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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your objective is to infiltrate—” 
 
    The chairman was interrupted by a strobe light and a horn that could have woken the dead. “What’s that?” I asked. Although I’d been with Teledyne a long time, I didn’t spend much time at any of the headquarters facilities. My job took a lot of training, and I was gone on missions. A lot. It was also Sunday morning, and I confess to being a little hungover; the horn was a most unwelcome addition to my day. 
 
    “Missile launch,” the chairman called over his shoulder as he ran from the room. 
 
    I doubted the lights and horn—damn it was loud—would have been necessary if we’d launched missiles, so I expected it was from one of our competitors. Probably the bastards at Obsidian; things had been heating up for a while. 
 
    The chairman was older and slower than I, so I caught up to him quickly as he raced through the corridor. We only stopped once—at a scanner for his handprint to unlock a door I’d never been through—then we arrived at “The Situation Room.” 
 
    We went in, and I could see the situation was best described as “pandemonium.” People yelled back and forth, lights flashed, and—if anything—the horn was even louder. I would cheerfully have ripped my ears from my head if I could; sometimes augmented hearing was a pain in the ass. 
 
    The chairman yelled a couple of times, trying to get everyone’s attention, but he wasn’t very successful.  
 
    “Shut the hell up!” I roared. I’d been through military training; I knew how to capture a group’s attention. The room went silent, except for the God-awful horn.  
 
    “Thank you,” the chairman said, nodding once to me. “Could someone turn off that horn?” 
 
    He paused, giving me a chance to look around the enormous space, which held a large control room butted up against an auditorium. The control room side had a large conference table ringed with large consoles. All were currently flashing; red and yellow lights predominated. The screen in the auditorium showed a map of North America, centered on the Pacific Northwest, with lots of lines converging on it from a variety of locations, worldwide. No one sat in the auditorium. I shrugged; apparently, it wasn’t a very good movie. 
 
    The horn, blessedly, ceased its wail, and the chairman asked in a normal voice, “What have we got?” 
 
    “We had an inadvertent launch from one of our sites,” one of the technicians related. “Apparently, they were cleaning one of their panels and a missile launched.” 
 
    “Well, detonate it!” the chairman exclaimed. 
 
    “We did, but those bastards at Obsidian must have thought it was some sort of EMP to try to take out their facilities; we now have multiple launches from Obsidian sites throughout the world, even some we didn’t know had weapons,” one of the technicians related. “Some of the smaller companies are now launching, too. Damn, there go the Dellik sites. Almost everyone has their missiles in the air now except us. Most of our biggest sites are going to get pounded. Defenses are activating, but there’s no way we’re going to stop them all.” He shrugged. “We didn’t know Obsidian had that many, or that we’d be targeted by as many of the smaller corporations as we have.” 
 
    “Why haven’t we returned the favor?” 
 
    “I haven’t received any orders to launch. The Board was just sitting down to discuss the response.” 
 
    “Obviously, the Board isn’t going to be able to come to an agreement, as I’m not up there. On my authority, I want you to launch. Launch everything! Turn Obsidian into radioactive rubble. I want to be able to see the East Coast’s glow from here.” 
 
    “Like we’ll be here to see it,” one of the other techs muttered to his system panel. Most people probably couldn’t have heard him. I did. 
 
    “Yes sir,” the technician replied. He turned to the console closest to the auditorium. “Launch all missiles.” 
 
    “Yes sir!” the man at the console exclaimed. He took off a necklace which had a key hanging from it and inserted the key into his console. He turned it, and a red light began glowing on a button under a wire cage. He removed the wire cage and pushed the button. 
 
    Immediately, the lights began strobing again, and the God-awful horn began wailing anew. I had been wrong—launching our missiles did activate the horn. I thought it was a pretty serious design flaw. 
 
    Happily, a technician silenced the horn and killed the strobe lights without having to be told this time. On the screen, lines appeared from our locations, heading out toward where the lines were tracking in from. There was going to be one hell of a nuclear sunrise this morning. 
 
    “All birds away, except one!” the man who pushed the button said, looking at his console. 
 
    “Which one?” asked the chairman. 
 
    The technician consulted the board next to him. “We had a missile failure. The missile targeted on central Philadelphia failed to launch.” 
 
    “That’s one of their new headquarters sites!” the chairman exclaimed. “We just found out about it!” 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” the technician said. “I can’t do anything about it.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Use one of the other missiles! Retarget it in flight!” 
 
    “I can’t,” the man said woefully. “Once they’re launched, they can’t be called back.” 
 
    Today was the day to expose design flaws, apparently. 
 
    “Well…well…” the chairman sputtered. “Use another one!” 
 
    “There are no more. You said to launch them all, and I did. All of our missiles, aside from the one that broke, are airborne—there are no more missiles.” 
 
    “Philadelphia has to go…those bastards deserve to die more than anyone else,” the chairman said, as if speaking to himself. His eyes searched the room, looking for someone who had a better answer, and he startled as I came into view. “You!” he exclaimed. 
 
    I smiled. I could already see where this was going. “Me?” 
 
    “Yes, you, Rinardi.” He pointed to the door. “Go! Go to Philadelphia and kill all of Obsidian’s management that you find at their headquarters there.” He looked over at the screen; the missiles were noticeably closer. He sighed, but then he squared his shoulders and stood a little straighter. “It doesn’t appear there will be anything left here to return to, so this is your final mission. Kill all of the Obsidian management in Philadelphia, and then you are released from service.” 
 
    “He doesn’t have much time…” the technician said. “He’ll need to be at least five miles away in ten minutes, tops, or he’s going to glow like the rest of us.” 
 
    “Go!” the chairman yelled. “Avenge us!” 
 
    “It’s been great working for you, Boss,” I said with a nod. 
 
    Then I spun and ran. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    I reached the building’s exit with nine minutes remaining and raced to my motorcycle, dodging a parking lot full of cars, all jockeying to get through the gates simultaneously. Yes, everyone worked on Sunday. Because, why not? There were people working there 24/7; customers expected service now, after all. I threw my helmet on and started the bike. Giving it gas, I roared through the lot, jumping onto the medians when I needed to and cutting between the cars. One of them hit my rear wheel as it tried to block me and almost knocked me off. Any other time, I would probably have killed him for it. 
 
    Killed “her,” I saw as I looked back. The woman’s eyes were frantic as she slammed into the car in front of her, then stood on the gas, trying to get the car to move. She was in full panic mode, probably trying to get home to her kids to see them one last time. Unless her kids lived super close, though, that wasn’t going to happen. Luckily for her, I was unarmed—no one goes to a meeting with the chairman with a weapon. Not that I needed one to kill someone, but I would have had to get off my bike to deal with her, and I didn’t have the time. She didn’t either, and I could tell from her eyes she knew it, too. 
 
    Eight minutes remained as I squeezed past two cars that had collided going through the gate. Most of the drivers trapped behind the wreck were honking, and their combined horns melded into a cacophony almost as loud as the horn inside the building. The noise didn’t help the traffic move any faster, but the people kept honking just the same. 
 
    Free of the parking lot, I raced down Teledyne’s access road to Highway 30, just north of Linnton, Oregon. I could see Portland across the Willamette River and knew going to the southeast—turning right—meant heading into the city. With nukes inbound, that was the wrong direction to go.  
 
    The word appeared to be out on the street—literally—as most of the traffic was headed out of town, and I burned rubber merging into traffic that was going much faster than the posted 35 miles per hour. Seven minutes and five miles still to go. I could still do this. The road had two lanes in each direction, along with a turning lane in the middle, and all of them seemed to be in use as outbound lanes this morning.  
 
    I continued accelerating, weaving in and out of traffic, and put all of my defensive driving skills to good use. I’d been to the class a number of times—hell, I’d even taught it for three months—and I knew there wouldn’t be any problems making the minimum safe distance. 
 
    Until the traffic stopped all of a sudden.  
 
    Smoke rose ahead of us, as well as all around me as everyone stood on their brakes, trying to stop. I went onto the right shoulder to go around as cars slammed into each other, unable to stop in time; unfortunately, the car in front of me did, too, and I was unable to stop. With a choice between hitting the car, which was hard and metal, and running into some shrubbery, I chose the shrubbery. The handlebars got ripped from my hands on the soft ground, and the front wheel went sideways, catapulting me over it.  
 
    I had shed most of my velocity before I lost control, so I didn’t hit that hard—unprotected bike crashes being a relative thing—and at least the ground was softer than the pavement. I struggled to my feet, looking for the guy who had run me off the road, but he hadn’t stopped—he was still working his way past the stopped traffic on the shoulder. I would have probably shot him, too, if I’d had a gun…but I was still without one, so I gave him a pass, as well as the finger. After all, it isn’t every day you get attacked by nuclear weapons, and that had everyone a bit out of sorts. 
 
    I picked up my bike. It appeared okay, so I jumped on and started it. Five minutes left and still three miles to go. I was starting to get a little stressed, even beyond the whole “nuclear missiles inbound” thing. 
 
    Traffic was now completely stopped in all six lanes—the four travel lanes and the two shoulders—but I needed to make progress. The shoulder on the right had a guard rail and a drop-off, so I scooted over to the left shoulder and made what speed I could in the dirt alongside it. 
 
    Until some smartass decided he didn’t like me making progress when he couldn’t, and he opened his door to block me as I came alongside his car. 
 
    This collision hurt a lot more, as it involved me running into the stopped hunk of metal. Unfortunately for the driver, the door also canted inward, so when I hit, I ended up almost in his lap as I rebounded. 
 
    “The hell?” he asked, as if he hadn’t just caused the whole thing. He tried to push me off him and onto the shoulder, but I got ahold of the steering wheel with one hand and used it to stand up. Reaching in, I grabbed a handful of his hair and slammed his face into the steering wheel, once, twice, and then a third time just for fun when he stopped resisting me after the second blow. I didn’t have time for a good beat-down, so in a fit of spite, I reached into the car, removed the keys, and threw them over the road and down the embankment on the other side. 
 
    “Asshole,” I snarled as I picked up my bike, again, and shut his car door so I could maneuver past it. One of his legs had fallen out of the car, and he woke with a howl as I smashed the door into his shin. Before he could delay me any further, I jumped onto the bike, started it up, and roared off down the shoulder. 
 
    Three minutes and two miles to go. Through a gap in the trees on the right, I could see a set of railway tracks down the small embankment. I cut to the other side, drawing plenty of horns, and horsed the bike over the low guard rail. I jumped onto it again and drove down the shoulder of the train tracks. It wasn’t as fast as the open highway, but it was progress. 
 
    I made it about half a mile, which got me past the accident on the road. It was massive, with at least 20 cars and two large semi-trailers involved. Only one lane was open, but with the panic, no one wanted to yield the right of way, and three cars were attempting to get past at the same time, with very little success. If nothing else, though, it put a bottleneck in the traffic, and there was almost no one on the road in front of me as I hit the pavement again. 
 
    One minute and one mile. I could do this…and then some. 
 
    I don’t think I’d ever gone faster on a bike before, even when I was being pursued by the Dellik Unified people after causing the incident that would start the war between them and Obsidian. Good times. The Dellik folks were angry about losing the plant I’d just blown up, and they had been doing everything in their power to catch me. For my part, I was doing everything I could to ensure they didn’t; they were mean little bastards who loved torture. I was prepared to kill myself to avoid capture. Happily, it hadn’t come to that. 
 
    I came to a weigh station as my internal timer went to zero, and I noticed the toll station had a large earthen embankment alongside it. I was slowing—I intended to use it for cover—when the ground bucked underneath me. I found myself flying through the air, then blackness took me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up to gravel pelting me and the sounds of a motorcycle receding. I don’t know how long I had been lying there recovering, but it had to have been at least an hour. Apparently, three motorcycle wrecks in the same day take a lot out of you. Even me. I stretched and found I was sore almost everywhere. Muscles, tendons, even bones—it didn’t matter—if it could be sore, it was. 
 
    I pushed myself to my hands and knees to look around. As I had already guessed, my motorcycle was a spoil of war, heading northwest up Highway 30 without me. I was now on foot, unarmed, and on the wrong side of the country from where I needed to be. There was a lot of smoke to the southeast where Portland was…or where it used to be. Maybe three mushroom clouds worth. With all the missiles targeted on Portland, in general, and Teledyne HQ, in specific, I didn’t figure going back to my house was a worthwhile undertaking.  
 
    Good for an undertaker, maybe, I thought with a laugh, before realizing I probably had a concussion.  
 
    I stood up and stretched some more, trying to loosen up my body and regain some clarity. There had been a nuclear war. Check. Teledyne was probably no more, but the boss had given me a mission. Check and check. In Philadelphia. Damn it. I doubted the air transport system had survived the nuclear war intact, so getting to Philthydelphia—my ex-wife’s name for the city—wasn’t going to be easy. This would require supplies and weapons, and in the aftermath of a nuclear war, it would probably take weapons to get the supplies. As I didn’t have either—or even a method of transportation, anymore—I was pretty screwed.  
 
    Worse, the nearest town where I might acquire some transportation—the mighty metropolis of Scappoose, Oregon—was three miles up the road, and I didn’t feel like walking three miles. Where there is confusion, there is opportunity, and my window of opportunity to easily acquire the things I needed was rapidly closing. In the aftermath of the nuclear attack, people would go into self-preservation mode and would start stocking up on all the things I wanted. Time was passing, and I didn’t have the time it would take to walk to Scappoose.  
 
    Making it even more worse—worser?—was that I’d driven through there a number of times, and I couldn’t remember a single store where I could purchase anything other than knives. I would probably have to go to St. Helens—another 10 miles up the road beyond Scappoose—to find the closest store that carried any firearms. And, at this stage, “purchase” was probably no longer an option. Everyone would be grabbing all the ones they could find—even the people who “hated guns.” If I was going to get any weapons, I would have to take them. That thought didn’t fill me with any sorrow—I had the training to do it pretty effectively—but any time you have to take a weapon from someone who’s armed, there’s always the chance they’ll be a little quicker than you, or that something will go wrong.  
 
    I sighed. Standing on the side of the road, not doing anything that would help me achieve my goals, probably proved I had a concussion. I needed to get moving, and I needed to do so now. 
 
    There were still a few cars going past, so I tried to flag one down. Five cars passed me without stopping, so I tried standing in the middle of the road, waving my arms. Five more cars went past me, including two cars that sped up to run me down. After diving out of the way of the second one—causing more abrasions to my already battered body—I gave it up as a bad idea. Apparently, the drivers had other things on their minds besides stopping to help a fellow traveler who’d just been robbed. They thought they had it badly, but they didn’t have to figure out how they were going to get across country to kill a bunch of Obsidian officials at a secret facility. That would probably have guards. 
 
    Hell—they had it easy. If they’d only known.  
 
    I gave up on catching a ride when I turned and saw the sign to the boat basin. While a car would be faster, a boat would certainly do. I also wouldn’t have to worry about traffic accidents slowing me down, which was a plus.  
 
    I followed the road downhill, alternately walking as quickly as I could and jogging when I was able, which was less often than I wanted. I made it to the bottom of the hill and found a large marina on the left and a smaller boatyard with an office on the right.  
 
    The marina on the left had at least 50 boats tethered to a large dock, any one of which would have met my transportation needs. About half of them even looked ocean-worthy. While I didn’t want to drive a boat all the way to Philadelphia, I realized I needed to keep my options open until I saw how bad things were. A large offshore fishing boat caught my eye, and I took a couple of steps toward it, then realized I probably wouldn’t be able to start it. Like cars, boats that size needed keys. 
 
    While I might get lucky and find a boat the owner had left the keys in, I didn’t have time to search all the boats looking for keys. I turned back to the office. A sign offered a variety of services, including powerboat and sailboat sales. Perfect. I jogged over to the office and found the door locked. There didn’t appear to be anyone inside or around—aside from a few people over on the dock—so I stress-tested the door with my Size 12 boot. 
 
    The boot—driven by my augmented body—won out. The door frame splintered, and the door sprang open. The building held a small shop with a variety of items for use on the water—everything from flotation devices to fishing gear to motor repair. There was also a key box behind the counter, so I headed in that direction. As I went around the counter, I saw two binders labeled “Powerboat Sales” and “Sailboat Sales.” While having a sailboat would ultimately be helpful when gas got hard to find, I didn’t know anything about sailing, and I needed something faster to get to St. Helens; I grabbed the powerboat binder and opened it on the counter.  
 
    Inside, there was a list of the boats for sale, ordered by length—everything from a 72-foot-long motor yacht on down to a 17-foot runabout. The second one from the bottom caught my eye—the 20-foot “Speedster.” I had no idea what it looked like, but if it was aptly named, I’d be happy. There’d be a time to secure a larger boat later if I needed one; right now, time was of the essence, and “Speedster” won out. It was listed as #26, and I turned to the key box, only to find it locked. 
 
    I tilted my head and looked at the box for a moment, trying to decide the best manner of breaking into it. Hoping a quick search under the counter might reveal a key for the box, I turned around to find a large, burly man with shaggy red hair and a beard pointing a shotgun at me from the remains of the doorway. I put my hands up. 
 
    Some people are able to move quietly in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “Someone just stole my motorcycle, and I’m looking for alternate transportation to St. Helens.” 
 
    “Looks like you’re trying to steal a boat,” he noted. 
 
    I bit back a sarcastic comment about his overwhelming powers of observation—he was pointing a shotgun at me, after all—and shook my head. “I’m not looking to steal one, so much as borrow one for a bit.” 
 
    “Like I said, you’re looking to steal a boat.” 
 
    “Well, you may not know it, but we just had a nuclear war. For all I know, it’s still going on. My mom is in St. Helens, all by herself, and I need to get to her.” I thought it was pretty good for a spur-of-the-moment lie. 
 
    I didn’t think the man’s frown could get any longer, but it did. “Your mother, eh?” He peered at me, and I nodded, trying to look as angelic as I could in my torn and bloody clothes. 
 
    “You look like a homeless person,” he said, “and I doubt your mom lives in St. Helens. I think you’re just trying to use this opportunity to steal a boat.” He walked into the store and motioned toward the door with the shotgun. “Get out.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked. “You can’t help me out? I only want a little one and—” 
 
    “I said get out,” he said, putting the gun back to his shoulder and aiming it at me. “I don’t want to have to clean your blood off the wall behind you, but I will. Now, get out!” 
 
    I shrugged. “All right; I’m leaving,” I replied. I started walking toward the door, and he relaxed slightly. That was all I needed. As I walked past, I suddenly dove toward him, underneath the barrel of the shotgun. I slapped it up and then punched him in the groin. 
 
    The gun fired; it was hideously loud in the enclosed space, especially to my augmented hearing. I grabbed the gun with both hands, ripping it away from the man as the nausea hit him, then clocked him in the forehead with the butt. He went over on his back, holding his groin, and collapsed to the floor. 
 
    I stepped back as I reversed the gun, pumped the next round into the chamber, and aimed it at the man. “I need transportation,” I stated, “and I am going to take a boat. You can either help me, or I can kill you and do it myself. I’ve killed lots of people in my life, and I’m already having a bad day, so one more death won’t matter much to me right now. What’s it going to be?” 
 
    For a big guy, he tried his best to look small and non-threatening. “Help…you,” he mumbled through the pain and nausea. 
 
    “Awesome,” I said. “Now, first issue. Where’s the key to the key box?” 
 
    “In my…pocket.” 
 
    “Good. Why don’t you get it out and slide it to me gently?” I asked. 
 
    He complied, although he only managed to slide it about halfway to me. In order to pick it up, I would have had to get close enough to him that he would have been able to kick me. Whether that was his intention or not, I didn’t know; all I knew was that, in the state I was in, I didn’t want to wrestle with him. It was my turn to motion toward the doorway with the gun. “Slide over toward the door.” 
 
    He took a second to do so, confirming my guess that he’d been hoping to kick my legs out from under me. I fired the gun at the floor next to his feet, and he jumped away from me as I pumped the next shell into the chamber. “That’s for your bad idea,” I said, “and that was your last chance. Do anything else to piss me off, and the next one goes into your gut. Got me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the man replied, not bothering to argue his intentions. 
 
    “Good.” I picked up the key and went around the counter. “On your stomach, facing the door.” The man complied, and I set the shotgun on the counter. Trying to keep one eye on the man, I opened the key box. Apparently, the shotgun blast next to his feet had convinced him I meant business, because the man didn’t move as I took the key for #26. I took a quick glance at the binder again and also pocketed #5, the 64-foot Nordhavn. Not because I needed it, but because “why the hell not?” I had never heard of a Nordhavn, and the guy had pissed me off with his earlier stunt. 
 
    “All right,” I said, picking up the shotgun, “you’ve earned the right to live a little longer.” 
 
    The man muttered something to the floor which wouldn’t have been audible to most people. I wasn’t most people, and I clearly heard him say he would have killed me if I wasn’t holding the shotgun. 
 
    “Too bad I am holding it then, isn’t it?” I asked. “Speaking of which, I need some more shells. How about you give me the rest of the shells for the gun, then I will leave you to do whatever the hell you were doing before I showed up.” 
 
    The man sighed and got up, then he led me to a small two-room house behind the office. “Stop!” I ordered as he started to walk up to the door. His suddenly helpful attitude had me on edge and made me think he either had another gun inside or was planning something once we entered. As his desired end state with both of these was my demise, I wasn’t a fan of either. “I’ll go first,” I added.  
 
    I walked around him to the door of the house, giving him a wide berth so he wouldn’t be tempted to attack me. As I reached for the door, he sprinted back toward the office. Having already seen that the gun was loaded with slugs—at least the one I’d fired through the floor had been—I didn’t waste a shot on him, but turned and entered the house. I didn’t see anything useful in the front room—a combination kitchen and living room—so I moved quickly to the back, where I found a gun safe, standing open, in the bedroom.  
 
    Unfortunately, there weren’t any other long arms—I’d been hoping for a rifle—the only remaining weapon in it was a 9mm pistol. Still, that was more than I’d had before. What was truly annoying was the lack of ammo. At the bottom of the safe was a half-full box of shotgun shells and on a shelf at the top were two magazines of rounds for the pistol and a half-full box of .223 ammo. 
 
    Considering the man was in charge of security for at least 20 boats that had six-figure price tags on them, I thought he was woefully under-armed, even if he had an AR-15 to go with the box of rifle bullets. It was even worse when it was measured against being prepared for a nuclear holocaust. I was still going to have to go to St. Helens, and I doubted I could go across town armed as I was, much less cross-country. 
 
    I loaded the pistol and threw the rest of the shells and bullets into a small plastic bag lying on the floor. I looked around the room and grimaced; the man was a pig. There were more things on the floor than on the small table or shelves, including a variety of empty food containers. It was amazing the place wasn’t infested with insects. Then again, maybe it was. I didn’t wait around to find out; I left the house after checking outside to make sure the man wasn’t trying to sneak up on me. 
 
    Not seeing him anywhere around, nor wanting to track him down, I went down to the dock to find my new boat. As the Speedster was the second smallest boat, it was fairly easy to find. It was down at the end, past all the really big, expensive boats. I whistled as I passed #5; the Nordhavn was gorgeous. It was also more of a yacht than the fishing vessel I’d been hoping for, but it was a great-looking piece of machinery. It was greatly outside my price range on any day other than the start of World War III. Happily for me—as far as the boat went, anyway—today was that day, and I now had the keys to it. 
 
    Smiling cheerfully, I continued down the dock to #26, where my other new boat waited. Of course, on my salary—and with my alimony payments—I couldn’t have afforded this one, either, but today it was also mine, just the same. You’d be surprised how little they pay corporate assassins these days. 
 
    I untethered the boat and flipped the mooring lines into it, then jumped into the open cockpit. Even though it was small compared to the other boats on the pier, it was a really nice boat—the kind executives like to drive around when they aren’t in their Nordhavn’s, I guessed—with wood all over the place, including the steering wheel, the instrument panel, and the throttle knob. I almost felt like I needed designer sunglasses to drive it. 
 
    I turned the key, and the motor fired up on the first attempt, which was nice, because I could see it was time to go. The man was running toward me from the office, holding a rifle—apparently the AR had been stashed there. 
 
    The boat started forward as I advanced the throttles, and the bow came up as I started to accelerate. Having the bow up blocked my forward vision, but it came back down into trim as I hit about 20 miles per hour. I was going about 25 when I whipped past the man as he came onto the dock. I gave him the finger, and he fired a couple of shots at me, but they were crossing shots, and I didn’t think he had much chance of hitting me. If the lack of ammo was any indication, he only had the rifle for show. 
 
    A bullet smacked into the side of the boat just behind me. I was right—he did miss—but not by much, and I ducked as I jammed the throttles forward, throwing a wave of water over the “No Wake Zone” sign as I sped off. The boat quickly reached 40 miles per hour with the throttle as far forward as my augmented arm could push it. He fired another couple of times, but they all went wide.  
 
    It doesn’t pay to taunt people in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    I slowed a little after I was out of range and had gone around a small curve in the river. While 40 miles per hour isn’t that fast on land, it seems like a lot more on the water. Unfortunately, rifle bullets are much faster, and I had seen one of them skip past before I made it to the river bend. I’m sure the people I raced past in the corner of the river wanted me to go slower—their yells and rude gestures assured me of this point—but I had somewhere I needed not to be, and I wasn’t really worried about rocking their boats too much, especially since none of them appeared armed.  
 
    I flipped on the radio and played with it a little but couldn’t get a station. I hadn’t really expected to find anyone still transmitting—and I knew the atmospherics were probably crap right now, too—but not being able to find one drained me, as if it made the whole nuclear exchange somehow more real. I turned it off, far more dejected than when I started. 
 
    There were a number of anchorages and piers along the left side of the Multnomah Channel—the port side, I guessed, since I was in a boat—and all of them had activity going on. Whether that was people trying to get away from the city or to find somewhere defensible, I didn’t know. As long as they stayed out of the way and didn’t try to stop me, I didn’t have any issues with them. Hell, if the Boss hadn’t given me a mission, I would have been very happy to grab one of the floating houses I saw and anchor it somewhere inaccessible with some friends until everything calmed down. It was inevitable there was going to be disruption to society, at least for a while, and—while there truly is opportunity in chaos—there was also going to be a good chance of dying while things were in flux. 
 
    All things considered, I wanted to avoid that outcome. 
 
    I passed Scappoose and continued downriver, going through a number of switchbacks that slowed me down. Although St. Helens might have been 13 miles as the crow flew, my route resembled that of a drunken crow, at best. The map I found in the glove box showed I would have to travel closer to 17 miles, which would take additional time I didn’t feel I had. I passed a few boats going in the opposite direction as I approached St. Helens; we moved to opposite sides of the river and watched each other closely as we passed, before proceeding on.  
 
    Happily, in addition to the map of the area, I also found a chart of the waterways, so I was able to figure out the closest point of approach for the superstore in St. Helens. Yes, I knew it was owned by one of the other corporations, but I didn’t figure any of the corporate snitches would be watching to see if I used it today. And besides, I really needed the supplies if I was going to complete my mission. They could fine me afterward…if there was still a corporate management able to do so. The chairman hadn’t thought there would be—he had told me this was my last mission, after all—so I suspected shopping there wasn’t going to be an issue. 
 
    I pulled the boat up onto a small beach close to where the Scappoose Bay merged into the Multnomah Channel. There was just enough rope onboard to run a line to the closest tree, so I wasn’t worried about the boat drifting off. I grabbed the key, just to make sure it didn’t drift off with boat thieves either. Well, aside from me, that is. I left the shotgun in the boat but brought the pistol and magazines, figuring I’d need a free hand to push the cart as I “shopped.” 
 
