaked, the girl only looked up at him, curled up to make herself small. 
 
    Lilianna leaned in. 
 
    “Get up,” she barked. “Now.” 
 
    Now the teenager took Tom’s hand. He hauled her upright, and then at once let go as two more Citizens charged through and past them. Lilianna steadied the girl as she quickly angled around with her gun. It fired again, across-wise the stage left open area to the carpeted far wall. A Fury with a face like a Hallowe’en mask dropped heavily as Lila blew out its eye. 
 
    “Jesus,” Tom remarked. “Good shooting.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. “I’ve had a little practice.” 
 
    It wasn’t the occasion for her to lecture him about the added advantages of her residency at the Bastion, Tom was at least glad to know. He helped up another man who’d tripped, always checking back to the progress of the other Citizens fleeing the scene. 
 
    “We need to fall back,” Lila said. 
 
    Tom agreed. He grabbed the teenage girl by the shoulders and propelled her behind her, unwittingly right into Carlotta Deschain. Despite her earlier terror, the woman had mastered herself well enough to follow them back thirty yards into danger. 
 
    “The doorway’s clear,” she said. 
 
    “The idea was for you to use it,” Tom replied. 
 
    It was possible Carlotta growled at him. Tom couldn’t read the woman as she took over care of Tom’s teenage ward, and joined him and Lilianna and a half-a-dozen others now in full retreat to the mezzanine. Just behind them came Wilhelm and Denny Greerson, and another trooper in their group fended off the dead. Using his useless rifle, the trooper clubbed away a fat-faced, putrid-looking woman whose skin had turned purple with decay, and then broke into a run with his comrades, hot on Tom’s heels. 
 
    Lilianna’s gun barked until it was empty. The last remaining trooper from the doorway joined her in that last stand, and Tom picked up another discarded rifle and sought to do the same, chagrined when he realized the ammo was out. Then Carlotta was in his ear again. 
 
    “Outside,” she said. “Now.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THE MOMENT THEY left the theater, Tom’s daughter lit into him. 
 
    “What the hell were you doing going back in there again?” 
 
    Tom blinked, still adjusting to the moonlight and the simple orange light of a nearby street rig. A dented, bullet-riddled four-wheel drive was parked crooked in the street and the young man Teddy lay with blood discoloring his entire polo shirt, neck at a strange angle in the paved city gutter.  
 
    “Fuck,” Tom gasped, and refocused on Lilianna. “You’re the one asking me?” 
 
    “You went after that Fury,” she hissed. “The kid.” 
 
    “I thought it was. . . .” 
 
    “Dad,” Lila said.  
 
    Tom felt sick at once. His daughter’s welling eyes and gravid voice foretold a heartbreaking tragedy he didn’t, couldn’t, never wanted to face. By sheer effort of will alone, he held her eyes as she broke and started crying. 
 
    “I saw my friend Montana in there.” 
 
    The relief was enough to make Tom vomit. 
 
    He staggered away, his daughter’s grief forgotten, irrelevant as his body heaved and he threw up a stinking gray stew of bile and stomach acid onto the pavement off to one side of the exit. Several more people ran out into the street, one of them a woman who simply didn’t stop shrieking – or running – perhaps the wisest of them all as she continued down the block and never looked back. 
 
    Tom wiped his lips. Wilhelm’s team passed him, and he and Tom swapped chiseled looks. There would be time for that. Tom returned to Lilianna and grabbed her arm. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your friend,” he whispered. 
 
    Then he turned to the closest men. 
 
    “We have to seal these doors!” 
 
    “There’s people coming,” Wilhelm said and strode back towards them. The Councilor was shaking, unaware snot was smeared across one of his cheeks in a glistening, fast-drying snail trail. He took one look at Tom, his words quivering too as he sought some kind of redemption beneath Tom’s accusatory gaze. “There’s people,” he said again. “Please, Tom. Not yet.” 
 