    The sun was getting low in the west as I started off across a small field. There was a shed with some farm equipment in it, but I didn’t see any people, so I continued across a bridge and onto the secondary road. A sign indicated it was Railroad Avenue, which wasn’t surprising since a set of tracks ran alongside it. A quick glance at the map showed me I was in the right spot, so I folded it up and stuck it in a pocket. 
 
    There were several buildings and a recycling center along the road. All of them were deserted. Their parking lots were empty, but their lights were on, as if everyone had run out of the buildings without worrying about thieves or what tomorrow would bring. I could understand their reasoning. 
 
    I didn’t figure I needed anything from the recycling center, so I continued along the road. The next business, though, advertised dry suits, waders, and dry bags. As I was on the water and had ammunition—and hoped to get more—the dry bags were very interesting to me.  
 
    Keeping my pistol ready, I crossed the parking lot with its seven empty parking spaces and approached the three buildings. There was a small office building that was nothing more than a double-wide trailer, a small production building, and a large warehouse. I looked into the office; it looked pretty much like every other small business office I’d ever seen. There was nothing of value, unless I wanted to liberate some staples or paper, which I didn’t, so I turned and went to the warehouse. That building had both a large roll-down door and a normal-size door. I checked the normal door and frowned; while the employees might have run out quickly, they had taken the time to lock it. 
 
    This door had a metal frame, which defeated my first attempt at entry. The door yielded to my Size 12 entry pass on the second attempt, and I was in. A glorious smorgasbord of on-the-water equipment awaited me inside. Realizing time was wasting, I grabbed two big bags—one that rode on my back like a sailor’s seabag and another for my off hand that was as big as I thought I could carry comfortably. The packaging said their interiors wouldn’t be permeated by water at depths of less than 132 feet, which should be plenty; if I was that deep, I had other issues. 
 
    With my prizes in hand, I left the warehouse, respectfully shutting the door behind me. It latched, barely, although it wouldn’t keep out any serious looters…not that it had before. There was nothing interesting the rest of the way down to the next intersection, which had a small restaurant and tap house on the corner. The lights were all on, and the music was blasting. I didn’t get too close, but it appeared a full-fledged party was going on. I shrugged as I strode on past; if you don’t know what to do when the end of the world happens, I guess a party was as good an activity as any. While I love a good party, I had more important things to do. 
 
    Perspective is important in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    I turned left onto Gable as the sun hit the horizon, and I knew I had to hurry; I still had a half mile to my destination. Before I got within sight of the building, though, I knew there was going to be a problem—I could hear gunfire coming from that direction.  
 
    The parking lot had a thin screen of trees and shrubs, and I dashed from the road to the closest tree. I’m sure my “dash” wasn’t much more than the way zombies moved on the old TV shows—not the movie ones, the TV ones—but that was all I had left; I was running on fumes.  
 
    As I peered from behind the tree, I could see a pitched battle underway between at least 20 people in the parking lot, hiding behind a fairly large number of cars, and an unknown number of people in the store. I caught a few flashes of the people inside; it didn’t look like the employees were defending the store, which meant the battle was one set of looters versus another. While some might have skills with a firearm, it wouldn’t be like going up against the employees of a gun store. 
 
    And the big box store wasn’t built to be defensible. 
 
    Running hunched over, I moved toward the closest looter I could see. As far as I could tell, he was on “my team.” We were the ones who wanted in, and I wanted in as quickly as possible; the longer the gunfight went on, the more of the store’s ammo the people on the inside would use up. A long gunfight was suboptimal. Besides, I was tired and night was falling. 
 
    “Coming in!” I called so I didn’t completely surprise the looter I had picked to join. 
 
    He jumped and spun, but when he saw me holding my hands up, he waved me forward. Whether that was in spite of the pistol in my hand or because of it, I didn’t know. I reached the car and leaned against it, breathing hard. 
 
    The man, a short, heavy-set guy of about 50 looked me up and down once, probably deciding if he wanted me on his team. He looked like he’d seen some action already, as his clothes were dirty, and he had several cuts. “You look like shit,” he finally said in greeting. 
 
    I decided that meant he wasn’t going to try to kill me right away, which I saw as a positive sign. 
 
    “It’s been a hell of a day,” I said. “Survived a nuclear attack, been in three motorcycle accidents, and been shot at several times. How about you?” 
 
    “Didn’t do the motorcycle shit, but I’ve been through the rest.” He nodded toward the store. “Guess you had the same thought?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, nodding. “What’s the first thing you do after a nuclear holocaust? Go shopping.” I held up the bag in my left hand. 
 
    The man smiled. “A man’s gotta eat.” 
 
    “Yep.” I looked around at the rest of the people in the parking lot. They were mostly men with a couple of women. All of them seemed armed, although most had pistols, not rifles, which was why it had become a standoff—the people inside were better armed, but more and more people—like me—were being drawn to the store. I didn’t know which would run out first—their ammo or our people—all I knew was it was wasting my ammo. “I’d love to join you guys if you don’t mind,” I added. “I have some skills that may be helpful here.” 
 
    “Do you now?” 
 
    I nodded again. I jerked my head toward the closest group of men. “How many of these folks do you know?” 
 
    “Most of ‘em,” he said. “Our neighborhood decided to put together this…what did you call it? A shopping trip? Whatever it was, we rounded up about 30 people and came over. Looks like another neighborhood or two had the same idea, and we got here just as they were leaving. They decided they didn’t want to share any of the guns and ammo they had, and things got heated. At least two of them and four of our folks are dead.” 
 
    “That’s about what I figured,” I replied. I looked over the hood of the car again. It was almost dark out, and I didn’t have the time or desire to do this all night. “Tell you what. You let me join you and give me a cut of the goods, and I’ll get you into the store.” 
 
    The man chuckled. “I’ve been here two hours,” he said. “You think you can just walk up and do something that the group of us couldn’t do in two hours? Sure; if you can do it, I’ll put in a good word for you.” 
 
    “What if you get hit in the interim?” 
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed, and I could guess what he was thinking. “No, I’m not going to shoot you,” I added. “And I promise not to harm anyone from your group, as long as they don’t point a gun in my direction. I just want to know that you’re not going to turn on me after I get you into the store.” 
 
    The man nodded once. “That’s fair, I guess.” He stood up a little so he could look over the trunk of the car. “Hey, John,” he called. 
 
    The next man over turned to look at my companion. “Yeah?”  
 
    “This guy here—” he pointed at me and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Joe,” I said. 
 
    “—Joe, says he can get us into the store.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” John looked at me, obviously skeptical. 
 
    I nodded. “All I want is my part of the loot and for you not to kill me on the way out.” 
 
    The man laughed. “If you can get us into the store in the next ten minutes, you got it.” 
 
    I turned back to the man next to me. “I need a rifle,” I said. “Any of your guys have a rifle I can borrow?” His eyes narrowed again, and I sighed. “I’m not going to run off with your damn rifle; I can just use it better than any of you. Hell, you can come with me, and if it looks like I’m going to run off with it, you can shoot me yourself.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” the man said with a nod. He held out his hand. “I’m Steven. Welcome to the Rose Manor Community Watch. John, over there, is the head of the group, so if he says you’re good, you’re good.”  
 
    I reached over and took his hand. “Joe,” I replied. “Good to meet you, although I probably won’t be around for the next meeting. Give me a rifle, though, and the rest of you will be better armed for it.” 
 
    Steven scanned the parking lot and nodded. “Ready to move?” 
 
    “You bet,” I replied. “Let’s get moving before anyone else shows up.” 
 
    “My sentiments exactly.” He rose and ran hunched over to where two men were hiding behind a pickup truck. I pulled the bag off my back, stuck the smaller bag in it, then raced after him. Although the people in the store hadn’t fired much at Steven, they opened up on me, and I heard several rounds go past. 
 
    I made it to the truck and collapsed against the rear wheel, breathing heavily. “Next time…I’m going…first.” 
 
    Steven chuckled. “They did seem to throw a little more lead your way than mine, didn’t they?” He turned to one of the men, both of whom were armed with rifles. “Roy,” John said to one of them, “let Joe borrow your rifle. He thinks he can get us into the store.” 
 
    “That so?” Roy asked. 
 
    I nodded. “I can, and I will.” 
 
    “I want it back when you’re done.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I replied. 
 
    “Do I get to hold your pistol as insurance?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Sorry; I’ll need it for the close-in work.” 
 
    Roy sighed and handed me the rifle. It was an AR-15 clone. “There are about ten more rounds in the magazine.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. I pointed toward the building. “I’ll leave it next to the entrance on the left.” 
 
    “How do I know someone won’t steal it?” 
 
    “Hopefully, you guys will be right behind me when I break through their guys at the door,” I replied. “I mean, the whole point of this is to get in there, right? Once I’m in, you’re coming, too, right?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, I guess,” Roy said. Apparently, he hadn’t thought that far ahead yet. Wonderful. 
 
    Steven patted me on the shoulder. “I’ll be right behind you,” he said. 
 
    I nodded. “Stay here,” I said. “When I charge the store, follow me.” 
 
    “Where are you going?”  
 
    “Closer.” I went to the back of the truck and got down on my stomach. I hated low crawling, especially with my skin already torn up from the day’s events, but I hated not being armed even more. Using my elbows and knees, I slid forward and a little further left. While the area directly in front of the store was wide open, due to a large number of handicapped parking spaces, there were a few random cars on the left, and then some low shrubs that would give me some concealment. They weren’t cover, as the bushes wouldn’t do anything to stop a bullet, but they might keep someone from seeing me approach. 
 
    I worked my way up to a small gap between a tree and a fire hydrant, the only real cover in the area, and looked up at the target area. I was now about 100 feet from the main entrance on the left. A 20-foot entrance area projected from the main part of the building, which had an entrance/exit on both the left and right sides, and a small, half-height entrance in the center for loading in the shopping carts when they were being returned from the parking lot. A lot of the glass had been shot out of the doors, and I realized I was approaching at the right time. It had gotten darker outside, and the dim emergency lights on the inside of the building were starting to highlight the movement of the store’s defenders. 
 
    Perfectly positioned, I smiled as I adjusted my aim, then frowned as I realized I had just put my elbow in someone’s spit-out gum. Wonderful. Because being in a nuclear war apparently wasn’t bad enough, I now had to wear someone else’s gum. Gross. 
 
    I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, resolving not to let it bother me or gross me out as I sighted down my rifle. From the angle I was at, I couldn’t shoot through the front of the store, but I had a great view through the left door. There appeared to be three men in the front lobby, one on each side, plus a floater who went back and forth between the other two. 
 
    The man defending the doorway leaned out to take a shot, and I fired. The sights were a touch off; the shot through his chest went a touch lower than I intended. It would still be fatal, just not as quickly as I hoped. He fell backward, though, and was out of the fight.  
 
    The floater had been looking the other way and hadn’t seen my muzzle flash, and he looked around wildly as he ran over to take the fallen man’s place. I greeted him with a round to the chest, aiming a little higher so the round took him through the heart. 
 
    The defender on the other side was in a quandary—he couldn’t leave his position, and due to the shape of the building, there were blind spots he couldn’t see. Without the support of the other two men, he was partially blind, and he knew it; he called out for help. I ran up to the column that helped support the front portion of the building, which was about 15 feet from the front door, and carefully leaned the borrowed rifle against it. 
 
    “What happened?” a new voice asked after a couple of moments. 
 
    “I don’t know,” the man watching the right door said. “I was covering my side, and they got shot.” 
 
    “Did you see where the shots came from?” 
 
    “No, man—I can’t see that side from over here.” 
 
    “Damn. Okay, Fred, you take this side and, Jimmy, you stay where you are. I’m going to round everyone up, and we’ll make a break out the back door. I’ll be right back to get you.” 
 
    That wasn’t going to work for me—I didn’t want them to break out and take my weapons and ammo with them. I pulled my pistol from the pocket of my cargo pants. 
 
    “Got it,” a new voice said, giving me an idea of where the additional defender—Fred—was. I gave the leader a count of ten to clear the area, then spun around the column in the direction furthest from Fred. He saw the movement and started to turn in my direction, but his weapon was pointed toward the parking lot, and he didn’t have time. I shot him twice in the chest as I ran forward and into the store. 
 
    Jimmy heard the shots and started to turn back to our side, but I fired several shots in his direction. They were longer shots, as he was on the opposite side of the entrance foyer, but at least one of them got him in the stomach, and a second one hit him in the shoulder, spinning him to the ground. 
 
    I turned to the door on my side and looked at the three defenders in the dim light. None of them were moving. I grabbed a rifle from the closest one—another AR-15 clone. A quick search of the man yielded two full magazines and two empty ones. I could see movement from the corner of my eyes as I stood—the rest of “my” group was running toward the building.  
 
    Not wanting to get shot by an overzealous member who didn’t realize I was on their team in the gloom, I turned and ran into the main part of the store. The auto store was on the left side of the building, so I headed in that direction, figuring the guns and camping supplies would be on that side as well. While I wanted to stop the group from leaving, I didn’t want to attempt it by myself, so I figured I’d swing by the guns to see if they’d left anything. 
 
    I arrived at the gun section as a firefight broke out behind me, and I could see flashes as the roar of gunfire echoed throughout the store. Apparently, my group had spread out and made contact with the other group before they could leave with all the guns and ammo. 
 
    Which is what they had done, I saw as I reached my destination. The glass had been broken out of all the gun cases, and all the weapons were gone. They had taken all the ammo that was with the rifles, and the scopes and accessories, too. I spun, looking for anything of value in the area and saw a rack of shotgun shells. I pulled the bag from my back and scooped six boxes of 12- gauge buckshot into it, along with a couple of boxes of #2 and #6, and threw it onto my back again as the strobing and roar of gunfire continued. It seemed to be moving toward the back of the store, away from me. I was okay with that. 
 
    I swore and ran over a couple of aisles to the camping supplies. A smile lit my face as I got the first good news I’d had in a while—the aisle was untouched. I couldn’t understand how the looters had forgotten this stuff—apparently, none of them were campers. Their loss; my gain. I set my rifle down and began shopping. Packaged food went into my bag. I didn’t bother pulling the pouches off the metal hangars; I just unclipped the metal rods from the wall and tossed entire racks into the bag. Some 2,400 calorie bars? Yes, please—I dumped the entire box. Iodine tablets and water filtration equipment, space blankets and waterproof matches, knives and multi-tools filled the bag. I was just throwing it onto my back when several men ran up. 
 
    None of them recognized me, of course, and I dove to the side as one of them pointed a pistol at me and fired. With the added weight on my back, I hit hard as I slammed into the display on my left. I pulled something in my side—or reinjured something from one of my motorcycle accidents; it was hard to know which—and a flash of pain ripped through me. 
 
    “I’m on your side, moron!” I yelled. I pulled my pistol as I dove and aimed at him, but he lifted his pistol, so I didn’t shoot him. Yet. “I’m the person that got you in here,” I added. “The guns, however, are already gone. We have to stop them.” 
 
    “Do you know where they went?” one of the other men asked.  
 
    Apparently he had missed the continuing gunfire from the back of the store, I thought, grunting as I climbed to my feet and picked up my rifle. It had decreased in volume, but random shots still rang out, although they were a little muffled compared to the original ones. It dawned on me what the other group was doing; they were delaying as they loaded their loot—which included my weapons and ammo—into their escape vehicles. 
 
    We had to stop them. 
 
    It doesn’t pay to let people run off with your weapons in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said. “They’re taking the guns out back. Follow me.” 
 
    “We’ve got guys out back,” one of the men said. “They can’t get out that way.” 
 
    “Good, you stay here, then,” I said, not having time to convince idiots of the obvious facts in front of them. “I’m going.” 
 
    “I’m with you,” said the man who’d shot at me. I glared at him. “I promise not to shoot at you anymore,” he added. I nodded. 
 
    “I’m in,” said a second. 
 
    “Fine,” said the one who’d spoken. “I’m in, too. Lead on.” 
 
    We went back through the car care center. I didn’t see anything there I needed; I had a pretty strong feeling cars had just become a thing of the past. There were still a couple of cars in the bays, no doubt left where they were when the war started. I threw my bag into the trunk of one of them. 
 
    “My stuff,” I said, arching an eyebrow at the three men. It was even darker in the auto bays, so I repeated it to make sure they got it. “Mine. Got it?” 
 
    “Yeah, man.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    The third man nodded, but that was enough for me.  
 
    Unburdened, I led them to the door. There was a small window, and in the moonlight outside, I could see men to our right, carrying heavy bags and boxes out of the store and loading them into a variety of cars and pickup trucks. 
 
    “Quietly,” I said. The men nodded, so I eased the door open. I slid along the wall of the building, trying to stay as stealthy as possible and not highlight myself in the open. I glanced behind me and saw that the men were following my lead.  
 
    I also saw the last man had let go of the door and it was closing by itself. There was no way I could reach it in time. 
 
    Click! The soft sound of metal on metal—amplified by the lack of normal nighttime sounds—was almost like a gunshot to my ears. 
 
    The men loading the trucks heard it, too, and they dropped their loads to draw their weapons. I threw myself to the ground, acquiring a few more gravel burns, as the men behind me started shooting. At least five men had been loading the vehicles, and two of them went down in the initial barrage.  
 
    Two of the others took cover behind their vehicles; the third one stood in the open, blazing away at the men behind me. “My” men got him with their second rounds, although I heard a grunt and at least one of the men behind me hit the ground. I slowly worked my way up to the cars as the two groups fired at each other. The other guys were firing from the far end of their cars and couldn’t see me as I approached. 
 
    Hoping the men behind me wouldn’t shoot me in the back, I slowly rose to a crouch as I approached the vehicles. Gravel crunched to my side, and I threw myself backward as a shot rang out, and a bullet slapped into the trunk of the car next to me. I rolled toward the new threat and saw more men coming from the store. Unable to use the rifle, I dropped it and drew my pistol. 
 
    The men had been carrying a variety of loot, but they dropped it when they saw me. The first man had items in one hand and a pistol in the other; he fired at me again, and pain blossomed in my side as the bullet grazed me. 
 
    I finally lined my pistol up with him, and I fired, taking him in the chest. As he started to fall backward, I switched my aim and shot the second man in the chest, too. The third one almost had his gun up, but he was punched forward as bullets hit him from behind. Steven’s head appeared at the door, and he looked for additional targets. 
 
    Motion caught my eye from my left, and I rolled back to find a man looking down at me from behind a car. I couldn’t see much of him, though; all I could see was the cavernous barrel of his pistol, which was pointing right between my eyes. “Die, Mother—” A bullet hole appeared in the center of his forehead, and he fell backward. 
 
    “Are you all right?” the man who’d shot at me in the camping aisle asked as he ran up. Happily, I hadn’t killed him before as he’d just saved my life. 
 
    Even people who shoot at you can be your friends in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m good, thanks,” I replied. “Nice shot.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he replied as he helped me to my feet.  
 
    I looked behind the car; the other looter was dead, in addition to the one with the bullet in his brain. Steven and the rest of the Rose Manor Community Watch came running up from the store. 
 
    “Well done,” he said. “Looks like you stopped them from getting away with all the good stuff.” 
 
    I spared a glance toward the vehicles that still had their hoods and hatches open. In addition to the guns and ammo, it looked like they had grabbed a lot of water and canned food. They’d obviously been there for a while. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “You almost let them get away. You didn’t think to send some folks around back?” 
 
    “We did,” Steven replied. He looked around. “There’s one,” he said, pointing at a body in the back alley. “And another one over there.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry.” 
 
    Steven nodded. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, before this gets awkward,” I said, “I did what I said I’d do. Are you still going to give me a cut of the weapons, or are we going to have to have some more killing?” 
 
    Steven glanced at John, who had just run up, and shook his head. “I don’t think we need to do anymore killing right now,” he replied. “We’ve already lost enough men for one night, and we need to get out of here with this stuff before the next group of looters gets here.” 
 
    I picked up my rifle and walked over to one of the dead bodies who had a similar-looking one. “How about I take these rifles and five 100-round boxes?” 
 
    “How about three boxes?” John replied. “We have a lot more people and an entire neighborhood to defend.” 
 
    “Sounds like four boxes,” I said. He nodded. “Will you let me have that car and some of the canned food?” I pointed to a car that was standing open, but didn’t have anything loaded into it yet. 
 
    John shrugged. “Sure.” 
 
    “Deal,” I said. I’d been dreading carrying all the stuff back to the boat; now I wouldn’t have to. “I have a bag of stuff inside that I’m going to grab, but everything else in there is yours. We part as friends?” 
 
    “Sounds good,” John said. He held out a hand. “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    I nodded as I shook his hand. “Any time.” I put my rifles into my new car as the Rose Manor folks got to work loading the other cars and trucks. Before they could change their minds, I grabbed my boxes of ammo and some canned meat, then I turned to go.  
 
    A hand grabbed my shoulder, and I tensed, but it was Steven. “Hey,” he said, “it was nice meeting you. If you need a place to stay, come join us.” 
 
    I turned and smiled. “Thanks,” I said. “Unfortunately, I have some unfinished business I have to attend to before I can settle down.” 
 
    “Too bad. We’d be happy to have you.” 
 
    “Maybe if I’m back this way.” 
 
    He smiled sadly; we both knew the odds of that happening were nearly nonexistent. “I’ll look forward to it.” 
 
    I shook his hand and drove to the door of the auto care facility. The door had locked when it closed, but there was a chunk of concrete sitting to the side which the mechanics probably used to prop the door open on hot days. I smashed in the glass, opened the door, and went to retrieve my pack. I realized that I had left a few things I needed, though, and ran back into the camping section for a solar-powered flashlight, a sleeping bag, a pad, and a tarp. 
 
    Steven was at my car when I returned with my gear and pack, and I gave him a hard stare. He held up a gallon jug of water. “Figured you’d probably need some water, too,” he said. “Take care.” He turned and jogged back over to his people, and I walked around to the trunk to see if he’d taken anything. To my surprise, in addition to the two one-gallon jugs of water, there was now a fifth box of ammo. 
 
    I stared at it a second, then shook my head. 
 
    There are still some good people in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    I threw the gear into my car and jumped into the driver’s seat. There were a lot of people headed our way, and it was beginning to make me uncomfortable. Most were trying to get in on the grab for goods, and some were armed. I had no doubt there would be more firefights as additional people came and fewer things remained. I smiled. Anyone looking for camping gear was going to be out of luck. Although I might have wanted more ammo, I really couldn’t have carried a lot more, especially with what I’d grabbed from the camping aisle. All of it combined—including the water, which was bulky and heavy—was more than I could carry. 
 
    Happily, I didn’t have to. I started back the way I came. People were starting to come from all over as the initial shock wore off, and they turned their minds to survival. Several cars were pulling into the parking lot as I was leaving, and one tried to cut me off. I swerved to the right down the length of the lot and escaped out the other exit. The car didn’t follow, turning back to the store instead. 
 
    Several people were walking down the street. All the scene really needed to look like something out of a post-apocalyptic video game was some burning buildings in the background. As I came around a curve in the road, I could see a glow from the direction of downtown St. Helens. Buildings were burning; the scene was complete. A shiver ran down my spine. Although nuclear war had been talked about for a century, no one had really expected it to happen. Maybe no one expected it because it had been talked about for so long; I didn’t know. It had happened, though, and the looks on people’s faces ran the gamut from shock and surprise to fear and anger. 
 
    Bad things were going to happen across the globe tonight as civilization fell further. I wondered as I drove how much the population of Earth had already decreased today, and how much more it would decrease tonight. My goal was to not be one of them—if I could make it through the first few days, my chances of achieving that goal would rise exponentially.  
 
    The best way to do so, I figured, was to avoid civilization entirely until things stabilized. I had enough food, although finding enough water would be difficult. I passed the pub while I was thinking about my situation, but decided not to stop. The party was still going strong, and the building appeared full. At some point, things would get bad when they realized they were consuming resources that were unlikely to be easily replaced.  
 
    I stopped at the warehouse where I’d picked up the waterproof bags, as I’d seen a soda machine there. I took the smaller bag inside and was studying the machine, trying to decide how to get the water bottles out of it, when I heard a voice. 
 
    “Whatcha doing?” a man asked. 
 
    I froze, not wanting to get shot. “I’m trying to get some water from the machine,” I said. 
 
    “Power’s out,” the man said. “How you going to get it?” 
 
    “I had just decided to shoot it with my pistol.” 
 
    “Will you share half with me?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “I just want water and the diet soda.” I suspected I’d need caffeine in the morning and a good cup of coffee was going to be hard to find. 
 
    “I’d like half the water,” the man said. 
 
    “Sounds fair,” I replied. “Deal.” 
 
    “Go ahead and shoot it, then.” 
 
    I fired, shattering the front of the machine, then I turned to look at the man. He was unarmed and standing about fifteen feet away, holding a large pack like the one I had in the car. 
 
    “You don’t have a gun?!” I asked. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “What’s to stop me from killing you or taking all the water for myself?” 
 
    “Not a thing,” the man said, “although there’s no reason to waste a bullet you may need later on killing me.” 
 
    I nodded. That much was true.  
 
    “You did agree to leave me half, though,” the man added. 
 
    I nodded again. “I thought you were holding a gun on me.” 
 
    “I never said I was,” the man noted. “You just assumed it.” 
 
    I filled my bag with half the water bottles and five diet sodas, then I stood up and looked at the man. “Good luck,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “You, too,” he replied, then I went out, got in my car, and drove off. 
 
    Keeping your word is still important in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    I drove the rest of the way back to the boat, although the car got stuck in the field about 100 feet away from it. The five minutes it took to move the stuff from my car to the boat were probably the longest of my life. Aside from the Dellik chase, anyway. Eventually, I got it loaded, and pushed the boat off into the river. As I looked back, I could see a couple of shadows drift across the field to the car. I hadn’t left anything valuable in it, and it was pretty thoroughly stuck; they were welcome to it.  
 
    I motored quietly up Scappoose Bay and took a small channel on the south side of the water. The channel went nowhere, but it was out of sight of the main channel. I ran with my lights off, but I didn’t need them—the glow in the sky to the south was more than enough. Although only a few buildings were on fire in St. Helens—courtesy of looters, I suspected—it appeared most of Portland was burning, including everything I had once owned and thought valuable.  
 
    I found a sheltered pool about twice the size of my boat and dropped anchor, then adjusted my gear so I could get to the back seat. You would think a 20-foot-long boat would have enough space to stretch out; you’d be wrong. The boat had pilot and copilot seats in the front and a small bench seat in the back, with a little bit of floor space—well, “deck” space—between them. By the time I laid out my weapons and other gear, most of the space was filled.  
 
    Finally, though, I got it out of the way so I could spread out the sleeping bag on the back seat and use the pad for a pillow. It was the least comfortable bed I’d slept in in several years. I put my head down and was out like a light. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Eventually, the light woke me, and I jumped. I had no idea where I was—kind of like waking up after a night of binge drinking, it took my brain a while to start firing on all cylinders. After a couple of seconds, it came back to me, although I wished it hadn’t. The gently rocking motion, the swamp…it was May 2nd, the day after the world died. It was a tribute to how badly damaged I’d been the day before that I’d slept past 8:00. I stretched and was reminded of the damage. I hurt in places I didn’t know I could hurt. At least the sleep had given my body and its nanobots time to heal, and the bullet wound wasn’t much more than a scar and a little bit of stiffness, as were all the other cuts, nicks, and scrapes. The healing process, however, had left me ravenous; the empty feeling in my stomach was what had woken me up. 
 
    I swung my legs—stiff after being curled up on the boat’s too-short seat—to the floor and sat up to take stock. I had a boat and supplies for several weeks, assuming I had access to a water source. I was about 13 miles north of Portland, so radiation shouldn’t be an issue if I didn’t go any further south. The water was probably okay in the creek I was in. Once I moved out to the Multnomah Channel or—even worse—the Columbia River, the water would be carrying a lot of radioactives away from Portland, and I wouldn’t want to use it. I pulled my pack over to check out the supplies I’d acquired the night before. 
 
    The first things I noticed when I picked up the bag were the bullet holes. Apparently, the guy in the store had missed me when he fired, but he hadn’t missed my bag. Gone was the waterproofing to 132 feet. The bag would still be okay for most things, but if I really wanted to keep my ammunition dry, I’d need to put it in the other bag. That meant hand-carrying it, which would be tiring as the ammo was heavy. I decided to leave it for now—the two holes weren’t that big. Happily the bullet hadn’t destroyed any of the equipment as it went through the bag. It had hit one of the knives and been redirected back out. 
 
    As I munched on one of the 2,400-calorie emergency food bars—now a little less as it had a bullet hole through it—I tried to decide on my course of action. In the light of day, I could truly appreciate just how screwed I was. 
 
    I was the better part of 3,000 miles from where I needed to be. I couldn’t confirm it, but I suspected the mass transportation system was no longer operational. I would have to go around many of the areas, as they were now radioactive holes. Then, assuming I made it to my destination, I would need to find a secret base and kill an unknown number of people.  
 
    How would I get there? If there’d been power, I could have used the Columbia River to get all the way to Idaho. Of course, there was no power, so I wouldn’t make it past the locks at Bonneville, and I’d have to transit Portland’s radioactive zone, and that would still leave me 2,500 miles from Philadelphia. 
 
    Walking was out. It would take a really long time, be really dangerous, and require walking across the Rocky Mountains. No thanks. I hated walking, and to walk that far? Nope; wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    I wondered, idly, if I could find a small airport that still had fuel. Maybe I could leapfrog across the country, from small airfield to small airfield. Of course, that would be a great way to trap myself as people locked down the transportation hubs to try to confiscate whatever resources they could. If civilization had truly been destroyed, I was in no real hurry to get there. My orders had been to go to Philadelphia and kill Obsidian’s management, not to have it done by some arbitrary date. Rushing there might end up with me getting caught and terminated by some random band of looters. That led to mission failure, and I’d never failed in a mission—my last one wouldn’t be my first. 
 
    I dropped my eyes down to the interior of the boat. While I could, theoretically, take this boat all the way to Philadelphia, I had no desire to do so. It was too small, for one thing—I wasn’t going to sleep in a ball every night. Still, being on the water was probably safer than going over land, at least for the moment; the only problem was that it was going to add on a lot of time and distance. The best place to cut over from the Pacific to the Atlantic would be the Panama Canal, and I had no idea if it was still in operation. 
 
    Going around the tip of South America—past Cape Horn—was also possible, although it would add a huge amount of time and risk. I certainly was not doing that in this boat, especially since it would be winter there. Even if I found a different boat, it would be better to cut across Panama, whether I was able to use the canal or not. From there, it would be a—relatively—short journey across the Caribbean, and I had to believe there would still be boats moving around there. Maybe I could find someone willing to take me up the East Coast. Or I could requisition a new boat. If I made it to New Orleans, I might be able to acquire some aid. Teledyne had an office and a support facility there; if they hadn’t been nuked, I might be able to get some help. 
 
    But first, it was time to get my Nordhavn. 
 
    Because you could still travel in class in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    I raised the anchor and worked my way back up the Multnomah Channel. People were a lot more on edge today, and nearly everyone I saw was armed. They stared at me as I passed as if I might rob them, even though I stayed to the far side of the waterway, trying to look as unsuspicious as someone traveling the day after the apocalypse could. All of them assumed—and they weren’t wrong—that I was up to no good. They just didn’t know that my future larceny had nothing to do with them. 
 
    I waved, but only a couple waved back. Most continued to stare at me. I didn’t stare; I kept scanning my surroundings. That was a lot healthier. They stared so hard that, if I’d been a distraction, my partner could have snuck up behind them, and they’d never have noticed. Luckily for them, I wasn’t. 
 
    Because I was scanning, I saw the ambush well before I got to it. Someone had noticed, probably after watching the traffic going up and down the channel, that most of the people on the water were sticking to the side of the waterway away from civilization, and they had set up an ambush at a dock on the far side of the river. There was some sort of metal box on the dock, and I saw movement behind it. 
 
    Sighing, I slowed the boat to idle and pulled out my binoculars. Sure enough, I could see a rifle poking out from behind the box. Not only that, I spotted an accomplice hiding behind a tree on the shoreline. On the side of the river opposite the ambush, I could see two people working on a small boat about the size of the one I was driving. Unlike everyone else on the river, though, those two weren’t watching me. In fact, they appeared to be doing everything they could to look anywhere but at me. 
 
    I put the binoculars down and throttled back up. Obviously, the two with rifles planned to shoot at me as the other two swooped in on me with their boat. It probably would have worked on most anyone else. The riflemen would have a stable platform to fire from, while their prospective target would have to fire from a boat wallowing in the channel.  
 
    They hadn’t realized I wasn’t just anyone; I was a Teledyne Specialist. 
 
    I eased the boat closer to the side of the river the ambush was on, but just before I got to where the men waited, I swung the wheel to the left. I yanked the throttle back right before I impacted the bank, grabbed my rifle and the anchor, and leaped from the boat. I dropped the anchor once I was over land—I didn’t want to be burdened with it, but I didn’t want my boat and supplies to float away, either. Freed from the encumbrance, I took a step as I touched down, then dove forward into a roll on the grass while protecting the rifle. I came up to a kneeling position as the first ambusher raced toward me.  
 
    My first round hit him in the chest, and he stopped and looked down at the spreading stain on his shirt. I shot him again, just to make sure, and he crumpled to the ground as I spun toward the second ambusher.  
 
    He’d run down the dock to land and had taken cover behind a large tree on the bank. Feeling rather exposed, I ran forward to another tree, then dropped to a prone position behind it. The man fired several times, and I could hear the rounds pass above me. Using my elbows and knees, I crawled forward a little, so I could see around the tree. Apparently, my lack of return fire had convinced him that he had shot me, and he was easing around the tree he was hiding behind to see if I was down. 
 
    I wasn’t, and I shot him in the face. 
 
    By now, the two men in the boat were racing across the channel, with one guy driving and the other on the bow, looking through his scope, probably trying to figure out what was going on. It took me three tries to hit the driver—it was a long way, and the water was choppy—but I shot him center mass. As he fell backward, he yanked the throttles back with him, and the man on the bow was catapulted into the water. 
 
    Knowing the men on land were dead, I ran back to my boat, jumped in, and drove off. I guess I could have swung by the man floundering in the water, but they’d already made me waste a bunch of ammo, and I really wasn’t much of a cold-blooded killer. When not “on the job,” anyway. His boat was nearby, and he was free to go, as long as he didn’t come after me. If he did…it would be his last mistake. 
 
    I cruised on upriver, waving to a few people on the far side of the channel who had watched the failed ambush. If they’d known the would-be ambushers or cared about them in any way, they didn’t show it. No one waved back. I shrugged. 
 
    Manners were the first things to go in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    The marina appeared deserted when I arrived. A few of the boats were missing, although my Nordhavn was still in its slip. I drove back and forth a couple of times, inspecting the marina from the far side of the channel, before moving closer. 
 
    Coming back was a risk—the manager had a rifle and would know I had taken an extra key if he surveyed the key box. Still, everything I did would be a risk, and acquiring transportation was something I had to do. I was an okay pilot and might have been able to steal a plane—it was a far more direct approach than trying to take a boat to Philly—but it would have been easy to trap me as I landed or shoot me out of the sky. Although the trip would be longer, a boat was more likely to get me there. And maybe, in the interim, someone would kill the Obsidian bosses. It was possible, even if I doubted I would actually be that lucky. 
 
    Not seeing the manager, I approached the marina and pulled into the empty slip next to the Nordhavn. I tied up to it and began offloading my gear. It was hard holding a pistol and doing most of it one-handed, but I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being watched, and my instincts were normally pretty good. Something was wrong, even if I couldn’t figure out what it was. I kept an eye on the office building and as much of the pier complex as I could see, but I never saw the manager.  
 
    Shrugging, I holstered the pistol, picked up a load of gear, and stepped aboard the Nordhavn. It was, quite simply, stunning. The teak deck was in perfect condition, as was all of the paint I could see. The equipment appeared to be where it belonged, too; in fact, everything I could see was the definition of “ship-shape.” Smiling at my choice of boats, I walked into the cabin…and into the barrel of the manager’s rifle. 
 
    “Gotcha now, Bitch,” the man said, poking me in the stomach. 
 
    I looked down. His finger was around the trigger. I looked back up as I flooded my system with adrenaline, and I smiled at him. He wouldn’t be fast enough. 
 
    A good night’s sleep had completely recharged my augmented body, and I was far faster than anything he’d ever seen. I slammed the bag of ammo I was carrying down into the rifle, then off to the side; the bullet grazed my hip as his much slower reflexes finally got around to pulling the trigger. 
 
    I released the bag and stepped to the side, then drove forward into him, putting all of my considerable mass behind the ulna strike to his trachea. Off balance, he started to backpedal, but his legs caught the small coffee table behind him, and he went over backward onto it. I rode him all the way down, and crushed his trachea as we slammed into it, then again when the table broke, and we crashed to the floor. 
 
    His eyes bulged out as he tried to breathe but couldn’t, and I stood him up as his hands went to his throat, not believing—or even understanding—what had happened to him. Before his thoughts could turn to his next move, I pulled him out to the transom, shot him once through the chest, and threw him backward off the back of the boat. Still unable to catch a breath, he struggled weakly, but then the dark waters of the Multnomah Channel closed over his head, and I didn’t see him again.  
 
    Don’t threaten someone if you can’t back it up in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Having dumped the boat’s garbage, I brought the rest of my gear onboard and threw the remnants of the coffee table overboard. It was really a shame; the coffee table had been nicer than any of the furniture I’d had in my house. 
 
    I took a quick tour of the yacht, carefully, to ensure I didn’t have any other stowaways. The rest of the ship—like the now deceased coffee table—was nicer than anything I’d ever owned. Not that I really owned it now…aside from possession being nine tenths of the law, or however that old saying went. The interior was nearly all wood, with granite countertops in the kitchen spaces. It was incredibly beautiful. 
 
    Until I got to the bridge, which was beyond incredible—it was mind boggling. There were more dials, switches, and screens than I knew what to do with. I wasn’t sure where to begin. A plane would have been simpler. 
 
    I was about to walk up to the office to get another boat when movement caught my eye, and I looked up. Standing on the dock in front of the boat was a young man wearing shorts, a t-shirt, and sandals. His hands were well away from his sides but snapped up above his head when he saw my pistol. He mouthed something, but I couldn’t hear it, so I went outside on the bridge wing. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Will Mr. Courvoisier be coming down today?” the man asked. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Mr. Courvoisier.” He nodded at the boat. “He owns the boat.” 
 
    “Not anymore, he doesn’t,” I replied. “I need it for a trip, and if Mr. Cour—whatever you said his name was—lives in Portland, he won’t need it anymore.” 
 
    “Mr. Courvoisier and his husband live in San Francisco, but they fly up here on the weekends to take the boat out. He usually calls ahead of time. I help crew it for him.” 
 
    “Do you know how to start the damn thing?” 
 
    “Of course. There’s no sense having a boat like this if you don’t ever leave the dock.” 
 
    “How’d you like to crew it for me?” 
 
    “You mean…like now?” 
 
    “Yeah. You got anything better to do?” 
 
    “Well, not really. All my shit got wasted in Portland. I was out hiking when it happened. Didn’t have anywhere else to go, so I came here. Figured I could live on the boat, maybe, until Mr. Courvoisier showed up…if he showed up.” 
 
    “So, you were thinking of taking it, too.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    “Well, not really taking it, man. Just living in it until he got here, y’know.” 
 
    “But since Frisco probably got nuked, too…” 
 
    “It beats living in the woods, man,” he said, shrugging. “It’s a damn nice boat.” 
 
    “That it is,” I replied. “The offer still stands. I could use someone to help get me to Philly. If you want to come along, you’re welcome.” 
 
    “Philly, huh? Umm, there ain’t no easy way to get there. Like, you’d have to go through the canal or all the way around South America. This thing can go like 3,000 miles or something like that on a tank of gas…but South America’s bigger than that.” 
 
    “I’m hoping to use the canal if it’s working. If it isn’t, I’ll go overland and find a new boat.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with this boat if you do that?” 
 
    “I’ll have to leave it behind. You come along, you can have it if that happens.” 
 
    “Really? You’ll let me have it?” 
 
    “Sure. I won’t be coming back, no matter how my mission turns out. If you drive me down to the Panama Canal, you can have it.” 
 
    “Cool, man, I’m in.” He turned and started walking away. 
 
    “Where you going?” 
 
    “I’m going to get my camping gear. I’ll also grab some fishing gear from the office if you want. I don’t know how much food you brought, but we’ll probably want to fish on the way down to supplement it.” 
 
    I mentally slapped myself on the forehead. Fishing gear would be awfully helpful, and now that he mentioned it, I hadn’t seen any onboard. “Courvoisier not do any fishing?” 
 
    “Naw, man; he hated it. He wouldn’t let anyone else do it from his boat, either. Said it was ‘bad for the environment’ or some shit.” 
 
    “Hang on,” I said. “I’ll be right down, and we can see what else we might need from the store.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said, shrugging. “Just don’t get on Frank’s bad side.” 
 
    “Frank?” 
 
    “Yeah, Frank runs the store and lives out back. He can be a total dick if you don’t treat him like royalty.” He laughed. “Like managing a marina is such a big thing.” He shrugged. “Haven’t seen him today, though, so he may have run into Portland or something and may have gotten whacked.” 
 
    I nodded. “You never know. Having an attitude like that probably isn’t healthy these days.” 
 
    And attacking a Specialist is never good for your survival prospects in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    We cleaned out the store, taking all the big fishing rods, along with the gear, lures, and anything else fishing-related we could find. We also took a wide selection of engine stuff, lubricants, and anything else that looked valuable. By now, anyone who was going to come here would already have done so, so it was just going to go to waste if we left it. 
 
    That’s what I said to the guy—whose name turned out to be Jimmy—and he appeared to mostly believe it. His girlfriend had lived in downtown Portland. They’d had a fight, and he’d gone camping to “get away from everything and clear his head.” He’d come back to find out that the girlfriend—and everything he owned, which was at her house—was now gone. Although the lights were on in his head, I could see that he wasn’t really home—he was mostly going through the motions. Still, he did what I asked, mostly without questioning it, and he knew how to turn on the boat, which made him pretty damn indispensable.  
 
    He asked me if I wanted him to top off the fuel and water, which wasn’t something I’d thought of. I’d never operated a boat this big before—Zodiacs were more my thing. 
 
    It took us a couple of hours to get everything we wanted loaded onto the boat, and we completely filled the smaller guest stateroom with gear. I had taken the owner’s stateroom, and Jimmy had thrown his meager possessions into the other guest stateroom which, while not as nice as mine, was still a step up from the bunkroom he normally shared with the engineer when he went out with Mr. What’s-His-Name. 
 
    “Now what?” Jimmy asked as we dumped the last load in my room. To be fair, I had a lot more room than Jimmy, and one load didn’t take up much floor space. 
 
    “Now we get the hell out of here,” I replied. “We should have left a long time ago.” 
 
    “So, you want me to start it up?” 
 
    “We’re not getting any closer to this boat being yours,” I noted. 
 
    “Right.” He scampered off to the bridge. It’s great to know what buttons to push. 
 
    I followed behind, although my progress was more sedate than a “scamper.” 
 
    “What do you need me to do?” I asked once I caught up with him. 
 
    “Go down and untie us, then stand lookout at the bow. I can’t see anything right in front of the boat from here.” 
 
    I went down to the dock and untied the port side. As I went around to the other, I found two guys and a girl standing in front of it. I pulled out my pistol, but they didn’t even flinch. “Move back!” I ordered. Once again, they didn’t move; they just continued looking at the boat.  
 
    Despite what Obsidian said about me, I’m really not a cold-blooded killer, and there didn’t seem to be any need to waste precious ammo on them as they weren’t really doing anything threatening. There was room, and I walked past, ready to shoot them if they moved. They didn’t move, though, and I couldn’t tell if they were even breathing; they looked like zombies and it was starting to freak me out a little as I threw the last line onto the boat and jumped aboard. 
 
    I went to the bow where I could look up and signal Jimmy. “All lines aboard,” I yelled. I kept my eyes on the group as Jimmy backed the boat away, then went up to the bridge once we were out in deeper water. As we drove off, I looked back; they were still standing in the same place, although their eyes followed the boat as we drove down the channel. 
 
    I shook my head as we went around a bend and they disappeared out of sight. Some people are just too damn creepy in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a lot more traffic on the channel now, and we went up onto the flying bridge on the second level so we could get a better view. Most were smaller vessels—more like the first boat I stole—but some of the big ones, as well as some of the houseboats, were now underway. It was the first time I’d seen houseboats, and I wasn’t sure what to make of them. Sometimes several stories tall, they looked like real houses floating on the water. Most of them were bigger than our not-inconsiderable 64-foot length, and I kept a close eye on them as we passed. They did the same, and I could see people with rifles on the roofs of most of them.  
 
    I kept my rifle out and within sight of anyone we passed so they didn’t get any ideas.  
 
    A couple of the smaller boats came closer than I wanted, necessitating a shot across their bows, as it were, but then they drove off—probably in search of easier prey. I couldn’t be sure of their intentions, and it didn’t matter. As long as they stayed well away from us, they were fine. 
 
    “Does this thing go any faster?” I asked as we reached a relatively straight section of the channel. 
 
    “Sure does,” Jimmy replied. “It’s just a matter of range versus fuel consumption. We can go about 3,000 miles at this speed, or I can speed up, and we’ll have to refuel sooner. I can go really fast, but then we’ll have to find gas really soon. I didn’t figure you’d want to stop.” He raised an eyebrow. “Was I wrong?” 
 
    “No, that’s fine,” I said. I nodded at the sun, which was getting close to the western horizon. “I had hoped to make open water before sunset.” 
 
    Jimmy chuckled. “Not going to happen. We can make the Columbia River, but I’m not sure you’ll want to. There will probably be a lot more traffic on it and maybe some radiation from upriver in Portland.” 
 
    “So, what do you recommend?” 
 
    He nodded toward the island we were passing. “All things being equal, I’d suggest finding a little inlet and anchoring there.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I replied. “I did that when I came up here yesterday.” Was it only yesterday? It seemed like ages ago. 
 
    “There,” Jimmy said a few minutes later, pointing. “Let’s go for that one.” 
 
    “Okay,” I replied. “If you think it’s big enough.” 
 
    “I’ll go slow.” 
 
    Jimmy powered down to a crawl, and we inched into a side channel. We had just made it around a small bend when the boat jerked to a stop. 
 
    Jimmy shrugged. “Guess we’re drawing a little more water than I thought,” he said. 
 
    “Should I go see if we sprang a leak?” 
 
    “Nah,” Jimmy said, shaking his head. “That was sand; we’re probably okay.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow, and he shrugged. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll check in a minute after I get us set.” He put the propeller into reverse and backed us off gently, then dropped the anchor. “We should be good here.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    A flush crept up Jimmy’s face. “Uh…sometimes Mr. Courvoisier would have…parties here. This is how he would do it.” 
 
    “Anyone ever bother you here?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    I nodded. “Then this is as good a place as any. Well done.” 
 
    We made a quick dinner, then I looked Jimmy in the eye. “How long do you think you can stay awake?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “One of us is going to stand guard at all times. I doubt you can do it at two or three in the morning; it’s not something you’re trained for. I can, though, so I’m giving you first watch. If it gets to be midnight, or you can’t stay awake anymore, wake me up.” 
 
    “Do we really need to do this?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. “Our lives—your life—may depend on it.” 
 
    That got his attention. “Wha—what do I do?” 
 
    I handed him a pistol. “Know how to use this?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I took it back. “Never mind. I don’t want you shooting me accidentally. We’ll work on that.” I shrugged. “Since that won’t work, I want you to sit here and watch and listen. Keep the lights off and don’t move around. It’s going to be hard not to fall asleep. Don’t fall asleep! If you hear anything, come wake me up. If it gets to be midnight, come wake me up.” I took a moment to let that sink in, then asked, “Can you do that?” 
 
    “I think so…” 
 
    “If you want to stay alive in this new world, you better do more than just ‘think so,’” I replied. “You damn well better know so.” 
 
    Now he looked scared, which was my point; it was how I wanted him to feel. He finally nodded. “I can do that.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Get me up at midnight, or sooner if you need me.”  
 
    I went down to my stateroom and turned off my brain. It was a trick I had learned so I wouldn’t waste time lying awake when I could be sleeping. It had been a long couple of days, and I knew I needed time to recharge—time I wouldn’t get if I had to spend half the night on watch—so I needed to maximize the time I had. Admittedly, in retrospect, I fucked up; I shouldn’t have trusted Jimmy so completely. 
 
    When he shook me awake, I knew instantly it was after he should have gotten me up. I withdrew the pistol from the side of Jimmy’s head, instantly awake. “What?” I whispered.  
 
    “Never—” Jimmy’s eyes were huge, and he was shivering. Apparently, he’d never had anyone point a gun at him before. I suspected that would change going forward. “Never seen someone move so fast,” he was finally able to say. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” I asked. 
 
    Jimmy stared at me for a second with his mouth open, then shook his head, trying to get ahold of himself. “There’s—there’s…” he paused. “I heard voices outside.” 
 
    “Which side of the boat?” 
 
    “Port side.” 
 
    I nodded. The left; got it. “Stay here,” I said. “Unless you want to get shot.” 
 
    He shook his head vigorously, and I scooped up my rifle as I went to the door. The moon was about half full, which was plenty of light for my modified eyes to see by. I was looking at the sky and didn’t see a screw head sticking up, and I kicked it really hard as I walked. With 200 kilos of mass behind it, the screw did a good bit of damage to my foot. It took everything I had not to cry out in pain. 
 
    It’s harder to sneak quietly when you’re limping, but I managed, and I eased my way out onto the bridge level. I saw them right away—they were sliding into the water from the nearby bank. I don’t know why they had put on rubber suits, masks, and flippers—maybe because of the radiation?—but the three men were kitted out. I set the pistol down gently and brought up my rifle. 
 
    The flippers made it hard for them to run. I shot the man on the right, and the middle one tried to spin away when the rifle boomed, looking to escape, but the flippers hampered him. Another boom! sounded in the still night, and he dropped. Instead of trying to flee, the third man dove forward into the water and submerged before I could shoot him.  
 
    Unfortunately for him, there was still enough light for me to see him—the water wasn’t that deep, and he was moving—and I fired at him a couple of times. The first shot missed, but the second made him ball up, and a dark stain appeared in the water, trailing off him. I leaned the rifle against the railing and reached over to get my pistol for when he surfaced, but it was gone. 
 
    “Don’t move,” a man’s voice said. “Turn around.” 
 
    I put my hands in the air, but stayed facing the water. “How am I supposed to turn around if I don’t move?”  
 
    “Oh, a smartass, huh? How about I shoot you now?” 
 
    “That’s not required,” I said, turning around, “although I have been told I’m a smartass.” 
 
    The man stared at me, obviously not finding me amusing, while he pointed my gun at me and dripped on my deck. “I want all of your food and weapons,” he said. “You can either help me gather them up, or I can shoot you. Which is it going to be?” 
 
    “I’ll help,” I said, walking toward him as I dumped my adrenal glands. 
 
    “Don’t come any closer!” he ordered. 
 
    I kicked my body into high gear. I only had to cover two steps, then I slapped the hand holding the pistol away from me. He fired, winging me in the arm, then I chopped down with my opposite hand, breaking his wrist. The pistol fell to the deck. 
 
    He gaped up at me, his brain obviously having problems processing how fast I could move. Before he could recover, I bent down, grabbed the pistol, and shot him once through the head. As his body fell backward, I switched the pistol to my other hand and gave him a shove. His body went over the railing and splashed into the channel. 
 
    I looked quickly at my arm—it was bleeding, but not badly—then went to check the other man I had shot. He was climbing out of the water, limping. I put another bullet into his back, and he fell forward into the mud along the bank. 
 
    I took a second and focused, allowing all of my senses to operate at their peaks. I should have done this at the start, I realized, rather than simply going with what Jimmy had told me. That was my second mistake of the evening, and one that had almost cost me greatly. I guess I’d become too used to operating with professionals; it had been so long since I’d been partnered with a newbie that I forgot just how little they knew. I would have to give Jimmy some training…for my sake. 
 
    You need partners you can rely on in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was almost dawn by the time I’d gotten Jimmy, checked the rest of the boat, and tended to my wound. Thankfully, it hadn’t hit the bone, so I put some antibiotic on it and covered it up. As fast as my body healed, it would be back to normal in a day or two. 
 
    As I could see pretty well, we pulled in the anchor and continued on the Multnomah Channel. It was only about a mile further to where it reached the Columbia River at St. Helens. The previous day hadn’t been good to the city, as evidenced by a number of columns of smoke where buildings still burned. I hoped the folks in Rose Manor had held out. Civilization would need people like them to help rebuild. 
 
    There was a lot more traffic on the Columbia River, all of it going in the same direction we were. I doubted any of them really had more of a purpose than “get away from Portland and the destruction,” but it made it a lot harder on us. Some of the people were scared and running, but others were watching them with predatory glances, and a number of people visually sized us up as we passed them or were passed by them. 
 
    I gave most of them nothing more than a slight nod, never taking my eyes off them. Whether it was my stare or the rifle I held in my hands that kept them from trying to board us, I don’t know—I was just happy it worked. 
 
    It took most of the day to navigate the 50 miles of river to where it broadened as it reached the coast. I traded rifle fire with people on shore once and a couple of times with other boats as we motored along, but most people were content to let us pass unobstructed. The three people who didn’t wouldn’t bother anyone who followed us. Or anyone else, ever. 
 
    I spent some of this time training Jimmy, showing him how to operate both the pistol and the rifle. Although he was afraid to touch the pistol at first, he was a quick study, and I let him fire a couple of rounds into our wake to get the feel of it. I couldn’t make him an expert, but if I could make him more dangerous to the bad guys—i.e., anyone who wasn’t me—that was a step in the right direction. 
 
    By the time we reached the Astoria–Megler Bridge near the mouth of the Columbia River, the traffic had begun to bunch up. Even though the river was several miles across, this appeared to be the point where reality hit everyone who was on the water, and they stopped to consider what they wanted to do. Either that, or they were afraid of going into the Pacific Ocean—I didn’t know which—and we ended up having to go almost as slow through the groups of ships as we had when the river was narrower. A large number of boats were clustered near the Astoria end of the bridge, although their owners appeared afraid to put ashore there. With most of the buildings lining the river on fire, I wouldn’t have pulled in, either. 
 
    The problem, though, was that end of the bridge was the only place along its entire span that was high enough for us to cross under. So, we worked our way through the boats and under the bridge and finally made it to the open ocean. Although the map proclaimed the northern edge of land to be “Cape Disappointment,” I couldn’t have been happier. 
 