    “Fuck ‘em.” 
 
    It was the City’s Safety Chief speaking. Greerson angled back on the doorway too, his gun at hip height. Whatever else he was about to add, Lilianna drowned it out. Tom’s daughter hurried away from the building and started yelling and waving her arms beyond the abandoned vehicle, angled on people now approaching from the street. 
 
    “Don’t come this way! Stop!” 
 
    Lilianna cast a look back at the other men. 
 
    “People are coming because of the gunshots,” she said. “We have to warn them.” 
 
    Tom blasphemed again, assailed in every direction by competing priorities. And Lucas was never anywhere but front and center of his thoughts. Tom snapped his fingers at the nearest troopers, but none could offer any weapons. Finally, Greerson stepped in close and offered his  .45 handle-first. 
 
    “Doorway!” one of the nearest troopers bawled. 
 
    And a Fury burst out the entrance behind them in a maddening suicide run. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    THE KAMIKAZE HURTLED into oncoming fire as Greerson and two of the remaining troopers opened up. One of the gunmen ran out of ammo almost at once, but Denny and his subordinate beheaded the reanimated cadaver with their crossfire. Beyond them, a man then yelled that he was coming out, and another of the City’s middle managers emerged with his arms up like he’d just escaped a bank siege, and behind him followed the agri-hub manager, another of Carlotta’s young women, and two more injured men. Several more troopers bundled out in their wake, one of them bleeding horribly. And then came a woman ushering out an older male with a stomach wound he couldn’t possibly survive. 
 
    In the orange-lit courtyard outside the meeting rooms, Greerson and the others waited with guns trained, and Wilhelm nodded tiredly as the first outside trooper patrol arrived on the scene. Those reinforcements hurried forward and pushed shut the first of the external glass doors which the City had reinforced with wooden boards a long time ago. 
 
    Tom watched them with heaving breaths, Greerson’s pistol cradled like a dead hamster in his hands. He kept tumbling back through the past moments, replaying and assembling his daughter’s comments, the dead girl, that Lucas was missing, that everything had gone to hell. The betrayal was vast. And the deep sense of dread he’d ridden like a white-water current all day now surged, became a vortex, threatening to surge over his head as he grabbed for his radio handset and realized it was lost somewhere in the theater behind them.  
 
    He marched across to Lilianna, her hands still raised, one of Greerson’s troopers taking up her cries to stop the first dozen people emerging into the street. There were more Citizens coming behind them. Dazed, Tom looked down at the dead young man in the stained polo shirt as he stepped over him to reach his daughter. A skinny, bearded figure in camouflage gear lay sprawled on the far side of the abandoned SUV. He clutched an Ak47 against his lifeless chest. 
 
    “Jesus,” Tom muttered. “Who did this? Lefthanders?” 
 
    Lilianna turned back towards him and Tom saw her face wet with tears. She motioned to the brave dead young man in the gory stained shirt. 
 
    “That’s Teddy,” she said. “He’s Beau’s best friend in the world.” 
 
    “And your friend,” Tom asked her. “The one inside. Where did you see her?” 
 
    “Montana was . . . she was in the first wave,” Lila said. “They hit us . . . I was over on the right of the stage. Near the lectern. And I. . . .” 
 
    His daughter shook her head, far too practical to cry anymore right now. She clutched her face momentarily as if to still herself, head still shaking like an old lady with dementia. 
 
    “Dad, listen,” she said. “I know my friend was hooking up with this guy called Gunderson. He’s from the ethanol plant. No one saw her since she went out for a drink with him last night. They might have gotten Lucas too. Look at them,” she said. “This was . . . this was premeditated.” 
 
    The nausea returned, but Tom shook his head at it. 
 
    “I saw your brother this morning,” he said. “I. . . .” 
 