    It’s the little things that make you smile in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    We made it all the way to Cabo San Lucas before we decided to put in for more fuel. We’d covered about half the distance to Panama, but we were down to less than half our gas. The journey had been long and stressful, and seeing what humans could do to each other hadn’t made it any better. Where the big cities had once stood, there were now nuclear craters. Worse, it looked like the cities that had survived the nuclear hammer had torn themselves up. Buildings were burned, and for the first few days, smoke covered the eastern horizon. 
 
    After being chased by what I took to be pirates a couple of times, we stayed a good distance offshore, and no one came out to bother us. The fishing was better there, too, although after a week of nothing but fish, I was looking forward to something—anything—else. 
 
    I’d been ready to put in for a while, but hadn’t seen anything like what we needed since the hell that was formerly called San Diego. The majority of Baja California—aside from Ensenada, which was still on fire—was an empty, blasted wasteland. While that meant there was no one to come out and harass us, it also meant there was no place to replenish our stores, and things were getting pretty tight. 
 
    As we pulled within sight of Cabo San Lucas, which was at the southern end of the Baja Peninsula, I could see the port looked…weird, and I had Jimmy hold us about a half-mile outside the mouth of the harbor.  
 
    The entire scene was surreal, from the CruiseWorld ship that had been driven onto the beach to the people I could see moving around the boats tied up to the piers inside the boat basin. Although I’d never been to this part of Mexico, I had been to other parts of the country, and the actions of the people I could see were strange; in fact, they didn’t look or act like any people I’d ever seen before. Their legs seemed shorter, and their trunks were elongated. Half the time—maybe more than half—they got down on all fours to move around. When they did, they didn’t seem hunched over—their front legs were as long as their back ones. 
 
    I swept my binoculars through the rest of the city. It seemed like a normal-enough view. People were walking around, doing whatever people did in small, Mexican towns. It looked like there was a market where several people were moving around, picking up items. The only things that struck me as odd about the town were the lack of devastation, compared to what we’d seen along the way, and the city’s water tower, upon which someone had scrawled “KK” in big black letters. 
 
    “KK,” I muttered to myself. “I wonder what that stands for.” 
 
    “King Korp,” a man’s voice said behind me, and I drew my pistol as I spun. On the back deck of the boat stood…something. Although humanoid in shape, the man’s facial features were smeared, as if he were made of wax and had stood too close to a flame. He held a hand over his eyes as he looked up to shade them from the sun, and I could see he had some sort of webbed swimming glove on.  
 
    Jimmy inhaled sharply next to me, and I could feel him tense. Without looking, I reached back and put a hand on his arm, holding him in place so he didn’t do anything stupid. “Never heard of it,” I said, trying to get my heart rate under control. “It’s certainly not one of the major corporations, and I don’t think it’s one of the smaller ones, either.” 
 
    “It was very small,” the man said.  
 
    Something on his neck moved. Did he have gills? 
 
    “In fact,” the man said, “it was very much a niche market. King Korp did animal burials.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I was always gone on a mission, so I never had a pet. Must have missed it.” 
 
    What passed for the man’s lips turned up slightly. “Of course, before they did, the scientists, here, withdrew…samples.” 
 
    I didn’t like the direction this conversation was going, and I raised my pistol, which I had lowered when the man hadn’t turned out to be dangerous. “What did they do with these samples?” 
 
    “They were scientists,” the man replied. “They did what scientists do—they experimented. They were also holdovers from an earlier generation that never gave us what we were promised.” 
 
    “And what was that?” 
 
    “Life. Not just life, but life the way we wanted it. For example, aquatic animals can swim better than we can because they have webbed claws. Now, so do we.” 
 
    He held out his hand, and I could see that what I had thought was a glove to aid in swimming was actually his hand, and he had webbing between his fingers. I couldn’t tell whether it was real from up on the bridge, but it looked real enough to me, and I wasn’t going to get any closer to the man than I had to. 
 
    “You used to know us as Geno Freaks, and you Yankees called us other names, mostly unpleasant ones…but now we have taken our rightful place at the top of the food chain. We are faster than you and better than you in every way possible. The time of homo sapiens is over; the time of homo evolvedicus is at hand!” 
 
    “Homo evolvedicus?” I asked. “Do you know how stupid that sounds? Seriously? That’s what you want to call yourselves?” I chuckled. “You thought you got laughed at before. Wait ‘til people hear about this—you’ll really get an earful then.” 
 
    He stood there, looking at me, nonplussed. 
 
    “I mean, seriously,” I said, “what kind of moron comes up with that?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “I said I was the one who invented that term.” 
 
    “Oh.” I could feel the flush crawl up my neck. I was one of the most accomplished Specialists I knew. I had trained in a number of areas and had a huge number of skills. Tact, apparently, wasn’t one of them. “I mean, it could be cool, but maybe if—” 
 
    “What are you here for?” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    The man’s gills fluttered as he sighed. “I asked why you were here.” 
 
    “We’re just passing through, trying to get to Panama,” I replied. “We need to get some supplies to continue our journey.” 
 
    “And you thought you could just stop in and take our resources from us, like you Yankees always do?” 
 
    “We’d be happy to barter for them. What do you need?” 
 
    “Your genetic samples.” 
 
    That wasn’t happening. Teledyne—which probably no longer existed, probably—had a very strict policy about letting people examine Specialists. As in, “It isn’t allowed.” Any medical procedures had to be conducted by trained company doctors…all of whom had appropriately signed non-disclosure agreements in place. Still, I could play along. 
 
    “What are these samples for?” I asked. 
 
    The man shrugged. “Some people are more…adaptable…to modification than others. The president is always looking for new material to work with.” 
 
    “The president?” 
 
    “The leader of our community. He’s also the senior scientist.” 
 
    “I see. And if we refuse?” 
 
    “We will kill you and take the samples anyway. As I said, the president is always looking for new material.” 
 
    “Okay, assuming I elect to let you have a sample,” I said. “Will you allow us to leave afterward?” 
 
    “Your lives are forfeit for coming here. We will, however, let you join the colony, should your genetic material be found interesting enough to allow you to continue to live.”  
 
    I had figured this was what we were leading up to, although I had hoped for a different outcome. A number of heads popped out of the water surrounding the boat, and I knew our time was up; our guest had been stalling us while waiting for reinforcements to arrive. 
 
    “No deal!” I yelled, spinning around to jam the throttles full forward. I hoped the suddenness of my actions would pitch Fishboy overboard. I spun the wheel to get us out of there and felt the boat hit one of the people in the water. That was one denizen of the deep that wouldn’t be chasing us. Before I could get the boat pointed in the right direction, though—the one that would get us the hell out of there—an incredibly strong hand grabbed my shoulder and ripped me away from the wheel. I lost my balance as the throttles were brought back to idle and crashed into the small table at the back of the cockpit. 
 
    I caught myself and spun to find Fishboy advancing on Jimmy, who was doing everything he could to back his way through the co-pilot’s station. A quick glance out the back showed a mass of the amphibians swimming as hard as they could toward us, and I knew we only had moments before they caught us. 
 
    Figuring Jimmy could last another second or two on his own, I raced back to the pilot’s station and jammed the throttles back to full again. Fishboy lost his balance as he dove toward Jimmy and crashed into the bulkhead next to him. 
 
    “Drive, Jimmy,” I said with a grunt as I advanced on Fishboy. “I’ll take out the trash.” 
 
    I grabbed the man by the shoulder, but he kicked out behind him with a snap kick that would have hyperextended my knee if it hadn’t been hardened. As it was, the blow knocked my leg out from under me, and I staggered into the control panel before I could regain my balance. 
 
    I turned and found him on his feet, coming toward me. He was every bit as fast and strong as I was, and I boosted my body as hard as I was able. Jimmy’s actions seemed to slow down as I sped up, but Fishboy’s didn’t. He’d obviously been modified for speed, too. Wonderful. 
 
    I threw myself toward him, hoping to tackle him, but he stepped aside slightly in an olé move like a matador would use on a charging bull. He shoved me with one hand as I passed by, guiding me toward the gap in the railing where the ladder descended to the deck below us, but I grabbed the waistband of his shorts as I went past. He was almost as massive as I was, but I had enough momentum to carry him along, and we both flipped off the flying bridge and hurtled to the deck below us. 
 
    I had a moment to try and spin myself, then we landed on the rubber raft that was stored on the main bridge level, and we bounced back into the air. Neither of us was able to keep our grip on the other, and we went in opposite directions. I landed on the deck and spun to find him still in the Zodiac. He started toward me without getting out of the boat, which was his mistake—I had good traction while he sort of bounced along.  
 
    I dove toward him again, but this time, instead of grappling with him, I used my momentum to shove him backward. My 200 kilos, plus the shove at the end, were enough to reverse his momentum, and he wasn’t able to get his feet back under him on the treacherous surface. He backpedaled, trying to regain his balance, then he hit the lip of the Zodiac and went over backward. The breath went out of him in a woosh! as he landed on his back on the deck, with his head hanging over the edge.  
 
    I knew I had to end the fight quickly, so I grabbed his ankles as I stood, and in a single, fluid motion threw them up and overboard through a gap in the railing. He went over, but he spun somehow and was able to get a hand on the coaming at the edge. He brought his other hand up to grab hold of the coaming, and I raced forward, jumped into the air, and came down on both hands simultaneously. 
 
    Bones crunched, and I knew I had broken most of the bones in his fingers, but he still took a swing at me as he fell, trying to hook my ankles and take me overboard with him. I saw it coming, though—whatever boost he was using was fading quickly—and I jumped up as his hand swept past. Then he fell away and into the bay. 
 
    The hate in his eyes as he hit the water was impressive, and I hoped to never meet up with him again. 
 
    Everyone has wishes in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    As I took a minute to catch my breath and let my body return to normal, I held onto the railing, careful not to lose my balance and go in after Fishboy. In his element, I had no doubt how a fight between us would end. After stretching a little to work out some of the kinks, I climbed the ladder and found Jimmy with his back against the control panel, aiming a pistol at me. His finger tensed, and I ducked, but he didn’t actually pull the trigger. 
 
    After a second, I peeked over the deck. “Can I come up?” 
 
    Jimmy chuckled, embarrassed. “Yeah,” he replied. “Sorry about that. I heard someone scream and then a splash, and I thought that…thing had thrown you overboard.” 
 
    I smiled. “Nope, that was him rejoining his fish friends, although it was close. He was every bit as fast as me.” 
 
    “What—what was that?” 
 
    “Geno Freak,” I said. “I’m guessing that Cabo San Lucas is an entire colony of ‘em.” 
 
    “But…what do you supposed happened to them?” He pointed toward the cruise ship that was grounded, just outside the harbor. 
 
    I shrugged. “I imagine they got absorbed into the colony. That or they got absorbed by members of the colony.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Transportation and food supply systems have been disrupted across the globe,” I replied with another shrug. “Some of the earlier Geno Freaks weren’t too particular about the source of their meals.” 
 
    “You mean…” Jimmy looked at me, his mouth open. “You mean they ate the people from the cruise ship?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but it’s possible. I didn’t spot any normal looking people in the town when I was looking through the binoculars.” I smiled. “Once you drop me off, if you come back this way, I’d recommend you avoid Cabo San Lucas.” 
 
    Jimmy shook his head vigorously. After a couple of seconds, though, he stopped and cocked it. “That was going to be our resupply stop,” he noted. “Now what are we going to do?” 
 
    “We continue on. Unless you want to go back and talk to the fishmen…?” 
 
    “No!” Jimmy exclaimed. “Not them!” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Then what’s next?”  
 
    Jimmy looked at the chart. “Mazatlán is straight to the east of us, although Puerto Vallarta is more along our route.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” I shook my head. “Both of those are pretty big. We’ve already seen that the bigger the city, the harder—and farther—the fall. Is there anywhere else we can stop? Somewhere smaller?” 
 
    “Umm…” Jimmy looked at the map. “How about here?” He pointed. “San Blas?” 
 
    I looked where he pointed. The town was much smaller than the major cruise ports north and south of it and—unlike the other small towns along the coast—had a harbor with a number of small docks. Some of those would probably have gas pumps. I didn’t know if there was such a thing as “perfect,” but that was as close as we were going to get.  
 
    “Looks good,” I said. “Do we have enough fuel to get there?” 
 
    “Yeah, barely. You burned up a lot gunning the motors the way you did.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “I get it,” he said, making a patting motion with his hands, “and I’m not saying you should have done anything differently. We needed to get out of there. Still…it did burn a lot of gas.” 
 
    “Fine. Next time someone wants to eat us, I’ll step back and allow you to decide how we should save ourselves,” I replied, not entirely mollified. 
 
    “Oh, now you’re just being a baby,” he said. Obviously, he wasn’t as afraid of me as he had been. Familiarity breeds contempt, after all. I’d have to work on that. “You know, if it was up to me, we’d both be dead,” he added. “I appreciate everything you did.” 
 
    That was more like it. 
 
    “I also appreciate what you’re going to do when we get to San Blas.” 
 
    The way he said it made me raise my eyebrow further. “What exactly do you mean by that?” 
 
    He pointed to the map. “See this? Right here?” He pointed to something at the entrance to the harbor. “Sexta Zona Naval Militar?”  
 
    My Spanish was a little rusty, but I got it. “Sixth Naval Zone. There’s a military base there. Wonderful.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He shrugged. “I’m sure you’ll figure something out, since you’re so awesome.” He looked up and smiled. 
 
    “Now who’s the smartass?” 
 
    His smile faded. “In all seriousness, I know you’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because we don’t have the gas to go any farther. We might—might!—have enough to make it to Puerto Vallarta, but I wouldn’t bet a whole lot on it. Even then, who knows what we’ll find there.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I looked at the map. In the center of the harbor at Puerto Vallarta was a complex labeled “Octava Zona Naval.” The eighth district compound looked even larger than the sixth district’s. I sighed. “I guess I’ll have to figure out something for San Blas.” 
 
    Figuring out things is what you do in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    We motored down the coast as quietly as we could once it got dark. The port of San Blas was tucked behind a large isthmus, and I had decided to use that to guard our approach. Things would have been a lot easier if it had been an island; we could have snuck in without having to go by the navy base. As it was, we would have to go past it both coming and going, which would make things a lot more difficult. 
 
    I slid into the water with my pistol and some other gear in my remaining waterproof bag. The only weapon I had on me was the diving knife I had strapped to my thigh, courtesy of Jimmy’s boat store shopping trip. Although it wasn’t built for Teledyne Specialists, it was still a pretty good knife, and I was happy to have it as I swam ashore. I wasn’t sure if there were sharks around, but I felt better with it on my thigh. 
 
    I reached the beach, and Jimmy went into a holding pattern offshore while I reconnoitered. A worn path led through the shrubbery and palm trees, and I was able to quickly cross to the other side of the almost-island. I was unimpressed with what I saw. Tied up to the pier at the naval base was some sort of patrol boat or fast assault craft. It only had a couple of guns on it, which weren’t very big, but they were more than big enough to take on and destroy our unarmed 64-foot yacht.  
 
    Something would have to be done about that boat; I couldn’t have it blocking our exit from the port or chasing after us. I sighed. So much for sneaking past the navy base.  
 
    I surveyed what I could see from the safety of the tree line. On the good side, a large finger of land reached almost halfway across the channel to where the navy base guarded the port’s exit. Unfortunately, the white sand would highlight me as I raced across it, so I wouldn’t be able to use it. 
 
    A second boat was tied to the patrol craft, making the approach—or anything I planned to do to the patrol boat—more complicated. A third boat, a little harbor patrol craft not much bigger than our Zodiac, was anchored next to the pier. While it could carry men with guns, I wasn’t as worried about it as it didn’t have any weapons of its own. 
 
    A flare of light illuminated a watchman on the pier as he lit a cigarette. Even I, who had very little experience with boats, knew not to smoke around them. I tried to recall which company held this portion of Mexico. I couldn’t come up with it for a few moments, then I had to keep from slapping myself in the forehead. CruiseWorld owned the area from just beyond Cabo San Lucas on down to Acapulco, and they used it for a variety of tourist activities from cruises to beach getaways. Apparently their discipline had severely degraded in the previous weeks, if it had ever been that great to start with. As fast as Cabo San Lucas had changed hands after the bombs fell, CruiseWorld must not have had a very good hold on it to start with. 
 
    Okay. One guard, at least, to take care of, and one boat to disable. I could do this. 
 
    I eased out of the trees, staying low as I crossed the darker section of the beach, and slid back into the water. Although I couldn’t use the sand bar stretching toward the navy base, I was able to use the shallows next to it to get halfway across the channel, shortening the length of my actual swim. I stayed on the far side of the patrol boat from the guard; I couldn’t see him, so I didn’t think there was any way he could see me. 
 
    Of course, they could have been using any number of aquatic sensors to monitor the facility’s approach, but I doubted they had any. The one good thing about corporate mentality was that if there wasn’t a need for something, corporate wouldn’t pay for it. As there was very little likelihood the facility would be attacked from the river—aside from someone like me in a post-nuclear war scenario—there was little need for them to have sensors in the water. There might be cameras at the gates, but here? I doubted it. 
 
    The dumbass guard stood at the end of the pier, with his back to the water. Not only was discipline lax, their training was awful. If he was guarding the boat, he should have been looking out toward where the danger might have come from, not back at the base. And, he was looking into the lights of the base, so his night vision was probably crap.  
 
    He was almost too stupid to kill, but there was no other way to get to the boat. I shrugged and dropped my bag, then kicked myself out of the water as high as I could, grabbed a handful of the back of his uniform, and pulled him into the water. Before he could recover, I wrapped my arms around him, then did nothing. 
 
    Of course, that turned me into a 200-kilo anchor, and I dragged him to the bottom of the channel. He struggled a bit, but there was no way he could break my hold, and no way he could hold his breath longer than I could. I locked my hands and slowed my metabolism way down. He tried to fake me out by going limp, but then he freaked out when I didn’t let him go. I held onto him an extra minute—I can easily hold my breath for over ten minutes if needed—then released him. He floated off while I recovered my bag. 
 
    I swam back to the smaller, third boat, reached into the back of it, and pulled out the drain plug. That boat wouldn’t be chasing me. 
 
    Staying low, I climbed aboard the small utility boat that was pulled up alongside the patrol boat. It looked like nothing more than a boat used to move people and equipment, probably to the island and its sandy beaches for rest and recreation. The CruiseWorld people had to take care of their own, too, I guessed. I moved onto the patrol boat, untied the utility boat, and let it drift away. 
 
    I was in a quandary as I set my bag down on the bigger ship’s deck. What the hell was I going to do with a 100-foot-long patrol boat? It was a hell of a lot bigger up close than it had looked from the other side of the channel. Although it was low to the water, it was big! Over 20-feet wide, it had a second level with an enclosed bridge, and probably required a crew of at least 15 or 20. There were mounts forward and aft that could hold twin .50 caliber machine guns, and it could probably go at least 25 or 30 knots. It was too big to easily destroy, but I couldn’t not destroy it—it would easily sink my yacht. It didn’t have a drain plug I could just pull to make it sink. I didn’t have enough explosives to sink it either. Maybe if I used all the gunpowder from all the ammo I had…but that would be a stupid waste of ammo, which I knew would be precious going forward.  
 
    “Hey dumbass!” a voice yelled in Spanish while I was contemplating dropping a flare into one of its gas tanks. “The boat is drifting away!” 
 
    “Shit!” I yelled back. It was one of the few Spanish words I thought I could get away with, without my accent betraying me. 
 
    The man came pounding down the dock, looking at the utility boat as it slowly floated off toward the ocean. “Take the small boat and get it!” he ordered, coming to a stop at the end of the pier. I jumped off the boat as he turned to yell at me some more and stabbed him with my diving knife. The blade probably would have been good against a shark, I decided as I tossed his body off the dock; it certainly had been more than up to the task with the sergeant. 
 
    But now, I had an additional problem, as someone was going to miss the sergeant, probably sooner rather than later. He’d been wearing a radio, and when he didn’t check in, people would come looking for him, at best, or raise the alarm, which would be worse. I turned and looked back at the ship, which is what I had decided it was; it was far too big to be a boat. 
 
    “Well, shit,” I finally said. I had to get rid of this vessel if I was going to get my yacht—I still liked saying, “my yacht”—to the fuel pump up the river, which hopefully, would still have fuel when we got there. I really didn’t want to drop a flare into the fuel tank, but that was all I could think of without taking the time to search the boat to see if there was anything explosive onboard. I had to get gas in order to continue… 
 
    I smiled as I looked up at the bridge. This ship was twice the size of my yacht; it stood to reason it would carry more fuel than mine. Rather than bringing my ship to the pump, what if I brought the fuel out to Jimmy and the waiting yacht? That would kill two birds with one big ass rock. Surely they hadn’t have left the keys in the ignition, had they? 
 
    Only one way to find out. I untied the ship—everything except the shore power cord— grabbed my bag, jumped aboard, and raced up to the bridge. The ship’s bridge was a step backward from my yacht, and I looked at all of the switches and dials—there were far fewer high-tech monitors on the warship. Still, the systems were mostly the same, and there were certain things that needed to be done to start a ship, regardless of how big it was. I knew the shore power cord would disconnect once I reached the end of the cable, so I had to hurry. 
 
    I turned the power on and had just gotten one of the motors started when a voice behind me asked in Spanish, “What the fuck are you doing?” I hadn’t thought about the possibility of someone living aboard, although I now realized that people would live on it for days or weeks while it operated offshore. Oops. 
 
    “I need to borrow the ship,” I said as I turned, not worrying about my accent. “If you help me, I’ll let you go once I’m done.” 
 
    The man was big and burly and had more hair on his body than anyone I’d ever seen. He was covered in oil and grease, and carrying a very, very large wrench. “I think you need to step away from the controls,” he said, hefting the wrench, “before I hurt you.” 
 
    “Look,” I replied. “It doesn’t have to be this way. Neither of us has to get hurt. I just want to borrow the boat for an hour. You can tell your superiors I was armed and made you help me.” I slid my knife from its sheath. “See? I’m armed.” 
 
    He tapped the three-foot-long wrench in his hand, not looking scared of the knife in the slightest. Were our places reversed, I probably wouldn’t have been either. 
 
    “Step away from the panel,” he said. “Last chance, before I break your head open.” 
 
    I sighed. I really could have used a hand operating the boat, especially one that knew what he was doing. “No chance of a compromise?” 
 
    “None.” He advanced on me and drew the massive wrench back for a strike. I boosted and raced past him, severing the tendons in his wrist as I passed. The wrench fell to the floor with a clang and a spray of blood. I’d also gotten the artery, although I hadn’t meant to. 
 
    “I don’t know how you did that,” he said, bending over to pick up the wrench with his other hand, “but I’ll kill you for that!” 
 
    I didn’t have time for this. The boat shuddered as the stern grounded slightly and the bow started swinging around. The problem with knives, of course, is that they are messy, and by the time he finally fell, a lot of his blood painted the walls and deck of the bridge. I wished he’d just helped, as I dragged his body over the doorway coaming to keep any more of his blood from spilling onto the bridge. 
 
    As I returned to the control panel, fervently hoping no one else was aboard, I saw that I had actually gotten lucky for once. When we grounded, the boat had spun, and we were now facing the direction I needed to go. I engaged the propeller as a bullet spanged! off the metal of the bridge frame, then another smacked into the glass. The bridge windows, however, appeared to be bulletproof—at least to the caliber of whatever was being shot at me—and I drove off into the night unharmed. 
 
    Sometimes, plans do come together in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    I found Jimmy as dawn broke over the mountains to the southeast. It was pretty easy once I figured out how to get the radar working; there weren’t many ships out on the ocean anymore. In the meantime, I’d gone and done a quick search below decks. Happily, only the engineman had been aboard. He wasn’t anymore; I’d pitched him over the side when I saw some sharks circling. 
 
    As I approached my yacht, Jimmy came out onto the bridge wing with his hands up. My new ride really was a pretty impressive ship, I could see as daylight brought everything into focus. Aside from the paint scheme—the green, white, and red stripes of CruiseWorld—it was every bit the dangerous warship. I went out onto the bridge wing and waved, just to watch Jimmy’s jaw drop. The look on his face was worth all the trouble of stealing the patrol craft, including killing its crewman, and I doubled over in laughter. 
 
    He couldn’t hear me over the noise of our engines, so I quickly pantomimed throwing a rope over for him to catch. The actual process of completing the action took a lot longer and was a lot harder than I’d thought it would be. It involved him jockeying the yacht around to come alongside—after I made him put out the bumpers so he didn’t totally destroy the paint on the side of the yacht on the steel skin of the patrol boat. 
 
    “What the hell is that thing?” Jimmy asked once we were finally tied up. As it turned out, the low deck on the warship was fairly close to the deck of the yacht, making communication easy. 
 
    “According to the plaque in the bridge house, it’s a Damen Stan 4207 patrol craft,” I replied with a smile. “She’s a beaut, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Um…we’re not going to take that, too, are we?” 
 
    “No,” I replied, shaking my head. “I didn’t see anything else in port that could come after us; however, I’ll bet headquarters in Zone 8 is getting a phone call right now—assuming the phone system is operational. If not, someone is driving there as quickly as their car will go. As Zone 8 is only a little farther south, I suspect an even larger ship will be getting underway really soon to come looking for this one. I don’t particularly want to try to fight off something larger, as all this ship has are a couple of machine guns.” 
 
    “So…uh…what are you doing with that ship?” 
 
    “Its fuel tanks are full,” I said. “It was easier to bring the fuel station here than to take the yacht into port.” 
 
    I learned two things in the next hour. First, it is possible to suck-start a fueling hose. Second, diesel fuel tastes like shit. I had heard someone in the past say that it tasted lemony, but to me, it tasted like I licked a skunk’s ass. While it sprayed me. Perhaps there were different types or flavors of diesel fuel—I didn’t know—all I knew was that Jimmy was doing it next time. 
 
    Once I got the transfer going—and taped the lines in place so they didn’t move, causing me to have to suck-start it again—we searched through the patrol craft, taking anything we thought might be of value. 
 
    The first thing I found was the armory, and the two .50 caliber machine guns it held. I made several trips to take them and all the ammo I found there. It wasn’t much, but it was more than we’d had before. I also removed the four bolts from the forward mount and brought that aboard. It took the massive wrench the engineman had been carrying to do so; they were rusted on. The damn wrench had fallen in a puddle of blood, though, and it was disgusting. 
 
    Unfortunately, it wasn’t the most disgusting thing onboard. The dubious distinction for that fell to the porn magazines the engineman had been looking at when I fired up the ship; it was some of the most awful stuff I’d ever seen. I caught Jimmy looking at it as I went through the crew’s quarters, and he didn’t stop blushing for about 30 minutes. It was that bad. Apparently, Mexicans would have sex with anything that moved…and some things that didn’t. 
 
    There’s something for everyone in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    As it turned out, warships do have something like drain plugs. Of course, they had a naval name—seacock—that I’d never heard before. Jimmy made fun of me for not knowing when I told him I was having a hard time deciding how to sink the patrol boat. Apparently, he was a history major, and over a hundred years ago, the Germans had scuttled an entire fleet rather than let it fall into allied hands. I appreciated the “fuck you!” of doing that, even though I’d never heard of the event. Scapa Flow? It sounded like something you got with a nasty venereal disease. In any event, all I needed to do was open up the seacocks, which would flood the ship and intentionally sink it. 
 
    Which I did. 
 
    We moved off and headed south, wanting to put as much space between us and the ship as possible before someone came looking for it. We saw it slip beneath the waves before we got too far; they were going to need sonar if they were going to find it.  
 
    Sure enough, about an hour later, a fast interceptor went by. It looked like one of the older cigarette boats, but it was painted in the green, white, and red stripes of CruiseWorld. Call me old-fashioned, but there’s something wrong about a warship painted that way.  
 
    Although it wasn’t armed with anything I could see, it undoubtedly had communications with its base. And with the frigate that passed us about an hour after that. This warship was several hundred feet long and had a large gun mounted on the front of it. Neither of the boats came close enough to talk to us, although they both changed course and came within a few hundred yards of us to give us a quick look. Happily, I had taken off all the fenders, and we were cruising along slowly with fishing lines out, trying to look as inoffensive as possible.  
 
    Whether they completely bought our act or not—two white guys in a yacht nowhere close to where they belonged—I don’t know, but it was obvious we didn’t have the patrol craft that was the object of their search, so they kept going north. We sped up a little bit, hoping to clear their search area by the time they came back. I didn’t want them stopping us to do a drug search; finding the patrol boat’s machine guns on board might have been a little tough to explain. 
 
    We never saw them again, nor did we see much other traffic the rest of the way to Panama. It took us another eight days of continuous steaming to get there. We mostly talked and fished and took turns sleeping so that someone was always “on watch.” For the most part, the ocean was empty, and the ships that had the ability to see us coming—those with radars—generally gave us a wide berth, as we did them. Only a few times did anyone get close enough to worry me, at which point I put the two machine guns into the mount I built on the bow after we cleared Zone 8’s territory. That was usually enough to scare the raiders off, except for one intrepid set of would-be pirates who decided to push their luck, believing that their trio of ancient AK-74s could top my two M-2s.  
 
    They were wrong, and we left their bullet-riddled boat, smoking and sinking, behind us as we continued our transit. Jimmy was excited—I’d let him fire off 50 rounds to feel the rush of getting behind a .50 cal and letting it rip—although I was annoyed at the waste of ammunition. We only recovered one of the AKs and a couple of magazines of ammo; two of the stupid pirates took theirs with them into the water when they were hit. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “How do you know the canal will still be in operation?” Jimmy asked me one afternoon. It was a slow day, and we hadn’t caught many fish. “Even if it is in operation, how do you know they’ll let you use it? How are you going to pay them?”  
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know if it’s open; we’ll find out when we get there. Unfortunately, there is no way to call ahead and say, ‘Hey, can I use your canal?’” I smiled. “I do, however, know one thing.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Teledyne owns the canal. I expect that it will not only be in operation, but they will let me use it. I also don’t expect—as a company employee on a mission—they’ll require me to pay anything.” 
 
    There used to be a saying that pride came before a fall. It still did in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Traffic picked up markedly as we rounded Punta Mala and headed toward Panama Bay. The water was less than 100 meters deep across the length of the bay, and there were a lot of larger cargo vessels anchored there. It seemed like all of them had armed sentries on deck, which was great security for them, but they were so close it got my hackles up as we weaved through, trying to look like we weren’t heading for any of them. 
 
    “Is it always this busy here?” Jimmy asked. “Is this the normal traffic waiting to go through the canal?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I replied. 
 
    “I thought you said this was Teledyne territory. Weren’t you Teledyne?” 
 
    “Yes, I was Teledyne,” I said with a touch of snark, “but they usually didn’t send me on missions to places we already owned. Want to know about Charlotte? Ask away. Been there lots of times. But the Panama Canal? Never.” The bay got even more congested as we reached Toboga Island, just outside the entrance to the canal. “Still, I have to admit, it doesn’t look like most of these ships are going anywhere fast.” 
 
    “So…uh…where do you want me to go?” Jimmy asked. He was piloting the boat from the flying bridge while I provided lookout and security duties. 
 
    I pointed to some land sticking out from the mainland, with a large cluster of boats around it. “Looks like something’s going on over there. Why don’t you pull up alongside someone who’s about our size, and I’ll call over and ask?” 
 
    Finding someone “our size” wasn’t difficult; there were ships of every size and shape in the area. After a few minutes Jimmy pulled within 50 feet of one, and I was met by a man with a pistol. I held up my hands to show I was unarmed.  
 
    “Hey!” I yelled over. 
 
    “Hey, yourself,” the man replied in English. “What the hell do you want?” 
 
    “Just got here,” I replied. “What’s going on?” 
 
    The man snorted and waved toward the entrance to the canal. “Not a damn thing. Not in the three days I’ve been here, anyway.” 
 
    “Why’s that? Is the canal broken?” 
 
    “Not that I’m aware. It was open until about five days ago. When I got here, though, I was told that some other company took over the other end and wasn’t letting anyone through. Damn companies and their damn wars.” 
 
    I nodded knowingly. “Stupid companies,” I said in agreement. “You wouldn’t happen to know who’s in charge, would you?” 
 
    “Some dumbass Teledyne rep on the island over there,” he said. What I thought was a point of land, I could now see was a series of islands connected by causeways. “See that big building?” I nodded. “That’s Teledyne.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied. He nodded, and I walked back over to Jimmy. 
 
    “Catch all that?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Sounds like someone’s blocking the other end of the canal.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I sighed. “Damn it.” I sighed again. “Okay, let me go talk to the powers that be. Why don’t you anchor here, and I’ll be back shortly.” 
 
    “Okay…” Jimmy said, looking over at the yacht next to us. 
 
    “They aren’t going to mess with us,” I said. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “It’s my job to know things like that. Doesn’t mean I wouldn’t keep the pistol I gave you close by, though.” 
 
    Jimmy’s eyes jerked from side to side as if looking for threats. “You think I’ll need it?” 
 
    “No, I don’t, but it’s better to be over-prepared than under.” I smiled. “Just breathe. And keep it close by. I won’t be long.”  
 
    I went down to my stateroom and threw some gear into my waterproof bag—the one without the bullet holes—changed into shorts, then went back to check on Jimmy. He was nervous but not freaking out too badly, so I went down to the transom, strapped on my diving knife, and slid into the water. 
 
    The water was warm, and the swim over wasn’t too bad, although it was oily with all the ships nearby. I kept my face out of it as much as possible. 
 
    When I reached the island at the end of the causeway, I was immediately met by two men with guns. Both men were dressed in Teledyne uniforms and looked soft—this was obviously a cushy duty station. They both carried themselves like bullies, and I instantly disliked them. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” one of them asked. He wasn’t quite pointing his gun at me, but it was a lot closer than I liked. 
 
    “I’m one of you,” I said. “I’m here to help.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means I’m Teledyne, and I’m going to help end the siege and get the traffic moving through the canal again.” I started to open the bag. 
 
    “Easy!” the other guard exclaimed. “What’s in the bag?”  
 
    “My gear,” I replied. I pulled out a blue T-shirt and put it on. I’d had it made some time ago, but had never been able to wear it openly until now. I’d had it on under my uniform when the bombs started falling. 
 
    “I’m a Specialist, so get out of my way,” the first guard read. “That’s funny. Is it supposed to mean something to us?” 
 
    “Yeah, it means you should take me to see the boss, or I’m going to take your weapons and beat you with them.” 
 
    As far as negotiations went, that probably wasn’t the best way to move things forward. It was that “tact” thing again. All I succeeded in doing was getting them to point their weapons at me. I sighed. 
 
    “Oh, so you’re a tough guy?” the second guard asked.  
 
    “No, just really good at what I do. Now, can you please take me to whoever’s in charge here?” For the record, I tried to use my manners, although I could already see where this was going to go. 
 
    “The boss is busy,” the first guard said. “Why don’t you just get back in the water and swim off to wherever it is that you came from?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, causing them to lower their weapons slightly. “Can you do one thing for me, though?”  
 
    “What is it?” the second guard asked. 
 
    “Can you both remember I warned you?” 
 
    “Hey—” the first guard said, but I was already boosting. 
 
    I raced forward and snatched the rifle from the first guard’s hands, then hit him in the stomach with the rifle’s butt. As he started to bend over, I wrenched it up, and the butt caught him in the jaw. I spun toward the second guard as I lifted the rifle over my head. The guard almost had a firing solution on me, but I chopped down with my rifle and shattered both of them as I hit the one he was holding. Left only with the barrel, I whacked him—hard—in the temple, and he went down.  
 
    “I warned you,” I repeated, then tossed the barrel onto his rather prodigious gut. 
 
    I looked up and saw a full squad of men running down the road that spiraled up to the top of the hill. The rapid response force was in much better shape than the two rent-a-cops and were dressed in fatigues. The way they held their rifles showed me they’d seen the elephant in at least one of the corporate wars. I didn’t especially want to mess with them, so I put my hands in the air. Not because I couldn’t take them—I totally could have—I just wanted to start out by giving them a little professional courtesy, similar to the way a shark won’t eat a lawyer. 
 
    “Hi, Guys,” I said as they arrived and surrounded me in an arc, careful not to create a crossfire situation where they’d be shooting past me at other members of their squad. “Mind not pointing the rifles at me? It makes me kind of—” I waved at the guards on the ground, who were just coming around, “—squirrely.” 
 
    “Who are you, exactly?” the squad’s sergeant asked. “And what are you doing here?” 
 
    “I am a Teledyne Specialist, on mission, who needs to go through the canal.” 
 
    “Do you have any identification?” 
 
    I waved my hand at the guards again. He noted that both were down, the rifles were in pieces, and I wasn’t breathing heavily. 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” the sergeant said. He lifted his rifle so it wasn’t at me anymore. “At ease, men. You don’t need to aim those at him.” 
 
    “How do you know, Sarge?” one of the men asked. 
 
    “I once saw a Specialist in action,” he said. “If he wanted to disarm us and leave us looking like those idiots—” it was his turn to wave at the guards on the ground, “—he probably could. Let’s take him up to the building and verify his identity. If he isn’t a Specialist, we can deal with him then; there are a lot more of us. Just don’t point your rifles at him, okay?” The first guard I’d hit rolled over and spit out a tooth. “I don’t have time to take you to a dentist, and nobody wants to visit one here, anyway.” 
 
    The men nodded, and the sergeant motioned up the road with his rifle. “Would you mind preceding us, Mr. Specialist, sir?” 
 
    It was nice to finally get a modicum of respect in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    We followed the spiraling road up to the Teledyne building. As far as headquarters buildings went, it wasn’t as great as the one in Portland used to be, but it was still pretty nice. It also wasn’t a glowing crater, which said something for it. How Obsidian had missed it was beyond me. We had captured the canal right before the bombs fell; I guess they decided not to nuke it because they wanted to take it back. 
 
    After we reached the building, I verified my identity through a number of biometric means, then I was taken up to see the local director, who confirmed my suspicions. 
 
    “The rat-fucks over at Obsidian are trying to take back the canal,” Director John Calderon explained. “Last week, they captured the Gatun Locks at the other end, and they are massing troops to take this end, too.” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. “We had enough folks to take it from them. What changed? How did they get it back?” 
 
    “Apparently, Obsidian sent a husband and wife team of Agents. To hear the soldiers who were there tell it, they moved faster than the wind, they hit harder than a speeding locomotive, blah, blah, blah.” 
 
    “Probably leapt higher than this headquarters building, too, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, something like that.” He looked at me and pursed his lips. “Have you ever fought an Agent before?” 
 
    “Yeah, I have,” I said with a single nod. “It wasn’t pleasant. Two would be…difficult.”  
 
    “I need your help,” the director said. “Without it, we’re going to lose the canal. I don’t think I can stop them without you.” 
 
    “I’m already on a mission, given to me by the chairman, right before Portland got nuked. It was to be my last mission.” 
 
    “It can still be,” the director said. “Don’t look at this so much as a mission as opening up the lines of communication so you can proceed north. Right now, Obsidian holds the northern part of the canal, along with all the northern coast. In order to get past, you would have to go a long way back the way you came.” 
 
    “Or sneak through. I am pretty good at sneaking through enemy territory.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are,” he conceded. “Just as I’m sure there is no way I can make you do this against your will. I doubt, at this stage, I can even play on your company loyalty, as there isn’t much of a company left. I will tell you again, though; there’s no way we can do this without you. I have a force that is going to try to kill them before they attack us, but the odds that my people will be able to take out two Agents…” 
 
    “Are slim,” I finished, overestimating their real chances. I’d heard of this team before. They practiced with each other and worked well together; sending troops against them would be a slaughter. Perhaps 1,000 troops could wear them down enough to take them out, but there wouldn’t be many of the 1,000 left afterward. 
 
    I shrugged. “You’re in luck, though. They killed one of my oldest and best friends; I’d be happy to take them out for you.” 
 
    “You would?” He looked like a puppy who’d just been given a treat. 
 
    “Well, maybe not happy, because it’s going to be a stone cold bitch to do so, but I’ll help you kill them. Taking the northern end of the canal afterward will be up to your forces—I don’t want any part of that.” He nodded. “Do you have any intel on where they are?” I asked, dreading the answer. 
 
    “Yes, I do, actually,” he said.  
 
    Sometimes you can catch a break in this Fallen World. 
 
     
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    As it turned out, the Obsidian forces were massing in the small town of Gamboa, about halfway up the canal where the Chagres River emptied into it. The bridge over the river was the current demarcation line between the companies; north of the bridge was Obsidian territory, and Teledyne held everything to the south. The river was also a chokepoint, as there was only a single bridge over it—whoever attacked first would have to go into the massed teeth of the enemy’s defenses. 
 
    We had intel that Obsidian planned to attack in two nights, which meant the Agents would probably infiltrate tomorrow night, to try to destroy the defenses around the southern end of the bridge so their forces could roll through. How did I know that? Because that’s what I was going to do to them, tonight. 
 
    I called in the Teledyne combat leaders and went through the plan with them. They were to stealthily move forward to the town at the south end of the bridge, and at 0200, I would hit the defenses at the northern end. Once they saw the attack in progress, they would race forward to engage the Obsidian troops who would be rousing from their barracks. In the turmoil, I would find and kill the Obsidian Agents. 
 
    They shouldn’t be hard to find—they would be at the forefront of the battle, killing off our troopers in bunches. Our troops had orders not to engage them, if possible, and to use explosives as much as possible if they were forced to…even if the Agents were engaged with our troops. It sucked to be those troopers, sure, but let’s face it, if they were fighting two Agents, they were dead men and women, anyway. I doubted the Agents would get taken out this way—I knew from experience they were too fast—but maybe I’d catch a break. 
 
    After wiping out the Agent team, our troops would advance and capture the Gatun Locks, and I would casually steam through on my yacht. Nothing could be easier. 
 
    Jimmy and I moved to the head of the line at the canal, which was easy because no one was going through, and we motored on up past Gamboa after topping off our fuel tanks at the tug facility. Until the Obsidian assault, Panama still had a gas supplier. Although the supply lines were cut—another reason to take back the north end of the canal—there was still gas. It was actually Jimmy’s idea, since he was still hoping to end up with the yacht, but it made sense. And it was easier than dealing with Geno Freaks to get it. We also got a box of advanced-ration MREs for our trouble, which was a nice change after all the fish I’d recently eaten. When an MRE is a nice change…your diet really sucks. 
 
    I’d also made them give me a dive rig with a wetsuit and a full facemask. It wasn’t that the water was cold, far from it. I was more worried that the Chagres River had been an open sewer since about the time of the Mayans, and I wanted no contact with anything growing in it. An assassin has to have his standards after all, and this is where I drew the line—no wetsuit and mask, no sneak attack by the Specialist. They’d quickly found a set for me after that. 
 
    We’d timed our approach so that it was getting dark as Jimmy cruised past, and I slid into the water on the side opposite Gamboa as he continued along to Gatun Lake, where he’d anchor for the night.  
 
    I reached the tugboat facility and pulled myself up into one as I got my bearings. There was no one aboard. In fact, there was no one on any of the ships tied up at the port, which seemed wrong, somehow. I’d been engineered to see well into the infrared spectrum, and I could tell—there was no one around. I hated it when things were weird. 
 
    Shrugging, I pulled my gear out of my waterproof bag, dressed quickly, and went ashore. I crossed the road to the jungle beyond, headed south toward the bridge, and quickly figured out why I wasn’t seeing anyone—the Obsidian forces were massing at the bridge. Whether our spies had gotten it wrong or Obsidian had intentionally planted bad information to get us to relax, I had no idea. After the third truck drove past with its lights off, though, I had a pretty good idea what was really happening; the attack was tonight. 
 
    Which left me in a quandary. Did I try to disrupt the attack, here, or did I try to get back to the Teledyne side to intercept the Agents? As I figured they would already be about their nefarious duties, it made sense to match them on this side of the bridge. When they saw our forces prepositioned, they would quickly realize—like I did—that Teledyne was attacking tonight and would try to neutralize as much of the attack as possible. There was nothing I could do to stop it. I could, however, prevent their follow-on forces from attacking, and if I blew up enough stuff, the Agents would eventually notice and return to deal with me. They may not have known about my arrival, but when all of their toys started blowing up, they’d realize pretty quickly there was a new player involved. 
 
    I smiled as I moved silently through the jungle, edging closer to where the attack was massing. I’d hit them on the bridge, from cover, which would greatly improve my odds. I was liking this plan more and more. Teledyne was going to lose a lot of troopers to the Agents, but I couldn’t stop that from happening. 
 
    I froze as I transited past a platoon of soldiers; one of them was in the jungle with me. I realized what he was up to—a pre-combat piss—then snuck up on him. He was a big guy—almost my size—so I crept over to him and snapped his neck before he knew I was there. I caught his body as it collapsed and found I’d misjudged him slightly; he was easily my size, if not larger. I had a greater mass, due to my genetic engineering and manipulation, but he still weighed more than I wanted to carry. 
 
    However, I needed to get out of the area before they missed him, so I slung him over my shoulder in a fireman’s carry and continued south. It was hard to be stealthy while carrying 230 pounds of Obsidian shit, but I managed. I heard them call for him after a minute or two, but we were well clear, and I knew they’d figure he chickened out and ran off rather than participate in the attack. 
 
    I reached the end of the jungle a minute later and eased my way back from the edge to strip the Obsidian soldier. Nothing but the best for the Obsidian boys in the jungle, I saw. He only had his peasant clothes and a couple of pieces of light armor—nothing that would stop a bullet—and one piece of an Obsidian uniform. I shook my head; my skin was tougher than the armor they’d given him, and the straw hat he was wearing could barely stop the sun, much less any of the bullets that would be heading my way. Still, I put it on to blend in and rubbed some of the dirt from the jungle floor on my arms and face to camouflage my white skin.  
 
    As I did so, I was almost overcome by the smell coming from the clothes. The guy obviously hadn’t showered in a while, based on the smell, and his clothes stank. He may not have showered in his whole life for all I knew. Hell, I’d been in Amish farm fields that smelled better than he did. Wearing his clothes would seriously impact my ability to use my sense of smell in the attack, but I didn’t have any other choice, so I pulled the button-less Obsidian tunic—the only piece of “uniform” he had—over my shirt and crept to the edge of the jungle. 
 
    From my vantage point, I could see the defensive positions at the end of the bridge. They were pretty impressive, with pillboxes holding what looked like two .50 cal machine guns in each. There were also a number of fixed firing positions for troops to take cover behind while they fired. They were out in the open from this side of the barricade, though, and they would be easy to take out if they stood there long enough for me to shoot them. 
 
    Which I knew would happen…never. So I needed a better plan.  
 
    I looked at the forces massed behind the barricade and laughed. Somehow, Obsidian had found and brought a real, no-shit tank to the party. It was at the front of the assault group, followed by six trucks full of troops and a bunch of other folks on foot. I don’t think our guys on the other side of the bridge had anything to deal with a tank, and I was sure they wouldn’t when the Agents were through with them. I was trying to figure out what to do about the tank when an access hatch opened on the bottom of it and a crewman dropped down, slid out from under it, and headed right for me. 
 
    When he turned to yell something back to the tank commander, who had popped out of the hatch on the turret, I slipped behind the tree I was standing next to. The man—the driver of the tank—then walked up to the tree I was hiding behind, dropped his pants, and leaned back against the tree in a sitting position.  
 
    I’d thought the previous man smelled bad; this guy was enough to overpower the stench of the clothes I was wearing and cause my eyes to water—from the other side of the tree! What the hell were they feeding these guys? I didn’t particularly want to watch him, but I kept enough of an eye on him to know when he finished. I tackled him as he stood—away from the odiferous pile he’d left—and his pants around his ankle tripped him up. He went down, and I slapped a hand over his mouth while my other arm went around his neck. 
 
    He struggled, briefly, but didn’t have the leverage to get me off of him, nor the strength to break my hold. After making sure he was dead, I stripped him quickly. Unfortunately, he was a lot smaller than me, and there was no way his tanker’s uniform—a slightly different color scheme than the rest of the Obsidian forces wore—was going to fit me. I kept my original pants and put his shirt on, even though I doubted I’d be able to button it. 
 
    “Hurry up,” the tank commander yelled over the tank’s engine. “It’s time to go.” 
 
    “Si! Si!” I yelled back in what I hoped was a close approximation of the driver’s voice, but I doubted he could hear me or tell the difference over the noise. He dropped back into the turret, closing the hatch after him, and I raced from the trees, holding the shirt closed as best I could. I could hear a number of people laughing, and several yelled obscenities at me, but I kept my head down and ran at a normal speed to the tank. I had to let go of the shirt to slide underneath, but by then, there wasn’t anyone who could easily see me. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” the gunner asked as I slid into the tank. I pulled my diver’s knife out of its sheath, and I was on him. The inside of the tank got messy fast—arterial blood does tend to spray—and I had to make quick work of the commander, too, when he reached for his pistol. I knew from past experience that firing a pistol inside a tank was not something I wanted to do or have happen inside one I was in. 
 
    After both of the tank’s crewmembers were dispatched, I crawled over and secured the driver’s hatch. It wouldn’t do to have someone crawl through while I was busy. I also checked the other hatches and made sure they were secure. I could hear someone screaming through the headset that had fallen off the commander, but it was lying in a pool of blood, and I didn’t care enough about what he was saying to wipe it off. 
 
    Smiling, I slid into the gunner’s seat. Tank operation was one of the things I’d trained for, not because I expected to drive one into combat, but because they were so good at blowing things up. Like now. Whistling a happy tune, I rotated the turret around and pointed it at the trucks lined up behind my tank. No one else was inside the machine with me; therefore, the vehicle was “mine.” If I’d thought the man was screaming on the radio before, I was wrong. The pitch of his voice and the number of curse words per sentence increased dramatically. I decided he must be in the truck behind me. 
 
    I lined up the crosshairs on the front windshield of the truck—sure enough, there was someone inside gesticulating like crazy—then looked beyond it. Three additional trucks were in line behind it. I grabbed some hearing protection off a peg, slipped it on, then pressed the firing button. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Most of the truck behind me—including the people inside it—disintegrated between the blast and the round going through it. The other trucks, a little further from the blast, weren’t in much better shape. The auto-loader put the next round in the gun as I aimed at the trucks that had been outside the first round’s cone of devastation. They lined up nicely. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    They disappeared. By now, the troops on the ground had decided something was wrong with the tank, and they began firing at me. What little I could hear sounded like a gently falling rain as the turret traversed back to the front and settled on one of the pillboxes. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    It evaporated in a cloud of white powder that could have been a snowstorm. Or a bag of cocaine thrown up in the air—something the men inside it might have been more familiar with. 
 
    The men were already running from the other pillbox as the turret traversed across the street. I fired the machine gun into it, just to make sure, then began firing indiscriminately at the men in the area. Some ran; others continued to fire at me and were turned into red mist. I wasn’t really into random slaughter, even of Obsidian troopers, so I didn’t shoot at most of the ones running away. Especially if they’d thrown down their weapons. Usually. 
 
    When it looked like the battle was won, or at least there were no more Obsidian troopers firing at me, and I could declare victory, I slid into the driver’s seat, engaged the engine, and turned the tank to face the canal, then I opened the escape hatch, put the tank in gear, and released the brake.  The tank leapt forward, and I slid out of it as it roared toward the water, thanking the nice folks at Teledyne who’d toughened my skin so I didn’t turn into road pizza as I was pulled along until I could drop the rest of the way through the narrow hatch.  
 
    Several of the Obsidian troopers had stopped to watch the tank as it plunged into the water, so I scooped up a rifle I found close by and fired a few rounds over their heads. They began running again. 
 
    Turning, I could see two figures at the apex of the bridge, backlit by a glow behind them. I hadn’t noticed in the earlier excitement, but there were a number of fires burning on the other side of the river. There had probably been explosions, too; I just couldn’t hear them over the explosions I’d been making. They’d probably started blowing things up as I climbed into the tank, which was why the guy had been yelling. Now, though, it was down to the three of us, and I wasn’t a fan of those odds. They began jogging down the bridge. As it was about a thousand feet long, they did it normally. No sense in wasting their boost, when it was probably obvious to them that a Specialist had torn into their normal troopers at the same time they’d done it to ours. 
 
    I didn’t waste my boost, either, as I ran to the remaining pillbox and got behind one of the machine guns. It didn’t take long for them to come into range—even without boost. Agents and Specialists can run a lot faster than un-augmented people.  
 
    There was no sense firing at long range; they would have dodged the bullets. I waited until they were off the bridge and almost to me, then I boosted as I aimed and mashed the trigger. They dodged, as I knew they would, boosting and going in opposite directions. Happily, they’d done as I expected, and I had a pretty good idea of their boost abilities. While the male would have escaped a normal trooper, he didn’t escape me. His movement, which would have been a blur to a normal man, was easy for me to keep up with. As I had already led him enough, I walked the bullet stream back into him. The asshole had a moment where he almost dodged back away from the bullets, but then the first one hit him, and he lost his balance and tumbled. He was going too fast to catch himself, so he tried to turn the fall into a controlled roll, but the bullets caught him before he could pop back up. I hit him eight or nine more times, just to be sure.  
 
    That was almost my undoing, because as soon as she realized she wasn’t the target, the woman bee-lined for me. I saw a flash heading toward me and barely dove out of the way in time. As I dove, the shirt I was wearing blew open and snagged on the back of the machine gun, spinning it around as I passed it.  
 
    I heard a scoosh! and a sizzling sound as I hit and rolled, then I came up in a fighter’s stance as I spun around. The woman had, apparently, been coming straight for me, and when the gun spun, she’d been traveling so fast, she’d impaled herself on it—the barrel had entered her stomach and was protruding from her back. 
 
    The woman looked down at the weapon with her mouth open. Apparently, Agent training helped them deal well with pain as she didn’t scream or even wince; she simply looked at the gun in shock and horror, then tried to push herself back off the mount. I admit to having paused when I saw her—it’s not every day you’re saved by a machine gun that way, and it was a fairly horrific sight—but her movement shocked me back into action. Why wouldn’t she just die? 
 
    I grabbed one of the rifles lying in the bunker and aimed at her. She heard the click as I snapped off the safety and looked up at me. Our eyes met, and she nodded once, admitting defeat, then closed her eyes in acceptance. I fired once, and she slumped off the machine gun and fell to the ground. Not taking any chances, I walked over, staying out of range of her arms and legs, just in case, and shot her in the head twice more. She stilled. 
 
    A man grunted, and I looked up and saw the other Agent staggering toward me, the lower half of his body soaked in blood. Somehow, I’d missed hitting him in the chest or head, and he was still alive. I finished him off—he was only surviving on boost—then surveyed the scene. Some days, it was better to be lucky than good. 
 
    It was, however, always better to be lucky and good in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    I walked across the bridge, taking my time and trying to look as inoffensive as possible. I needn’t have worried about it; there wasn’t anyone at the other end worried about stopping me. Or stopping a full-out Obsidian offensive, had there been one, either. 
 