    But he didn’t know what else to say. All the facts came tumbling back in. Tom’s eyes fell on the dead gunman in the street, and Tom was growling and already moving before the dead man’s eyes fluttered open with a Fury’s newborn stare. It’s arm moved – as if it lifted the limb upright, surprised at its new life as much as anyone – and Tom kicked the thing in the side of the head, snapping its neck, and then dropping onto the paralyzed creature’s chest and stabbing his combat knife into its eye socket and wrenching until the bone snapped. 
 
    “Fucking things,” Tom muttered. 
 
    He took the dead gunman’s weapon and checked the ammunition, then retrieved the bag looped awkwardly around the corpse. Three spent magazines and a tickertape parade of used shells littered the street. 
 
    “One gunman out here,” Greerson said as he walked over. “Pinned everyone down.” 
 
    “Trapped them inside,” Lilianna added. 
 
    “Trapped us inside,” Tom said. He took a massive jolting breath. “Gunderson?” 
 
    “Terry Gunderson?” Greerson asked. 
 
    Further discussion was ruined as a Fury broke out past the men still securing the front door, took a fast sweeping look at the numbers against it, and then hurled itself back inside. The men locking down the first door quickly pulled the other side shut. Almost instantly, there was hammering against it and a man’s cries. The troopers relented, letting out a terrified, bloody-nosed man who dragged himself out, torn pants showing legs covered in bites, and then the theater doors slammed shut at last as the workers moved to secure it. 
 
    “Get a Construction team mobile,” one of the troopers at the doors yelled. 
 
    Greerson snapped his fingers at another pair of men. 
 
    “Make it happen,” he said. “Go now.” 
 
    And Tom was still standing there, still fuming, as someone ran out of the half-gathering crowd to reveal himself as another trooper in a torn, bloodied shirt. The guard carried a black rucksack to the Safety Chief. 
 
    “The cargo bay’s full of them,” he said in a shellshocked voice. “Someone drove in with a truck.” 
 
    Greerson took the pack and the distraught trooper helped him extract portable radio gear. They knelt on the bloody sidewalk as the Chief put out the call for all available hands. 
 
    Tom growled, and took the distraction as a chance to grab his daughter by the arm and steer her away and through the scene. Lilianna resisted out of pride alone, but it was the look on Tom’s face – and her curiosity – that led her to the spot where he stopped, halfway down the street and ignoring the shaken City residents coming from nearby hovels and homes to marvel at the survivors. Tom’s shirt was soaked with someone else’s blood, and Lila had lost a sleeve, and wore the M16’s strap in its place. 
 
    “Who’s Gunderson?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Look at the time,” Tom snarled. “If you’re brother’s not at home, he’s probably in there. That’s the most likely thing, whether you want to face it or not. They said someone drove off in a truck?” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, like an ethanol truck?” Tom said to her. “Someone drove a truckload of Furies in to sabotage the Council meeting. Who do you think would do that?” 
 
    “Plume’s people,” Lila said. 
 
    “Yes,” Tom said. “God damn, they need to check the jail.” 
 
    He looked back down the street at Greerson and Wilhelm, surrounded by eight or nine troopers and a few gun-toting officials, and maybe thirty survivors of the meeting. 
 
    “If they had a truck, they’ve been planning this for days,” Tom said. “One of them will know if they took Lucas and Kevin too. I’m going to get some answers.” 
 
    It finally dawned on Lilianna that her father’s savage expression wasn’t mere bottled rage. The fuse had blown. His son was missing, maybe horribly killed. And Tom had retribution on his mind. 
 
    Tom checked the slide on the assault rifle and nodded to her. 
 
    “Stay safe,” he said. “And get back to our place until you hear from me.” 
 
    He then whirled away, stalking down the street and through the gathering crowd. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cont’d in 
 
    After the Apocalypse: Retribution 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Have you signed up to my Advanced Readers Group yet?  
 
    Your reviews and encouragement help keep this series alive!  
 
    And you get this cool free prequel book too. 
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    tinyurl.com/y3ncugfe 
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