    The forces there had been decimated, similar to what I’d done to the Obsidian forces at the other end of the bridge. Most were dead, although some were only wounded. A few were walking in from the jungle where they’d fled when the Agents showed up. I organized them as best I could, then brought two squads with me back across the bridge, mostly through force of will and constant threat of dismemberment. Having already watched most of their friends get killed, the threat of death no longer held the same stigma it probably held yesterday afternoon. I also found a radio and told the director to send more men. He wasn’t happy that I hadn’t saved a few more of the initial troops, but he was happy to send more of them to claim the northern bank of the river. 
 
    I helped set up a couple of defensive positions for the two squads, then I left. Based on my talk with the director, it would be a while before they attempted to take back the Gatun Locks. He asked me to stay and assist in the assault, but I had a mission to accomplish and didn’t much care who ultimately ended up controlling the canal. I might have before the companies started nuking each other. Now? Not so much. 
 
    It was all I could do to find a small boat and navigate up to Gatun Lake where Jimmy was anchored just after the sun came up. I waved to him, staggered into bed, and had a good day’s sleep, followed by a good night’s sleep. I woke up the next morning famished. As it turned out, I’d been nicked up plenty in the various firefights and wrestling matches I’d been in—it’s hard not to when you wrestle inside a tank—and my body had used up all its stores healing itself and recovering from boosting. I was so hungry, it wasn’t until the third MRE that I actually began to taste what I was eating. 
 
    At which point I stopped as I couldn’t gag down any more of the veggie omelet. Although they were supposed to be “new and improved,” the vomelet meal was still the most disgusting thing ever to be dehydrated and shoved into a box. I had dreamed, several times in the past, about finding its creators and having five minutes alone with them in a locked room. After gagging on it again, I changed my mind. I’d need at least seven minutes. 
 
    I had Jimmy let me off at Paraiso, which was a small town just north of the Pedro Miguel Locks. I took two pistols and two rifles, and left the rest to Jimmy. I didn’t want anyone on the Teledyne staff seeing me and reporting that I’d come back this way. As far as they knew—and what Jimmy would tell them—was that I’d gone north, looking to steal a boat and proceed on my mission.  
 
    But I didn’t really want to go north into Obsidian territory by myself if I didn’t have to. It seemed riskier than it needed to be. When we got gas for the yacht, the guy at the pier had mentioned their fuel came from a plant in Colombia; I figured if there was a plant there, and they were shipping gas around the Caribbean, it would be easier to catch a ride on a tanker to what used to be America. Hell, for all I knew, they might have a ship going to Philadelphia that I could catch a ride on.  
 
    Life was good. I stole a car and filled it up with gas. After I paid the attendant—money still worked in and around Panama City, due to the influence of Teledyne, although the locals would have preferred bartering or gold—I asked him how to get to Colombia. He pointed to the east and said, “Highway One,” with a big smile. I proceeded down Highway One and crossed most of eastern Panama—about 120 miles of it—until I got to the village of Yaviza. There, the road ended. 
 
    Not “ended” as in, “it went from a highway to a state-maintained road,” or even as in, “it went from a paved surface to a dirt road,” but as in, “it stopped when it got to the river.” There was nothing but jungle on the other side of the water.  
 
    “Where is the road to Colombia?” I asked a man walking past as I looked at the river. 
 
    He laughed, hard, and kept walking. He was still laughing a block later as he turned the corner. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I asked a kid who had come up to look at my car.  
 
    “You asked where the road to Colombia is,” he replied. “That is funny.” 
 
    “Why is that funny?” 
 
    “Because to hear the adults tell it, the government has promised to finish the road for 100 years but never has. Then Teledyne said they would when they came in, but they haven’t done it, either. We are always promised, but no one ever makes it. Every once in a while, people get here and find out the road doesn’t exist, then they have to drive all the way back to Panama City.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” I said. “How does someone get to Colombia then?” 
 
    “I can take you,” a man fishing from the wharf said. 
 
    “Is there a road?” I asked.  
 
    “Nope. There aren’t any roads to get to Colombia.” 
 
    “How are you going to get me there, then? Walking through the jungle?” 
 
    “No. We will go upstream by boat, walk a little, then boat back downstream. It is only 30 miles to Acandí as the toucan flies, not that the road or path goes that straight. We can leave tomorrow morning, and I can have you there by late afternoon.” 
 
    “You will?” 
 
    “Sure,” the man said. He smiled. “But it will cost you.” 
 
    Nothing is free in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    It ended up costing me one of my pistols and one of my rifles—and half my ammo—although Pedro did put me up for the night and feed me breakfast and dinner. Neither was fish—or MREs—so it was a welcome change. I tried to sell him my car, but he just laughed and asked what use he’d have for it.  
 
    While we chatted, he confirmed what he’d said earlier—if anyone ever asks you if you can drive from North America to mainland South America, it’s a trick question. The answer is “No.” While you ought to be able to drive from one to the other, there aren’t any roads that go from Panama to Colombia anywhere. Maybe next century.  
 
    We got an early start, hitting the water just as the sun rose. We got everything into the small punt the man owned—he called it a cayuco—and he had me sit down inside it. Although it looked like something a five-year-old might have carved out of a tree trunk, it was wide enough to be stable in the water, although it dipped down dangerously when I got in.  
 
    “You are heavier than you look, Señor.” 
 
    “I get that a lot,” I replied. “It’s all the muscles.” 
 
    He looked skeptically at me. “If you have extra things you don’t need, it would be better to leave them here. We are overloaded.” 
 
    I held out my bag so he could see into it. “See?” I asked. “I’m not carrying anything I don’t need—I’m just heavier than I look.”  
 
    “Okay,” he said finally. “We will manage. I hope. We may have to carry the boat through some of the shallower places.” 
 
    I shrugged. I was strong and could carry the boat if needed. Once we were loaded, though, we didn’t go anywhere. “What’re we waiting for?” I finally asked. 
 
    “I want it to be a little bit brighter before we start.” 
 
    “Won’t that make it hotter?” The heat and humidity were already hitting me like a wet blanket; I didn’t need any more heat. 
 
    “Yes, but it will allow me to see the snakes in the trees above us so that I don’t go underneath any of them.” 
 
    “Why’s that?”  
 
    “Because some of them will drop down into the boat with us.” 
 
    “What!?” 
 
    “Sí. It’s true. I would rather not have them do so.” 
 
    “Me either.” He went on to explain that both poisonous snakes and constrictors would do so. I didn’t want to share a boat with either type, so I was happy to wait until the sun rose a little higher.  
 
    “You may also want to keep an oar handy,” he added. “Sometimes, some of the ones that swim will try to climb into the boat.” 
 
    I looked over the side; the water wasn’t very far below the level of the boat’s gunwales. I pulled out my pistol. “Oh, no, they won’t.” 
 
    He smiled. “Please don’t shoot that in the boat. If you put holes in it, we will both be swimming with the snakes. I would rather not do so.” 
 
    That was worse. I grabbed an oar and stood by, prepared to repel boarders of any species. My eyes searched the water nearby, and I twitched back and forth at any motion I saw out of the corners of my eyes. I hated snakes. 
 
    He grabbed the sides of the boat as it rocked precipitously. “Perhaps it would be better if you let me deal with them. If you flip the boat over, we will also be swimming with them.” He chuckled. “Don’t worry,” he added, “I can usually see them coming, and most of them won’t try to take on something as big as the boat.” 
 
    I tried to calm myself while remaining vigilant, but I kept wondering what size a snake had to be to want to take on two grown humans in a dugout boat. I shuddered. And if we had to carry the boat through shallow places? That took on a whole new—and terrifying—meaning. 
 
    Pedro started the little motor, and we crossed the river and headed up one of its tributaries. The day got hotter, and I may have faded out for a while, despite my desire to ensure a snake-free boat, but Pedro kept going upriver like it was something he did every day. For all I knew, he did. 
 
    The river got more and more shallow as the terrain grew hillier around us. Finally, the boat grounded, and Pedro sighed. “We walk from here,” he said. 
 
    “Why the sigh?” 
 
    “I had hoped to make it a little farther upstream, but unfortunately, the boat needs too much water with you in it.” He shrugged. “No matter, it is not much more than five kilometers from here.” 
 
    “To Acandí?” 
 
    Pedro chuckled. “No, to where we get my other boat and go down the river again.” 
 
    We towed the boat a little farther upstream, then beached it at a campsite that had seen some use.  
 
    “Stay here much?” I asked. 
 
    He grunted noncommittedly as he tied the boat to a tree, then he nodded toward the jungle. “Follow me and stay close.” 
 
    I stayed as close as I could, without being so close that the branches he let go of hit me in the face. After the first one whacked me in the mouth, anyway. I hated the iron taste of my blood almost as much as I hated snakes. 
 
    Pedro’s five-kilometer hike through the jungle was anything but easy. I mean, I thought I was in great shape, and a three mile walk was nothing…until you saw the first half of it was uphill at a significant angle, and the other half was downhill at the same gradient. Keeping up got a lot harder than I’d expected. 
 
    “Are you part mountain goat?” I finally asked in frustration. I mean, I’d been modified to do things like this, and he hadn’t. 
 
    The man chuckled. “No, I’m not. I’ve just done it a number of times, and usually I’m carrying things. It is easier to do it unburdened.” He took off again before I could ask what granny needed that he had to carry over the river and through the woods.  
 
    Shortly after this, we reached another clearing, similar to the one where we left the boat. Another boat was tied up here, and there was a large pile of something hidden under a tarp. The wind had blown up one of the corners, and he walked over and weighted it down. I looked away, pretending not to see the white, plastic-wrapped packages underneath. It wasn’t any of my business. 
 
    He turned to me and raised an eyebrow as if to see whether there would be any problems. I noticed his hand was casually placed near his pistol holster. I kept my hands well away from mine and shrugged. “I didn’t see anything,” I said, “and even if I did, I don’t give a shit. A man’s got to feed his kids somehow.” 
 
    “Yes, he does,” Pedro replied. He nodded once and turned to walk over to the boat. He untied it and turned back to me with a smile. “Even if he doesn’t have any kids at the moment.” He waved toward the boat. “Ready to go? We will probably have to walk it down the hill a little way before we can get in.” 
 
    I nodded, and we set off. We walked almost half a mile before we found enough water to float the boat with me in it, then we climbed aboard and set off again. We made faster time going downstream, and the creek quickly became a stream, then a river as it flowed to the ocean. It merged with another river and became quite large before arriving at the town of Acandí and the Gulf of Mexico. 
 
    The town was a lot bigger than I would have thought for a city that wasn’t connected to anywhere by road; Pedro guessed it had over 5,000 inhabitants. I didn’t ask how the town supported itself.  
 
    A number of boats were tied up to the bank, some of which were quite large. None as big as my former yacht, but still big enough to carry a good amount of cargo. 
 
    “Welcome to Colombia, Señor,” Pedro said. “Where would you like me to let you off?” 
 
    “An airport would be nice,” I said with a little sarcasm. 
 
    “Sorry, but that is on the other side of town.” 
 
    “What? What is?” 
 
    “The airport. Acandí has an airport.” 
 
    “No shit?” 
 
    “No shit. Acandí used to have quite a bit of tourism, although I am told the number of travelers has fallen off considerably the last few weeks.” 
 
    “No shit. An airport.” After all my travel, my mind had a hard time grasping the fact that a podunk town in the middle of nowhere had an operating airport. 
 
    “Sí, Señor. It also has a number of large hotels and hostels. As I said, tourism used to be very large here.” 
 
    “Well, let me off near the airport, if you would.” 
 
    “I am sorry, Señor, but that is south along the coast,” Pedro said. “I do not think taking this boat into open water, as overloaded as it is, would be very smart.” 
 
    I nodded. I didn’t want to go swimming with all my gear, whether there were snakes or not. “That’s fine,” I said, waving to the bank. “Anywhere is good, then.” 
 
    “Muchas gracias,” Pedro replied. He went another hundred yards, then turned in toward a small bulkhead that had two small boats already tied up to it. “This belongs to my friend, Santiago. He will be able to help you with directions.” 
 
    “That would be great,” I said. “Is there a bar around here? I’d be happy to buy you a drink.” 
 
    “Sorry, but I need to pick up…a shipment while I am here. This trip allows me to mix business with more business. Next time you are here, though, I would like that.” 
 
    I nodded as I stepped off the boat, doubting that I would ever be back. Of course, I thought with a smile, I never would have expected to be in Acandí the first time. 
 
    Strange things happen in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Santiago was easy to find as I stepped away from the water—he turned out to be the dark-skinned portly man who came hustling toward me. He seemed somewhat annoyed to have a large white man invading his space, but his frown turned into a smile when he saw Pedro wave from the—now unburdened—boat. 
 
    “Hello,” he said. “I am Santiago. You are a friend of Pedro?” 
 
    “Maybe not so much a friend as a client,” I said, “although we’re going to sit down for a cerveza when I return, so I guess everything worked out well. Is he a friend of yours?” 
 
    “Yes.” The man nodded. “We started out much like you—as business associates—but we have become friends. He is someone who can be trusted to keep his word.” 
 
    “That alone makes him valuable,” I noted. “It’s hard to find that kind of people these days.” 
 
    Santiago nodded as he sighed. “All too true, unfortunately.” He smiled. “Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
    “Yes, I would like it very much if you could point me in the direction of the airport. That is, if it is running…” 
 
    “Sí, it is operational, although I do not know where the airplanes are flying to, nor how much it will cost you to go there.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I said with a smile. “Just point me in the right direction, and I’ll work it out.” 
 
    “Nothing could be easier. Go south from here, and keep going south another 400 meters when the road reaches the jungle. It is about a two kilometer walk.” 
 
    I thanked the man and walked through town shaking my head. The entire civilized world had fallen, but you wouldn’t have known it from looking at the town of Acandí. I walked through a residential area and saw people tending their gardens and working in their yards. I reached the commercial area and saw a number of bars, restaurants, and hotels, all of which had people coming and going. I couldn’t see many foreigners, but for the majority of the citizens of Acandí, it looked as if life hadn’t changed over the last couple of months. 
 
    Then again, maybe it hadn’t. 
 
    I shook my head, not sure how the global collapse had somehow missed this town. I saw at least six hotels and five bars as I walked along, and all of them seemed open for business. I reached the end of town and crossed the bridge over the Acandí River. There were a few more outposts of civilization, and then I saw it—the black tarmac of a runway. I shook my head. I had expected a small grass strip, but this was a real airport, with a runway long enough that you could probably have landed a C-130 on it. 
 
    The terminal, though, was underwhelming. It consisted of a small building next to a small paved ramp where a single-propeller aircraft was being loaded. The aircraft taxied out as I approached, so I went into the building dubiously labeled, “Alcides Fernández Airport.” 
 
    The inside of the “airport” was even more unimpressive than the outside, as the main room held nothing but a desk and four chairs. There was no schedule posted, no cafeteria waiting to feed me—there weren’t even any soda machines around. It had been a long time since I’d had a soda or a coffee, and I would have killed—literally—for one right about now. The one air conditioning unit in the building had power and, while the terminal wasn’t anywhere near as cool as I would have liked it, it was at least luke-cool. And it was far less humid in the “terminal” than it was outside. Two doors at the back of the room looked like they led to small offices. 
 
    I walked over to the man who was sitting behind the desk. He was reading an old, frayed magazine. If he noticed me, he didn’t give any indication. I could already tell this wasn’t going to go well. 
 
    “Hi,” I said finally. 
 
    The man sighed. “Yes?” he asked, looking up. He did a bit of a double take—apparently, tourists were in short supply.  
 
    “I’m looking for a flight out,” I said.  
 
    “Sorry, you just missed it,” he replied. “That was our one scheduled flight for the day. When it comes, anyway.” 
 
    “Where does it go?” I asked, my blood pressure beginning to boil. 
 
    “Panama City,” he replied. I ran my hand over my face. I could have flown here, rather than having to drive, boat, and hike…and then boat some more? He went back to looking at his magazine. 
 
    “I’m not done,” I said, my voice low. 
 
    “I told you,” the man said, obviously not getting the hint, “that’s the only—” 
 
    I slapped a palm on the center of his magazine, stopping him. “I don’t care if that’s the only flight today. I want to know more. I have other questions. Since you don’t have any more flights, I think you can answer them for me, without being rude again. Trust me, you don’t want to make me angry.” 
 
    He sighed. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Where do you get the gas to refuel the planes that land here?” 
 
    “It comes from some oil field in the interior—I don’t know where. All I know is it’s shipped here from somewhere near Barranquilla.” 
 
    “When do you have a flight going to somewhere near Barranquilla?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “How do you not know?” 
 
    “I don’t know because there is no schedule anymore. Planes come when they come. Fuel comes when it comes. Maybe today. Maybe mañana. Who is to know anymore? I am told the North Americans had a war and killed most of themselves. This is bad for tourism, as none of them come here anymore. We are starting to see more tourists from Barranquilla, but there is only one plane that flies here from there. When it is broken, no one comes. The flight from Panama City usually comes in the morning and leaves in the afternoon. If you would like to go to Panama City, you can go there tomorrow. Maybe they will have something to Barranquilla, or somewhere near there mañana. Who is to say?” 
 
    I decided not to beat him to death for being lazy and stupid, but it was a near thing. Ultimately, the fact that I was going to have to wait here until the next plane came saved him. I didn’t want him to void his bowels when I killed him, which would have ruined the environment. If nothing else, it was cool in the building, and I wasn’t leaving it again until I had to. 
 
    I walked over and pulled two chairs together so I could put my feet up on one while I sat in the other. Then, having nothing better to do, I closed my eyes and went to sleep. 
 
    Because you have to have priorities in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *
  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the next day before another airplane showed up. I had moved to the floor to continue my napping. Although it was hardly what I’d call comfortable, the boxes of MREs in my pack made a better pillow for my head than they did sustenance for my belly. It also kept my bag from walking away while I was sleeping. 
 
    The sound of a propeller woke me up and, finding myself alone in the room, I walked outside to see what was going on. A different man from the day before was standing just outside, shading his eyes as he watched a twin-engine Cessna circling to land.  
 
    “Do you know where that plane is from?” I asked. 
 
    “I believe that is the airplane from Puerto Colombia.” 
 
    “Where the hell is that?” 
 
    “It is near Barranquilla.” 
 
    “Great. So I can get to Barranquilla from there?” 
 
    “You don’t want to go there, Señor,” the man said. “Barranquilla had a large factory for the JalCom Corporation. It was destroyed in the war a couple of months back. Mucha devastacion.” 
 
    My shoulders sagged. Another dead end. “Well, shit. I thought the guy here yesterday said the oil production facilities were in Barranquilla.” 
 
    “Oh, no, Señor. Our oil production facilities are not in Barranquilla. They are close, but not actually in Barranquilla. The refinery is to the west of the city, in a much smaller town. Puerto Colombia. It is a common mistake.” 
 
    “Huh. I’ve never heard of Puerto Colombia.” 
 
    “Puerto Colombia was one of the largest ports in Colombia back in the colonial days,” the man said proudly. “It was used to move goods from Barranquilla. It had a large pier, the Muelle de Puerto Colombia, which was built in the 1800s. When it was first constructed, it was the second longest pier in the world—many major ships could tie up to it at the same time.” 
 
    “No shit?”  
 
    “No mierda, Señor. My abuelo had pictures from when he was a boy fishing from it. Over the years, though, Buenaventura took over as Colombia’s major port, and they dug a better canal into Baranquilla, so Puerto Colombia was no longer needed. Soon, no more ships came to Puerto Colombia, and the pier fell apart in the early 2000s. It was rebuilt around 2030 by JalCom to ship the oil from the Caño Limón oil field. The people of Barranquilla didn’t want the oil to come into the city, in case there was a spill or a fire.” He gave me a wry smile. “It did not prevent the bombs from falling there, though.” 
 
    “But the refinery at Puerto Colombia is still working?” 
 
    “Sí, Señor. It still gets oil from the oil field, refines it, and ships it onward.” He waved a hand toward the airfield. “We could not operate this without it.” 
 
    It was nice to talk to someone who actually knew something. Especially since he seemed to be a normal human being and wasn’t trying to harvest my DNA for some sort of scientific research. “Where do the oil ships go?” 
 
    “Many places around the Caribbean, and even a few places in the old Estados Unidos,” the man said with a shrug. “There are not so many ports there anymore.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a nod.  
 
    Oil still flowed in this Fallen World. And I was going to catch a ride on it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, it wasn’t as easy as that. 
 
    The aircraft circled one more time, then landed and taxied over to the ramp. The man with me picked up a pair of chocks, and when the propellers stopped spinning, he ran out and stuck them under one of the front wheels. 
 
    Two men got out of the plane. The first was obviously a servant of some sort—he put down the steps and reached in to grab the other man’s briefcase. The second man carried himself as if he were royalty, barely acknowledging the first man’s presence. He acted like a corporate head, and I hated him immediately. 
 
    I knew there were going to be problems between us, and I knew how this was going to end—poorly for Mr. High-And-Mighty.  
 
    I stood in the middle of the concrete pathway, so the corporate head—if that was indeed what he was—had to pass me on the way to the building. “Hi,” I said as he approached. “I’m Joe Rinardi. I—” 
 
    “I’m sure you are,” the man interrupted in an imperious tone, “and I’m sure someone cares.” He motioned at me as if waving me aside. “You are blocking the way,” he added when I didn’t move. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “If I could have a moment of your time.” 
 
    The man rolled his eyes. “Hmpf.” He looked over his shoulder at the servant, who was hurrying toward us. The servant set down the briefcase, took off his jacket, and put it on the grass to the side of the pathway. The man stepped onto the jacket, then back onto the pathway, avoiding me. 
 
    I was too dumbstruck to move, or I would have stepped in front of him again. Sure, the Teledyne corporate heads got stuck on themselves sometimes, but nothing like this. The chairman of the corporation would have punched me or had someone remove me so that I learned a lesson about manners; acting like an effete snob never got anyone anywhere. 
 
    Except for maybe in South America, I guessed; I wasn’t as familiar with Colombian culture as I might have been. 
 
    Regardless, the man went around me and proceeded to the building, where the servant opened the door for him, while simultaneously trying to put on his coat and carry the briefcase he’d picked up again. 
 
    The man from the terminal walked past, following them, but he had his head down and his shoulders slumped as might a man going to his own funeral. 
 
    “Is he always like that?” I asked as he went by me, stepping into the grass like a normal person would. 
 
    “Yeah.” He stopped and looked back over his shoulder. “Please don’t make him mad,” he added. “He’s worse when he’s mad.” 
 
    Really? Oh, I had to see this. Unfortunately, when I walked into the terminal, the head was walking into one of the back offices, where there were several men who had apparently arrived while I was out on the ramp. The door closed, and I could hear the lock engage. A large group of women and young girls had come with the men; maybe they were traveling together or they had come to see the men off. Probably the latter; they looked sad rather than excited to be there. 
 
    The terminal operator stood behind his desk, looking at the door the men had gone through with a forlorn look on his face.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “They are negotiating the price for gas.” 
 
    I shrugged. I didn’t see why that was something for him to get his panties in a wad over, so I walked over to the door. The door was poorly constructed and having augmented hearing helped; without trying very hard, I could hear most of what was being said. I got bored after about five minutes—they really were discussing the price of fuel. It was a standard negotiation, assuming you were allowed to sell drugs for gas. Apparently, there was a large cocaine production facility nearby that the town ran. Not terribly surprising based on what I’d seen. The man also asked for some crates of fruit and vegetables. Big deal. 
 
    After listening another couple of minutes, I went back to the terminal worker. “Didn’t sound too bad.” 
 
    “That part isn’t so bad,” the man replied. 
 
    “What is?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded at the group of women. “When he is done, he will choose one of them to return with him to Puerto Colombia.” 
 
    I didn’t like the sound of that, and my dislike obviously showed on my face. “Please do not say or do anything,” he added. “You will only make it worse.” 
 
    “What happens to the woman he chooses?” I asked through gritted teeth. 
 
    “They do not return,” the man said sadly. “I am told he is hard on them. Most do not survive the flight back to Puerto Colombia.” 
 
    I rolled my shoulders, glaring at the door. It sounded like the meeting was finishing. I took an unconscious step toward the room.  
 
    The man ran around the desk and stood in front of me. “Please, Señor, do not do anything. If anything happens to him, they will cut off our gas. They will also bomb our town. If you kill him here, you will kill all of us as well.” 
 
    The door opened, and the men came out. The head approached the women, looked at them for a moment, then pointed at one of the younger ones. “That one,” he said. The girl began crying, but she stepped forward. 
 
    A growl escaped my lips, and the man grabbed my arm. “Please, Señor,” he hissed. 
 
    The head turned at the noise and saw me. His nostrils flared with an expression of disgust. “That…person,” he said, “was disrespectful to me.” He turned back to the women and pointed at another one of them. “I will take that one, too.” 
 
    Not my business, I said to myself. Not my business. I needed a ride, and I doubted I would get it if I had another altercation with the man. 
 
    He started walking toward the door behind me, ignoring my presence as if I weren’t there. “Excuse me, sir,” I said as he passed me. He neither slowed nor looked in my direction. His minion opened the door, and he swept outside, with two of the local men escorting his prizes out after him. 
 
    I grabbed the terminal worker as he started to follow them. “How often does this happen?”  
 
    “About once a month,” he replied. He struggled to break my grip on his arm but was unable to. 
 
    “And you just let it happen?” 
 
    “How can we not, Señor? It will be the death of all of us if we do not.” He looked at my hand. “Please, Señor, I must go, or he will be angry.” 
 
    I let him go and followed him out. The pilot was just finishing filling up the plane with gas from a nearby truck. I grabbed the man again. “You said not to do anything to him here, correct?” 
 
    “Please, Señor, do not.” 
 
    I nodded with a grim smile. “I will not.” I walked over to where the pilot was stowing the hose on the fuel truck. “Can I talk to you a second?” I asked, indicating the other side of the truck where it would be quieter. 
 
    “I would like to take your place for this flight,” I said, once we were out of sight of the plane. 
 
    His eyebrows knit. “I don’t understand what you mean.” 
 
    “I mean, I want you to stay here, and I’ll fly the plane.” 
 
    He laughed for a second, then looked at me. “Wait—you are serious? I cannot do that; I would lose my job.” 
 
    “If you do not, you will lose your life.” 
 
    He looked at me, sizing me up. I guess he decided I wouldn’t—or couldn’t—kill him, because he turned to go. I grabbed him by his shoulder and spun him toward me. Before he could say anything, I punched him in the stomach, and as he doubled over, once more in the temple. I could have broken his neck, but I didn’t really have anything against him; he was just doing his job…for a very bad man. 
 
    I quickly stripped off his pilot’s jacket and cap and hurried back to the plane. 
 
    “Hurry up!” the minion yelled. “The boss is ready to go!” 
 
    The pilot and I were about the same height, so I kept my head down and ran. I sneaked a glance up, but the minion was looking at the boss, who was probably furious at my delay. 
 
    “I will put up the steps,” the minion said, still looking at the back of the plane. “Get the plane started.” 
 
    The boss never looked up from the girl he was with. He had her top off, and I could see she was even younger than I had originally thought. I bit down on my anger and went to the cockpit. I’d flown a number of aircraft in previous missions and had no problems starting the plane after familiarizing myself with the instrumentation. 
 
    After a couple of minutes, we were taxiing, then airborne. I climbed as quickly as I could to 6,000 feet, then turned on the autopilot and unstrapped. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the minion asked as I came into the back. “Get back in the—wait! It’s you!” he screeched. He fumbled for the pistol he had in a shoulder holster, but I knocked it out of his hand and proceeded to run him face-first into the bulkhead several times. When he went limp, I dragged him to the door one-handed, opened it, and threw him out. 
 
    I turned and found the boss holding one of the girls, a knife to her throat. She was completely naked, as was the other girl, who lay unmoving on one of the seats. “Get back in the cockpit and fly the plane,” he said, “or I will kill this girl.” 
 
    I boosted and raced to him before he could make good on his threat. His arm tensed to cut her throat, but I latched onto his wrist with one hand and his throat with the other. I pulled the knife away from her, and she dropped to the floor as he reached for the hand clamped around his throat. The girl moved clear, so I began backing toward the door. As we approached the yawning emptiness, the boss struggled, although I couldn’t tell if it was because of air rushing through the open door or because he hadn’t been able to breath in 15 seconds. 
 
    “Let me guess,” I said. “You’re one of the JalCom corporate heads, aren’t you?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded, his eyes wide with fear. 
 
    “You’d probably give me anything, right now, if I don’t kill you, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    He nodded as vigorously as he could, while coughing as he tried to breathe. I relaxed my grip a little so he could get a breath, then I tightened it again so he couldn’t move and began pushing his knife hand back toward him. I had thought his eyes were big before. As I directed the point of the knife toward one of them, they got really big. 
 
    At this point, he realized he was the one holding the knife, so he did the only thing he could; he dropped it. I caught it by the handle before it had fallen six inches and returned the point to a spot about three inches from his left eye. 
 
    “Not as much fun when someone’s pointing a knife at you as it was when you were doing it to women and little girls, is it?” 
 
    He tried to shake his head slightly so his eye didn’t get any closer to the knife. 
 
    “So,” I said. “You’ll give me anything I want?” 
 
    “Yes,” he choked out. 
 
    “Good,” I replied. “I want you to die.” 
 
    His eyes grew wide again, and in a fluid motion I stuck the knife through one as I pitched him overboard. I didn’t feel any sort of joy over killing him; it had been nothing more than throwing out the trash. Literally. I smiled at the analogy. 
 
    I looked toward the back of the plane. The girl had revived the other hostage, and both were looking at me fearfully. “Get dressed,” I said. “I’ll have you home shortly.” I headed back to the cockpit. 
 
    No matter how much trash you throw out, there’s always going to be more in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Both terminal workers, the plane’s pilot, and the group of men from the back office were waiting by the ramp when I returned with the plane. They opened the door as I shutdown the engines, and the two girls went running off. Hopefully to a counselor, if such a thing existed in post-World War III Colombia. 
 
    The pilot stuck his head into the plane. “Looks like I’m out of a job,” he said with a sigh. “They’re going to kill me.” 
 
    “You’re not out of a job,” I replied. “I have something for you. Besides, JalCom is going to have a total makeover of its Corporate Board. I think you’ll be forgotten in the ruckus.” 
 
    He looked confused, but before he could say anything else, the terminal worker from today said, “You’re just out of a job; he’s killed this whole city.” 
 
    “Far from it,” I said. “Who can prove he was here? When the pilot flies the plane out of here, there won’t be any evidence they were here. Perhaps they had aircraft problems and never made it? Who knows? Also, as far as anyone will know, this was part of the corporate restructuring that is about to take place. When I’m done, no one will ever notice your guy didn’t return.”  
 
    “How is that to be?” 
 
    “I’m going to kill the JalCom Board of Directors in Puerto Colombia. No one will notice there is one body missing.” 
 
    “But how are we going to get gas? Without it, our fishing fleet can’t run, and we’ll starve.” 
 
    “It has been my experience that underlings will continue to do the things they’re supposed to until they’re told to stop. Without someone to say, “Stop the flow,” oil will continue to be extracted, refined, and distributed. It makes the company money, and things that make the company money will continue to occur with very little oversight.” 
 
    “What if the next people who come are worse than that guy?” the terminal guy asked, nodding at the aircraft. 
 
    “Then you make them disappear, too. Eventually, people will get the message.” I cocked my head and looked at him. “You sure are full of negativity. Why don’t you try a more positive approach? You just got two girls back who you thought were dead. That’s gotta be worth something, right?” 
 
    “One of them was my brother’s daughter,” one of the other men said. “I, for one, am happy you brought her back.” 
 
    “So, tell me about this new job,” the pilot said. 
 
    You’ve got to be pragmatic in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here you go,” I said, dropping a note onto the vacant co-pilot’s seat. It was the pilot’s introduction letter from me to Director Calderon in Panama City. I didn’t know for sure whether the director would hire him—I had sort of left on strained terms—but most directors took advice given by Specialists. I guess we’re kind of special that way. 
 
    “Thanks,” the pilot, Fred Ward, replied. He glanced over, then refocused on the instruments. We were flying at 5,000 feet, without lights, over the water, and Fred was about as uncomfortable as I’ve ever seen a pilot. He’d flown plenty at night, but that had been before the war, when he had all of the niceties like navigation aids and air traffic control. Night vision goggles, alone, would have been a big help…if we’d had them. 
 
    “There it is,” he said a couple of minutes later. I looked out and saw a single point of light—the light at the end of the Puerto Colombia pier. It wasn’t much to go off of, but he didn’t want to be seen; he just wanted to vanish into the night. He snuggled closer to the shore, and we could see the limited moonlight reflecting off the sand. 
 
    “One minute to jump,” he noted. 
 
    I checked all my connections; all set. My gear bag hung at my side, out of the way. The plane had two parachutes that had been packed by someone with the initials MJW. Hopefully, they’d known what they were doing. “I’m ready.” 
 
    He put the plane on autopilot, and we went to the back. He wasn’t a fan of opening the door—and had a deathly fear of falling out—so he had put on a harness that he could tether to the plane. I was fine with opening the door again—my intention was to exit the plane, after all—so I opened it, waved to Fred, and jumped out. 
 
    After getting into position, I deployed the parachute, then said a silent thank you to MJW, whoever that was; he or she had packed a good chute. It deployed as it was supposed to, and I rode it down to the beach. It wasn’t the best chute I’d ever had for maneuverability, but it was good enough; my feet hit sand when I touched down. 
 
    I gathered up the chute and set off at a light jog. As I reached the first of the tourist beaches—obvious because of the cabanas set up to rent—I chucked the chute into a garbage can. They could figure that out tomorrow, if anyone cared. 
 
    After that, it was only another mile to the beach where the bosses lived. The line of demarcation was easy to spot—the beach went from black sand to yellow. If that wasn’t enough, it was fenced off with signs noting it was a private beach.  
 
    Fred had told me the bosses had taken over the premier tourist hotel after the war. They had originally lived in a gated community about five miles outside of town, but now they were grouped together in the hotel. Doing so allowed them to concentrate their security personnel, giving them lots of protection.  
 
    That made it both easier and more difficult for me. Easier, in that I could find them all in a single spot, but more difficult for me to get to them because of the concentrated security. 
 
    I went inland as I approached the hotel—it was a 20-story affair, and each of the directors had one floor. The first 11 floors were used for housing personnel and dependents, offices, and storage; the top nine were for the directors. As I passed the hotel, I glanced at it, taking in all the details. Four security personnel were at the front, just as Fred had said. There should also be four at the back. 
 
    I continued on for another block then looped back to find what I was looking for—the entrance into the kitchen. This was also where the employees’ smoking tent was. The bosses, of course, could smoke wherever the hell they wanted to; everyone else came out the side door to the smoke pit. As there were people coming and going here at all times of day and night, they had turned off the door’s alarm. I watched it for a short while from across the street, hidden behind some shrubbery. Everything seemed pretty much the way Fred had described it. There was one camera I would have to skirt, but someone in management had turned it to face the area where the employees were smoking rather than the door.  
 
    Apparently, it was more important to know who was slacking off than who was sneaking in. But really, though, who—besides me, of course—was going to show up unannounced? It was the right decision, for any night but this one. 
 
    I rushed forward, hopped over the six-foot fence—easily clearing the concertina wire on top—and raced to the door. Sure enough, it was open, as it had been for the others who’d come and gone while I was watching. The key was staying unobserved, as long as possible. I made it to the access stairwell before I saw the first person. I launched myself onto him and broke his neck before he knew I was there, then I carried him to the first landing and dropped him down the stairs. Anyone who found him would think he had an accident and—as a minion—I didn’t think they’d make a big deal about it. They would handle it quietly and not disturb the bosses’ beauty sleep. 
 
    That’s what I thought, anyway. What actually happened, though, was nothing like what I expected. If I’d known they were going to set off a horn, the likes of which I hadn’t heard since Portland’s Teledyne headquarters, I’d have carried the body up the 11 flights of stairs. 
 
    I had just reached the 12th floor, and I was sneaking up on the guard in the doorway when the horn went off. We both jumped. As I could jump a lot higher, it took me longer to come back down, and he was already turning toward me when I got to him. Apparently, he was walking around with the safety on his gun disengaged and his finger near the trigger, because when I snatched it from him, it went off. JalCom needed to teach better trigger discipline. 
 
    Once I had his rifle, the bloodletting began. Every security person in the building, and all the personnel JalCom’s management could call in from nearby, decided I needed to shoot them. I didn’t really want to, and I got tired of it by the time I reached the 18th floor. Because of this, I’m sure more of JalCom’s management survived than had been my original intention. Sue me. Most didn’t, and they would be a long time rebuilding their security force. When they armed and threw the maintenance force at me, I finally called it a night. I know some people who like slaughter for slaughter’s sake, but that wasn’t me. I finally tied some sheets together and went out a window, down two levels, then back in to elude them. 
 
    Sometimes, there’s just too much killing in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    By this point, the police force was working to surround the hotel. JalCom had to bring in somebody else, I guessed; they were out of security personnel. I raced down the stairs and out the kitchen door, only to run into two of the local police in full riot gear. As it turns out, you can hit people wearing helmets hard enough to knock them out. Sometimes you have to hit them twice. I’m sure the policemen would have concussions, but at least they’d be alive in the morning, so they had that going for them. I vaulted the wall again, although I was so tired I almost snagged the concertina wire on top and had to bend my knees to avoid it. 
 
    A quick sprint across the beach, and I was in the water. I don’t know how it hadn’t picked up a stray bullet or knife along the way, but my waterproof bag made a much better flotation device than some life preservers—I hadn’t thought to purge it of air, and no water in meant no air out—and it kept me from immediately going underwater to swim away. Happily, no one came to look in the water for some time, and by then, I was well offshore and had gotten the air out of the bag.  
 
    I rested for a bit, allowing the current to carry me down the beach, and the nanobots to close my wounds. I had picked up a number of cuts and holes during the various battles, and a couple of them would make impressive additions to my scar collection. I went past the giant Muelle de Puerto Colombia, but unfortunately my getaway vehicle—a giant tanker of some sort—wasn’t tied up to it. There were a couple of cargo ships, but no tankers of any size.  
 
    If I’d had time to plan the hit on JalCom, I would have researched when the right ships would be in port, their intended routes, and a number of other things. I would also have had a better overall plan for the evening, but the time constraint had kept me from planning, and it had almost gotten me killed. All for something that was off-mission and had forever more alienated me with JalCom. I leaned back and sighed; there was nothing I could do about it now.  
 
    Once I passed the pier, I made my way back to shore. I’d floated past the end of town, so I walked along the beach a bit until I found an access path that led away from the ocean. The path led to a neighborhood of five small houses. They weren’t much to look at, just adobe and brick with sheet metal roofs, but they represented shelter and what I needed most—food. After all the work my nanobots had done, I was starving! 
 
    Four of the houses looked lived in; the fifth looked like its owner had been gone a while. Not wanting to chance more fighting, I decided to start there. Like the rest of the houses, it had an outer door made of iron bars that, although they appeared to be painted white in the moonlight, looked like something from a prison cell. I focused, yanked with all my strength, and pulled the locking mechanism out of the brick. It wasn’t completely without noise, and I heard a dog start barking from a house nearby. 
 
    I knew I didn’t have much time, so I placed my palm on the door and pushed. The interior lock ripped off, and the door sprang open. The dog next door started barking louder, and a light went on. I quickly stepped inside, pulled the exterior door shut, and closed the inside door. From the window, I saw someone walk out of the house next door. He looked around, then flipped on a small flashlight. He glanced quickly around the neighborhood before going back inside. The dog had calmed down, so I guess he figured whatever had spooked the dog had left. 
 
    After a quick search of the house to determine if it was vacant—it was—I ransacked the cabinets in the kitchen. The house gave every indication that it was occupied, but that its owner had been gone a while. A light layer of dust covered everything, except where it had been disturbed by my passing. The cabinets yielded a variety of processed foods, which I ate until I was full, then I went to the bedroom and passed out. 
 
    It was nice to have a bed, for once, in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    I got up once the sun set the next day—it took a long time for my body to heal my wounds—then polished off the rest of the food in the cabinets. As prepared as I could be, I snuck out of the house and went back to the beach. Even though I was about a mile away, I could easily see the tanker that was now alongside the massive pier. I snuck along the inside edge of the jungle and approached to within a half-mile, where I stopped to observe. Although a pair of binoculars would have been helpful, my vision worked well enough for me to see what I needed.  
 
    Four ships were tied up to the pier, two on each side. In addition to the tanker, there were three cargo ships, all of which appeared to be loading or unloading. 
 
    Happily, security for the pier consisted of a permanent station at the end, where identification badges were checked, and a roving patrol that walked the nearly-mile-long length. I smiled. Due to the length of the pier, there were large gaps in coverage, which I would be able to exploit.  
 
    As far as tankers went, the one tied up to the pier was only a medium-sized products carrier; I doubted they needed the massive crude supertankers that once plied the ocean. Demand was probably a lot less now, and the Aframax-class tankers could get into a lot of ports the supertankers couldn’t. Even though the ship was fairly large, at over 700 feet in length, I knew its crew would be relatively small—probably around 25 officers and men. Almost all of the ship was devoted to oil storage, with engineering, bridge, and limited living spaces for the crew. 
 
    A number of ropes crossed from the pier to the ship—as well as the hoses they were using to fill it—and the ship’s anchor was down on the side away from the pier, just begging for an enterprising swimmer like me to scale it. I smiled again; this was going to be easy. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I was sitting at the captain’s desk in his stateroom when he walked in. He stopped and started to back out, but I waved him forward with my pistol. He frowned but came in and closed the door. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked as he turned toward me. His voice spoke volumes about what he thought of being held at gunpoint on his own ship.  
 
    I put the pistol in my holster. “Sorry about that,” I said. “I didn’t want you to run off until we had a talk.” I nodded to his bed. “Please, sit down.” 
 
    “And if I don’t want to?” 
 
    “Then you can stand,” I said with a shrug. “I don’t want to be a jerk, and I don’t intend to hurt you, but I do want to talk.” I smiled. “This might take a while.” 
 
    “You don’t intend to hurt me?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. “The way you word it, it doesn’t sound like it’s out of the question.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It is an unfortunate sign of the times,” I said. “Sometimes people get hurt these days.” 
 
    “Like last night at the headquarters building? I take it that was you? Where is the rest of your attack force?” 
 
    “Yes, that was me,” I said with a sigh. “There was no one else; it was just me.” 
 
    “Did you really need to kill all those people?” 
 
    “I thought so. I needed to make a point to JalCom’s corporate management.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I daresay you did. You wrote it in the blood of five separate corporate heads. ‘No more abuse of children.’” He chuckled again. “I don’t know what else you could have done to make it clearer, aside from killing all of them.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t have worked,” I said shaking my head. 
 
    “Killing them all? Why not?” 
 
    “If I killed them all, how would any of them have learned?” I shrugged. “Now, all of the survivors have memories of what happened—and what could possibly happen again—to help guide their decisions. Besides, they started throwing untrained people at me to try to stop me, and I just couldn’t take the slaughter anymore.” 
 
    “Sounded like they almost had you a couple of times.” 
 
    “There were a couple of times they were close,” I allowed. 
 
    “And now you’re here.” I nodded. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m hoping you’ll let me ride along when you leave. I would like to go to the United States—or what is left of it—without having to kill anyone else here. If they find me, I suspect that will be very difficult to accomplish.” 
 
    The captain snorted. “There’s the understatement of the year. They have a bounty on your head that is worth more than what any of the people around here would make in several lifetimes.” 
 
    I smiled sadly. “I’m sure it’s enough to make people do stupid things to attempt my capture; things that would get a lot of innocent people killed.” 
 
    “And you don’t want that.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You’re a complicated man, Mr.—” 
 
    “Let’s just call me Mr. Jones and be done with it, shall we?” 
 
    “You’re not JalCom; that’s obvious. Where did you come from, Mr. Jones?” 
 
    “Somewhere that no longer exists. I promised someone I would do something, and I need to do it, then I will be free to go about my own business.” 
 
    “Storming around the planet, righting wrongs, and tilting at windmills? Maybe next, you’ll speak of the pompatus of love?” 
 
    That elicited a smile from me. “No, I don’t think any of that will happen. I’m normally a pretty boring guy when left alone.” 
 
    “Until you feel the need to wipe out 200 or 300 people to make a point.” 
 
    “In all fairness, I didn’t plan to wipe out that many. I had to kill most of them because they were doing their damnedest to kill me.” 
 
    “You could have left any time you wanted.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I wasn’t finished with what I needed to do.” 
 
    “Are you finished now?” 
 
    “Are you asking if I intend to kill you and your crew?” The captain nodded. “I don’t want to, but I will defend myself. With whatever force is necessary.” I shrugged again. “If you take me north, I will leave without hurting a single member of your crew. I would like nothing more than to vanish.” 
 
    “You appeared from nowhere; I’m sure you could disappear again just as easily.” I nodded; it was something I was good at. “Why are we having this talk?” 
 
    “Like I said, I need to go to the United States. This ship is an easy way to get there. It would be relatively quick, and I wouldn’t have to kill anyone.” 
 
    “How can you be sure someone on my crew won’t figure out who you are and try to turn you in for the reward?” 
 
    “I’m counting on you to come up with a good cover story that will allow me to blend in. I will work for my passage. I’m easily stronger than any of your crew and can pull my weight.” 
 
    “Let me think about it. It would be better to not have you do anything that advertises you’re different or makes you stick out.” 
 
    “So you’ll let me come?” 
 
    The captain finally sat on the side of the bed, and his shoulders slumped. “Let me tell you a little story, Mr. Jones. A long time ago, I had three children. The corporate wars got all of them. Two were part of JalCom’s military; the other happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. My wife was killed in the latest exchange of pleasantries; she was shopping in Barranquilla when the bombs fell. I don’t have much to live for anymore, aside from trying to do what I can to help put this world back together.” 
 
    I started to say something, but he held up a hand and continued, “I’m as guilty as anyone, I suppose, although I hope you don’t decide to kill me. We all heard rumors about what some of the directors were doing—how some children went missing from time to time. I asked about it one time, and the chief of security showed up at my door. He made a lot of threats, and I decided it was easier to let it go and work on the edges, doing what I could to help those I could. I mean, the Board was doing good things most of the time—a little…nastiness…could be overlooked in the pursuit of the greater good, right? Besides, I don’t have the skills you do—I wouldn’t have been able to do much before they shot me down.” 
 
    He turned to me, and I could see a tear running down the side of his face. He wiped it away. “I am, however—or was—a parent,” he continued, “and if only half the rumors are true, then what you did was needed. I will get you out of here, under two conditions.” 
 
    “Which are?” 
 
    “First, no more killing, at least until we put you ashore. I have a feeling, based on what you said, that fulfilling your promise will require more killing.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said with a nod. “Assuming no one attacks me, I promise not to kill anyone. I will also attempt to disable, if possible, even if I am attacked. I can’t promise there won’t be deaths if that happens, though.” 
 
    “Granted,” he replied with a nod. 
 
    “And the second?” 
 
    “You never come back to Puerto Colombia, ever again.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    The captain stood and offered me his hand. “Welcome onboard Profit Motive.” 
 
    Sometimes people make good choices in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    I hid out in the captain’s cabin for the next four days as we crossed the Caribbean to Cancun, Mexico, subsisting on the fruit the captain brought back from the mess. I slept on a pad on the deck, slowing my body’s functions as much as possible so I wouldn’t need to eat a lot. Normally, I eat about double what someone my size would, so this was a substantial reduction. If he’d wanted to try to capture me, that would have been a good time; it would have taken me a little time to bring all of my systems out of hibernation. 
 
    Happily, he didn’t, and we reached Cancun without incident. I slipped off the ship and was waiting on the pier when the captain walked onto it in the morning. I flagged him down and said all the things he said to say, answered his questions the way he’d told me to, and then was hired on as a Profit Motive crewman. 
 
    A few of the crew resented him for hiring me for the trip to Bayou La Batre, but most were fine with it when they found out I wasn’t being paid, and they would still receive their full shares for the cruise. Two of the crew chose to express their displeasure with me one night in the crew’s quarters; they were considerably nicer when they got back from getting their noses set by the person who functioned as the corpsman.  
 
    When the captain asked me how their noses got broken, I feigned ignorance and suggested they had been fighting each other. He didn’t look like he believed me, but he let the lie stand as no one had actually been killed. 
 
    Everything went well in Veracruz and Tampico, and I was accepted by the crew after I helped pull in the hoses we used to offload part of our cargo. I didn’t use my full strength, and I made it look like I was straining, when I wasn’t, but I made it considerably easier on them. One of the two men who’d challenged me actually smiled and said he was sorry. I took that as a win. 
 
    Finally, though, we pulled up next to the oil terminal at Bayou La Batre, Alabama. I had hoped to stop in New Orleans, where there used to be a Teledyne office, but apparently the city had taken a number of nukes in the war and was a mess. I doubted the city had been completely wiped out, but we weren’t stopping there. 
 
    The oil terminal was just inside Isle Aux Herbes. Calling it an island was a disgrace to real islands everywhere; the landmass was nothing more than a mud flat that rose slightly above sea level. Looking toward the town from the oil terminal about 1,500 feet offshore, there wasn’t much to see. There was a small port—empty of ships—but that was it. 
 
    Extremely unimpressive. 
 
    “That’s it?” I asked the worker I was helping horse the last connecting hose into position. “That’s all there is?” 
 
    “What?” he asked with a grunt as we finally got it connected. “The hose?” 
 
    He looked up, and I nodded toward shore. “No, the town. That’s all that’s here?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” He turned the valve to start the oil flowing, and I realized I’d plumbed the depths of his knowledge. Unfortunately, it wasn’t anything more than a puddle. 
 
    I went in search of the captain, who I found on the bridge.  
 
    “Get off my bridge!” he ordered with a look of distaste. 
 
    I looked down and smiled wryly. The coveralls I’d been given had gotten pretty trashed connecting the hoses. “I’d be happy to,” I replied. “Can you confirm that’s Bayou La Batre?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied, tapping his foot. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like much,” I replied. 
 
    “I’m not your tour guide. I said I’d bring you here; I have. Now, get off the bridge.” 
 
    His attitude was beginning to grate, but I assumed killing him would violate our agreement, so I let it go. “Last question. How do I get ashore?” 
 
    “You could jump off and swim,” the captain said with a smile, then he pointed out the window at a boat that was approaching and added with a wry smile, “or you could wait until they come to pay us.” 
 
    I nodded once, thanked him for the ride, and left the bridge. I walked down to the ship’s ladder, where I could see the crew tying the boat up to the tanker under the watchful eyes of the ship’s executive officer. Four crates came over from the boat, and I helped bring them aboard. Based on their weight—they were heavy, even for me—I guessed they were full of gold.  
 
    When the two men from Bayou La Batre finished their negotiations with the executive officer, I caught his eye. 
 
    “We also have one person that would like to go ashore here,” he said, nodding to me. “He won’t be coming back aboard.” 
 
    Both of the newcomers turned and stared at me for a few seconds. “You’re planning on staying in Bayou La Batre?” one of them asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope; just passing through. I need to go to New Orleans.” 
 
    Both of the men looked at me as if I’d just grown a second head. “What do you want in New Orleans?” the same man asked. “Ain’t nothing there going on that’s any good. We hear stories from the refugees; it’s grim there.” 
 
    “I’m sure it is,” I replied. “Still, I need to go. I have family there that I would like to take back to the west coast.” 
 
    “I heard most of the west coast is gone,” the second man noted. “Where is it you’re heading?” 
 
    “Pacific northwest. Even though the big cities are gone, there are still some small ones that are functional. No radiation there, either.” 
 
    “That, at least, makes sense,” the first man said. “So you’re just passing through Bayou La Batre? Will you be spending the night?” 
 
    “I would like to spend the night, then get started first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Got any money?” 
 
    “You mean like dollar bills?” I asked. “Umm, no. I’m fresh out.” 
 
    “No, I mean like gold or silver. Barter items would be okay, too. The law still holds in Bayou La Batre, and Sheriff Winston tends to settle things permanently for issues of theft and violence to persons.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not looking to cause any trouble, so I’ll just pass through and won’t spend the night.” 
 
    “I’ll pay for his stay,” the captain said as he walked up. He handed the first man a small bag. “This should pay for the night and a meal or two. If there’s anything left over, you can give it back to me on our next run.” 
 
    “Thanks, Captain,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “You’re welcome. I couldn’t have you working for free, and you certainly did your share while you were aboard. Now get the hell off.” He winked, then he turned and walked back toward the bridge. 
 
    It turns out that gratitude still exists in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    The men asked me a bunch of questions as we motored back to the town. Generally, I tried to avoid them as they were personal and regarded things I didn’t want to talk about until I knew how things sat in Bayou La Batre. Although the town was pretty close to the dividing line between Obsidian and Teledyne, it was solidly in Obsidian territory, and I didn’t know if there would be any lingering animosity toward me. Better to not discuss any of that than to have a bunch of pistols pointed at me. 
 
    We passed the boat basin and went up the little river to the actual town. On the way, we passed a number of small shipyards and boat builders working on a variety of craft from tugs to trawlers to small cargo carriers. Not only were there facilities ashore, there were also several fairly large dry docks. My eyes opened a little wider in surprise—I had no idea Bayou La Batre was a place to get ships built, and I definitely wouldn’t have expected it to still be engaged in shipbuilding after the war. 
 
    After the shipbuilding facilities, we passed three big seafood processing plants, then finally arrived at the town. Before the war, it was probably a pleasant little town, with several buildings on a little inlet that were probably restaurants on the riverfront. Although they had let in some refugees, the men with me had said the town’s population was still below 5,000, which made feeding them, while hard, possible. The town had a small refinery, and it was trading petroleum products with a couple of other towns up the coast to get additional food. Between that and their indigenous trawler fleet, they were doing okay. Looking at the men, I didn’t think they were overfed, but they didn’t appear malnourished. 
 
    As long as the oil continued to flow. If something were to stop the JalCom supply, like someone blowing up the Puerto Colombia pier or sinking a ship or two alongside it—two things I had considered—things would go quickly from bad to awful. I hadn’t really thought about how those things would have disrupted life in other places, and I was pretty glad I hadn’t done them to prove my point.  
 
    I was still feeling pretty good about my decision-making skills as we pulled up to the bulkhead alongside one of the buildings. Two men caught our ropes and pulled us in, while another man stood and watched with his hands on his hips. I could see the large man was armed, although he kept his pistol in a holster. He looked like a man you would cross at your own peril, from the top of his cowboy hat to the tips of his boots. He was wearing some sort of knockoff Obsidian sheriff’s uniform, which got my cockles up, and I took a deep breath to relax. 
 
    “I see you brought someone back,” the sheriff said to the first man. “Is he planning on staying?” 
 
    “Hi, Sheriff,” the man replied. “No, he’s just passing through. The captain of the tanker vouched for him and payed for his room and board.” 
 
    “Did he now?” the sheriff replied. He turned to look me up and down. “I’m Sheriff Winston. Am I going to have any problems with you?” 
 
    “No you won’t, Sheriff,” I replied with a smile.  
 
    “Good,” he said and stalked off. 
 
    “Friendly guy,” I muttered to one of the men. 
 
    He chuckled. “That’s his good side, too.” 
 
    “And you don’t want to see his bad side,” the other man added. 
 
    I nodded. And he doesn’t want to see mine. 
 
    I smiled at the men who’d brought me ashore. “So where does someone get a room around here?” 
 
    Everyone has their dark side in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I set off early the next morning, having had a great dinner and breakfast, and the first night’s sleep in a long time where I didn’t have to worry about something bad happening in the middle of it. Both meals were seafood, but they were good, nonetheless. 
 
    One of the men who had brought me ashore was waiting for me when I came out of the house I’d stayed in. “Are you here to show me the way out of town?” I asked. “Thanks,” I added when he nodded. 
 
    He gave me a wry smile. “My pleasure. ‘Course, the sheriff ordered me to, so don’t get too effusive with your thanks.” 
 
    We walked a mile north until we came to a barricade blocking the road. Two men and two women manned the barrier, and all of them were armed with rifles. I also identified a couple of others in camouflaged hides in the woods on both sides of the road. The sheriff was talking to a couple of the people at the barricade, but he walked over to us as we approached.  
 
    “I’m leaving, like I said I would,” I said. “What’s the best way to New Orleans?” 
 
    “Are you armed?” the sheriff asked. 
 
    I pulled out my pistol. “I am.” 
 
    “You’re a brave man to go out into the wilds armed only with a pistol,” he remarked. “Beyond this barricade, there aren’t any laws, and you only own what you can protect.” He shook his head. “That’s likely to include your life.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Sheriff,” I replied. “I’m tougher than I look.” 
 
    He gave me a hard look. “You look pretty tough.” He shrugged. “Still, my advice would be to acquire a rifle as soon as you can. To get to New Orleans, take Highway 188 to U.S. 90 to I-10 and walk for about three days. When the sand becomes glass, you’re there. Best of luck.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied. I nodded once to him and set out. If there was one thing I was sure of, it was that it wouldn’t take me three days—his advice about “acquiring” a rifle went double for acquiring a car. Why be there in three days when you could be there in two hours? 
 
    As it was only about a quarter-mile to the turn onto Highway 188, and totally within their view, I decided to take the time to stretch my legs, so I walked normally until I got to the intersection and turned left. Once they couldn’t see me anymore, though, I picked up the pace to a light jog. I could keep that up most of the day, if needed, without using any of my special abilities. The road went through the countryside, with small neighborhoods on both sides. I could see faces in the windows of the houses near the road, and in some places, people sat in rocking chairs on their porches. All appeared to have rifles; it wasn’t going to be hard to acquire one once I was ready. 
 
    It took a little longer than I would have thought for the first person to shoot at me. I passed a neighborhood of small, ranch-style houses, with a six-foot-tall wooden fence separating them from the road. I don’t know why the man shot at me—it could have been anything from robbery to cannibalism. I saw the rifle barrel poke out of the window, and when he fired, I triggered my body into high gear and heard the round go behind me. 
 
    Before he could fire again, I had leaped the fence—in stride—and crossed the intervening distance to his house. He tried to turn the barrel toward me, but I ripped the rifle from his hands and butt-stroked him with it across the bridge of his nose. He fell backward, so I set the rifle against the house and dove through the window. He was just regaining his balance when I stood up in front of him and punched him in the throat, crushing his windpipe into his spine. His eyes bulged as he fell backward, trying to breathe. I looked down at him as he gasped, then felt pity and broke his neck. I was only going to steal a rifle and a car, but he tried to shoot me, so all bets were off.  
 
    I reached outside and grabbed the rifle, set it inside where it wouldn’t disappear, and pulled out my pistol. A quick search of his house determined there was no one else there, and that the house was completely devoid of food. So, he’d probably been trying to kill me for food. I shrugged—had I known that, I probably wouldn’t have been merciful. 
 
    I found the keys to the red pickup truck in the driveway, which I checked out from a window, as I surveyed the houses around me. I didn’t see any movement, but the window was open at the house next door. I watched it for a few moments, and finally saw movement inside.  
 
    I threw open the front door and called out from behind the doorjamb, “You, in the green house. I’m going to come out and drive off in the red truck. If you let me go, you can have your neighbor and everything in this house.” There wasn’t much, but he didn’t need to know that. “If you try to shoot me, you’re going to be a long time dying. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    When there was no reply for ten seconds, I asked again, “Do we have a deal?” 
 
    “Yes,” a weak voice replied. 
 
    “You’re not going to shoot?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I picked up the rifle and box of ammo the man had, then I used the remote to unlock the truck’s door—only the driver’s side; I didn’t want someone coming out of the green house and racing me to the truck—then I dumped the rest of my adrenaline and sprinted from the house. The truck seemed to start in slow motion, and I could count the individual cylinders firing, but then the motor caught, and I roared off. The neighbor didn’t wait long—as soon as I cleared the driveway, he sprinted across the yard and ran into the house. The man looked thin and feral; I didn’t want to think about what he wanted most.  
 
    I had what I wanted, and I no longer had to walk through this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The truck had half a tank of gas, and I had no idea why its previous owner hadn’t gone in search of food. All I could figure was that despair had won out in the end—he hadn’t known where to go, so he had gone nowhere. That seemed like a stupid way of thinking, but then again, I was trained to find solutions to problems that didn’t have any, which was why I was now driving his truck to New Orleans, and he was…well, I didn’t want to think about that. 
 
    It was only about six miles to where Highway 188 dead-ended into Highway 90 at a T-intersection. The combination gas station and convenience store across the street had seen better days—all the windows had been shot out, and there didn’t appear to be anything left on the shelves inside. It looked like a trap. I had plenty of gas to make it to New Orleans, so I didn’t bother stopping. 
 
    After another couple of miles, Highway 90 came to parallel the interstate as I crossed into Mississippi, about 150 feet away, beyond a small stretch of what had once been farmland but was now an overgrown tangle. There was also a small barbed-wire fence in between, but someone had already knocked it down, so I rumbled across the field and onto the interstate. I drove down the eastbound lanes, heading west, for a little while, just because I could. My last trip on a major U.S. highway—when I had played bumper cars on my motorcycle—seemed like forever ago, although it was just a few months. I shook my head. Time flies when you’re having suck, just like when you’re having fun. You spend so much time trying to stay alive, you don’t have time to stop and smell the roses or notice its passage. 
 
    Pascagoula and Biloxi went by without me seeing a soul. There were a couple of places where people had set up roadblocks, but they had been abandoned. I guess it wasn’t worth wasting time on a roadblock when there was absolutely no traffic on the road. The biggest roadblock was near Highway 49, just past Biloxi. About 10 cars were sitting near the barricade—all with bullet holes in them—and the road was completely blocked off in both directions, but there weren’t any signs that the barricade had been in operation for a while. 
 
    I finally found civilization again as I crossed the Old Pearl River, headed into Slidell, Louisiana. I had just crossed the apex of the bridge when I saw the roadblock at the end of the bridge. I stopped and put the car in park until I could determine what was going on, then my eyebrows went up—this checkpoint was manned. Interesting. Several cars had been used to block the end of the bridge, and it didn’t appear I’d be able to slam my way through without significantly damaging my car. The confines of the bridge only gave me two choices—turn around or go forward. Movement in my rearview mirror caught my eye; a semi-truck was slowly approaching from behind, blocking both lanes as it drove down the middle of the road. 
 
    I smiled. It was an elegant trap. There was only one choice then—forward. I put the car back into drive and eased my way down to the barricade. A man came out from behind the cars and put up a hand, directing me to stop. Despite the urge to gun it through him, I slowed to a stop and got out.  
 
    The man walked up to me. He was tall and thin, but didn’t appear to be underfed. He had long hair and a beard and looked generally ragged. I could see several other men behind the cars; all had the same unkempt look about them, as well as a strip of blue cloth tied around their right arms. 
 
    “Hi,” I said as he approached. “Is the road closed or something?” 
 
    “Depends,” he said, eyeing me and then the truck. 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “What’s your business in The Dell?” 
 
    “Just that. It’s my business.” 
 
    “Ain’t nothing yours in The Dell. It all belongs to the Caretaker. Once you cross this bridge, it’s all the Caretaker’s. You, the truck, everything.” 
 
    “I haven’t crossed the bridge yet,” I noted, already growing tired of the game. 
 
    “Close enough.” He nodded to the truck. “If you have enough good stuff in there for the Caretaker, we may let you live.” The three men behind the barricade leveled their rifles at me across the hoods and trunks of the cars they were hiding behind. “So…whatcha got?” 
 
    “For you? Nothing.” I reached over and shut the driver’s door.  
 
    An evil smile crossed the man’s face. “Oh, we’s gonna have some fun with you.” 
 
    I gave him the same smile to show I wasn’t impressed. “Who’s this Caretaker, and where do I find him?” 
 
    “You don’t find him. He finds you.” 
 
    “Okay. So, if I stand right here, how long will it take him to find me?” 
 
    “Never, ‘cause you’re gonna be dead.” 
 
    He started to draw his pistol, but I was a lot faster, even before the boost kicked in. I shot him once in passing as I raced toward the roadblock. In the time it took the three men to take the safeties off their rifles, I had vaulted over the closest car and shot the man hiding behind it. Before they could turn around to track me, the other two were dead, too. 
 
    The gunfire wasn’t lost on the semi driver, who gunned his engine and charged toward us. The semi had a plow blade mounted on the front of it, and the driver crashed through my truck, slamming it up against the concrete railing. He continued to up-shift as he raced toward the barricade, and I fired several times at him as he accelerated. Finally, I dove to the side as he crashed through the blockade in a spray of metal and glass. The impact slowed the truck down, so I jumped up, sprinted to the semi, and ripped open the driver’s door. I was still moving faster than normal people, and he slowly turned in his seat as I whipped up my pistol and shot him through the head. I jumped back down as the truck—still in gear—rolled off the road and into the trees alongside it, then I walked back to the barricade. 
 
    As expected, all the men at the roadblock were dead, and the cars were all trashed. My truck was in similar shape; it was probably drivable, but it looked like hell. I took the blue armband from the guy who had stopped me and wrapped it around my right arm. It may not make me one of “them,” but it might at least make one or two of them pause long enough to give me an advantage. I also picked up all of their weapons as I was down to the last magazine for my pistol. 
 
    I shook my head as I looked at the truck—I’d really grown to like it in the short time I’d had it. Maybe not as much as the yacht—which was pretty damn nice—but enough to miss it. I sighed and went to the semi, tossed the driver overboard, and took his seat, trying to ignore the blood in the interior. If I’d known I was going to have to use the semi, I probably would have killed the driver some other way. 
 
    Putting it into gear, I backed up onto the highway, then stopped to grab anything of value from the roadblock. There wasn’t much besides the weapons, but there was a little food, including a bag of potato chips. That made destroying the roadblock worthwhile all on its own; I hadn’t had potato chips in forever, and my blood stream immediately began clamoring for all of the grease and preservatives the tiny bag held. 
 
    Munching happily, I drove off toward downtown Slidell. 
 
    It’s the little things that make life worth living in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    There never was any doubt in my mind where to go; I headed straight for the Teledyne building in what functioned as “downtown” Slidell. Or, “The Dell,” as I guess the inhabitants were calling it now. The roads were clogged with broken down and burned-out vehicles, which I avoided when I could and pushed off to the side when I couldn’t.  
 
    After crashing into the first one, I determined that slamming into a car at full speed was too much like being in an auto accident for my taste. After that, I did it at low speed and just pushed them to the side. That resulted in fewer bruises and internal injuries for my nanobots to fix. 
 
    There wasn’t much to The Dell, at least as far as “city” went. More a suburb for the people who worked in New Orleans before the war, it was neighborhood and shopping mall after neighborhood and shopping mall; middle America at its one-time finest. Now the neighborhoods were in shambles and the shopping malls looted and burned.  
 
    The Dell looked like Dante’s Sixth Circle of Hell, where everyone was condemned to an eternity in flaming tombs. The flames might have gone out, but the broken tombs remained. The city might have been impressive once upon a time, but that was probably a couple of centuries past. Even without a nuclear war and the collapse of civilization, I could still see that living here would have been…grim. Even the main roads looked like they hadn’t been maintained in years. 
 
    Things got better as I approached the one tall building in The Dell, which had been my destination all along. Teledyne’s auxiliary headquarters. I’d been here once before and knew where to find it—in the only good section of town. Why was it good? Because we’d bought a three-block area, centered on the former courthouse, and had leveled everything. Then we’d built the headquarters and the other nice eateries and shops for the workers to go to during their breaks and after their shifts. Before they had to drive to their shitty little homes in the other parts of this shitty little town.  
 
    The auxiliary headquarters was where we met with people who didn’t want the “big city” of New Orleans. It wasn’t a “real” HQ, as much as a place to entertain bigwigs from outside the local area. As such, it had been spared the nuclear hammer—or maybe there hadn’t been enough nukes to send one its way. I wasn’t sure sparing it was such a good thing—just driving through The Dell again was depressing. A good nuking might have improved the town’s property values. 
 
    I reached the good part of town and wasn’t surprised to see all the ways into and out of it controlled by people with blue armbands. Everyone inside the area seemed to have them on, as well. I began seeing them several blocks away from the Teledyne zone of control, and I had to wonder at the power of those little blue armbands—people were walking down the street as if they had nothing to fear. Whereas people everywhere else in America—with the notable exception of Bayou La Batre—seemed to be hiding out and fearful of their fellow man, the people with the blue armbands walked out in the open as if daring criminals to attack them. 
 
    They all gave me strange looks, and I knew I needed to ditch the semi. As the only person on the road, I stuck out. A lot. I found a back road with a number of other junkers and parked the truck. I locked it and took the keys with me, in case I needed a low-speed getaway vehicle. I brought two pistols and two additional magazines with me, but had to leave the rifles in the truck as I hadn’t seen anyone on the streets with them. 
 
    I walked back out to the main road as if I belonged there, which I guess I did, at least as much as anyone else. I tried to watch people’s reactions when they came across each other so I could mirror them. It seemed like all that was needed was a small nod. I tried it, and it seemed to work, so I headed in the direction of the auxiliary headquarters. 
 
    I made it to the entrance of the building, but I was stopped by two thug-looking individuals as I reached for the door. “Where are you going?” one of them asked. 
 
    “Inside,” I replied. 
 
    “We don’t know you,” the second thug said.  
 
    “I’m from out of town,” I replied. “I have a meeting with the Caretaker.” 
 
    “No one told us you were coming,” the first thug said. 
 
    I smiled. “Maybe it got lost in the mail.” 
 
    “And maybe you ain’t got no invitation,” the second thug said. 
 
    “Look, this is still Teledyne, right?” I asked, growing tired of dealing with the flunkies. 
 
    “Not no more,” the second thug said. “This is now the Caretaker’s digs.” 
 
    “And I told you, I’m on my way to see him. Perhaps you’d like to take me to him?” 
 
    “No appointment means you don’t see the Caretaker,” the second thug said. 
 
    “Do either of you know what a Specialist is?” 
 
    The second thug’s eyes glazed over as he contemplated it, but the first one asked, “You mean, like a podiatrist?” 
 
    “What’s that?” the second thug asked. 
 
    “A foot doctor. I used to have foot problems.” 
 
    I smiled. “Let me guess. You guys were hired after the war. That’s fine, but here’s the deal. I worked for Teledyne, and I have special skills and training. I could kill both of you if I wanted.” I looked at the first thug. “You seem like a smart guy. I don’t want to kill you, and I don’t want to have to throw your partner through the glass door. There’s really no reason for anyone to get hurt. How about you send a message up to the Caretaker letting him know the Specialist is here.” 
 
    “So, you’re a tough guy, eh?” the second thug answered before the first could speak. “You wanna dance?” 
 
    “No, I’d like to talk to the Caretaker.” 
 
    “And I said, ‘No.’” 
 
    “Then I guess we dance.” 
 
    The second thug didn’t say anything else, he just swung at me. I leaned back, and the punch went past, then I slapped his fist, spinning him around. I grabbed him by the collar and the belt, picked him up, and threw him through the plate glass door. 
 
    I spun and found his partner pulling a pistol from his belt. I grabbed his wrist and turned it so the pistol was pointing back at him and pulled the trigger. I took the pistol with my other hand as he fell backward.  
 
    Turning, I strode through the hole in the door as the thug got to his hands and knees. A bullet to the back of his head put him back down.  
 
    I jogged over to the stairwell and raced up the stairs, with visions of Puerto Colombia in my head. I missed elevators. I reached the top—the 10th floor—without having to boost; I wanted to save that until it was necessary. I pulled open the door, then dodged to the side as a number of people—I think four—arrayed in front of the door began firing with automatic rifles. 
 
    At least two ricochets hit me, one of which almost hit me in the groin. Tired of playing around, I boosted. I ripped the door—what was left of it—off its hinges and threw it at the men. There were actually five. They tried to dive to the side, but the door still hit the middle three. 
 
    I raced forward, drawing both of my pistols, and shot the one on the right. I also shot the next one, then one of the men I’d hit with the door threw it back at me. He may not have had boost, but he was obviously as strong as I was, which meant he’d spent some time in the labs, too. 
 
    I ducked the door and shot him twice, and he fell backward, then I took a hit in the left arm. I threw myself to the right and fired back at the other man I’d missed with the door. He dove behind a couch as the last man charged me. He lunged at me with his arms outstretched, reaching for my throat, but I was able to get my legs underneath him. I pushed up and flung him head over heels into the wall. He slid down and landed on his head. 
 
    The man behind the couch popped up, and I shot at him a couple of times. He ducked back behind the furniture, and I raced forward and slammed into it. The sofa flipped over backward onto him, and I rolled off. He threw the couch off, but lost his rifle in the process. I shot him in the head while he looked for it. 
 
    I stood and spun and found the guy who’d crashed into the wall picking himself up. The guy with two rounds in his chest was also making an effort to rise; another round to the head finished him. I took aim at the last guy— 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” a man’s voice said. 
 
    Recognizing the voice, I turned toward the hallway that jutted off from the main lobby. 
 
    “Hi, Rinardi,” the man said, holding his hands up so I wouldn’t shoot him. “I wondered if there were any more of us around.” 
 
    I aimed both of my pistols at the man anyway. 
 
    “Tut, tut,” he said, waggling a finger at me. “Don’t waste the bullet; you know I’ll only dodge it.” He smiled and walked toward me, and I let my hands fall to my sides. 
 
    I sighed and came down from the boost as Chamberlain gave me a big man-hug. “Stop,” I said, pushing him back. “I’m hit, and you’re squeezing the blood from me.” 
 
    He slapped me on the shoulder. “Always the funny guy, eh Rinardi? Come on into my office, and let’s catch up.” He turned and walked down the hallway to the ornate door at the end. 
 
    “Sure,” I muttered as I holstered my pistols and followed him. 
 
    It’s important to know your enemies in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chamberlain walked into the director’s office and sat down behind the big mahogany desk. He smiled at me when I stopped in the doorway, then he indicated the chairs in front of it. “Have a seat, and let’s chat.” 
 
    “I’m shot,” I said, pointing at the blood dripping from my arm. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be such a baby.” He reached into a drawer and pulled out a first aid kit. “You always were one for drama and hyperbole.” He tossed me the kit. “Wrap it up. We both know you’ll be fine in a few minutes.” 
 
    I looked at the kit where it had fallen on the floor and sighed, still not ready to deal with Chamberlain.  
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” he said. He pulled a couple of energy bars out of his desk and tossed them at my feet next to the first aid kit. “Sit down before you fall down, would you?” 
 
    I sighed again, scooped up all the stuff, and sat in the indicated chair.  
 
    “Was that so hard?” he asked. 
 
    “A little,” I muttered as I began treating my wounds. Only the one in my arm was significant; the ricochet wounds and other abrasions I’d picked up in the fight were already healing. The energy bars would help, of course, as he’d known they would. He waited for me to finish with the gunshot wound, though he sighed once when he saw I was stalling. 
 
    I finally sighed, as well, and looked up at him. “So. Caretaker, huh?” 
 
    He smiled. “Sure, why not? Who else is going to preside over this empire? As near as I can tell, this three-block square represents the only civilization within several hundred miles.” 
 
    “True,” I said with a nod. “At least as far as I’ve seen.” I didn’t tell him about Bayou La Batre, which was only 100 miles away. The less he knew, the longer that town would survive. “So who are you caretaker for? Doesn’t that name imply there’s someone coming you’ll yield to?” 
 
    “I’m the caretaker for my son, of course, who will rule after me. Let’s face it; is there anyone better able to rule now besides you and me? Corporate management already proved they couldn’t do it. I’ll take you to the edge of New Orleans sometime, and you can see how well they did with the planet. This new world needs men—strong men—to put it back together again. You and I are the only people strong enough to do it. Look at you—you just bested five augmented people and only got shot once. In a few hours, no one will even be able to tell you were shot. Before too long, people will look at you as having some sort of ‘magical abilities.’ You’ll be seen as a god.” 
 
    “So, you’re willing to let civilization slide back to the Stone Age, so you can rule it with an iron fist?” 
 
    “If that’s what it takes.” He looked like he wanted to be proud of it—and would have lorded it over his minions—but he knew I went by higher standards. 
 
    “Okay, you’re the Caretaker. In the last few months—or however long it’s been since you took over—what have you done as the Caretaker of Civilization?” 
 
    “I’ve restored the rule of law.” 
 
    I could feel one of my eyebrows rise. “Really? Whose law? Yours?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, to start with. We had to get control of the city before we could re-implement all the laws that used to exist.” 
 
    “Hmmm…sounds like what all tyrants say. How many of those laws have you actually re-implemented? How are you going to feed the people through the winter—have you had anyone go out and restart the farms? What about fishing or shrimping? Can boats get down the river?” 
 
    He looked out the window and mumbled something. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked. “I couldn’t hear you.” 
 
    “You heard me just fine.” I had, but I wouldn’t admit it. “I said, all the trawlers fled.” 
 
    “You probably took all their catch as Caretaker, and they realized the only way their families would eat was if they left and went somewhere else, right?” 
 
    “Maybe…” he muttered. He turned back toward me. “See, that’s why I need you. You’re good with these things. You would make a good resource director. You could be my advisor and help me rule.” His voice sounded plaintive, but I knew he didn’t really mean it. He cared about other people’s feelings about as much as he cared about whether China still existed. A little bit, because he might want to exploit it at some point down the road, but other than that, not at all. 
 
    He was, in fact, the only sociopath I knew, and the person I thought least capable of ruling well in these times. While he certainly was strong enough—he was the only person I would admit was physically stronger than I—he lacked a conscience. He would do whatever he wanted, regardless of the cost in human misery. Somehow he’d kept this secret from the top corporate leaders until it was too late for them to do anything about him. 
 
    Alternately, maybe they’d known about his proclivities all along, and they’d liked what that meant he could—or would—do for them. In a word, anything. Blow up an elementary school? No problem. Eviscerate a group of nuns and make it look like the work of Obsidian? Sure thing. Flood the Yangtze and drown millions of people? Absolutely. And he’d slept soundly that night. 
 
    Yeah, I’d pretty much have done most of those things, too, if corporate had demanded it, but I’d at least have felt badly about it. Some. 
 
    Chamberlain? Never. He liked to keep count of the people he killed as if it were some kind of contest. After blowing the Yangtze River dam, he had a morte count that no one could top, and he liked to hold that over the rest of us Specialists as to why he was “best.” And it was true—he’d killed more people than anyone else living, except, of course, whatever moron had started the nuclear exchange. I almost wished I could claim that and hold it over him. But I couldn’t. 
 
    “So, what do you say?” he asked when I didn’t reply. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    He gave me his best smile, which I knew was full of shit. “Stay here and rule with me.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Sure you can. That’s why you came, isn’t it? Tell me honestly—who did you think was sitting in this office?” 
 
    I looked down at the floor, sighed, then back up at him. He had me. “I knew it would be you,” I admitted, causing his smile to swell even larger. “There’s no one else it could have been. The arrogance, the brutality…those are your hallmarks.” The smile fled his face as he remembered why he didn’t like working with me; I was the only one strong enough to tell him the truth. He liked being sucked up to and having his ego stroked; I refused to do it. 
 
    “So why are you here then?” he asked. “You didn’t think you could come and talk me out of—” he stopped and stood up as he had a thought. “You didn’t think you could come and stop me did you? Did you come here to take me on?” 
 
    “No, no,” I said, waving him back to his seat. “I’m not here to stop you. I’m not sure I could, even if I wanted to.”  
 
    That brought the smile back to his face. “Then why are you here?” 
 
    “I’m here because I was at the corporate headquarters when the bombs started falling. The Chairman, himself, tasked me with a last mission, which I am currently working to fulfill.” 
 
    “And what is that? Kill me and get rid of the evidence?” 
 
    “No, don’t be an ass,” I said. “He wanted me to take out a group of Obsidian leaders that we didn’t have a missile for in Philadelphia. My final mission is to kill them, and then I am free. I can do what I want and never have to report back.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Who exactly would you report to? Me? There aren’t any more Teledyne directors around.”  
 
    I shrugged. “It’s not so much a matter of reporting, but of completing the mission I was tasked with.” We both knew of the conditioning program that made it hard—really hard—for us to not fulfill a mission we were tasked with. It would eat away at us until we finally went and completed the mission. We might have avoided it for a while, but it eventually became a mental imperative that affected everything we did. Or drove us crazy in the end. 
 
    “Sucks to be you, Rinardi,” he replied. “I got off free. I don’t have a corporate geas that I’m under. For the first time in a long time, I can do what I want, and be who I want to be.”  
 
    Now that was a scary thought.  
 
    “So, why are you here, then? Why aren’t you off handling your mission?” At least that got him off his co-rule kick. He knew I’d have to finish the mission. I couldn’t help it. 
 
    “Well, I’m about out of supplies, and I was hoping the Teledyne office here—whatever was left of it, anyway—would help re-supply me. When I figured out that you were in charge, I thought maybe you’d come with me to complete the mission.” 
 
    “Ooh,” Chamberlain cooed like a mother would to a baby, “does little Joe Rinardi need help with his mission? Is he not able to do it all by himself?” 
 
    I rolled my shoulders, trying not to get pissed off at him. I’d known he wouldn’t come along without giving me at least a little shit. “I don’t know; I thought you might come along for old-time’s sake. You know? Maybe one last mission together?” 
 
    “Hah! Screw you, Rinardi. Why would I want to do that, when I have a perfect life here? I’m king, and it’s fucking awesome to be king. Philadelphia is a long-ass way from here, through God-only-knows what kind of lawlessness. Why would I want to go with you?” 
 
    I played my final card. “Because if you do, I will come back here and rule with you.” It wasn’t what I wanted to do—I didn’t want to be anywhere near Chamberlains’s psychoses—but if that’s the price I had to pay to get my freedom, I would pay it. I would pay anything to be free. And maybe if I ruled with him, I could guide him away from some of his worst choices and make life for the people under him better. Between us, we could rule effectively, and maybe bring back some of the civilization we had lost. 
 
    I don’t know what I was expecting, but laughter wasn’t it. Chamberlain laughed and laughed and laughed. He laughed until there were tears streaming down his face. Then he laughed some more while holding his side. I tried to hold onto my temper, but it became extremely difficult. 
 
    “What is so damn funny?” I finally asked when I couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    “You are,” he said. “It’s pathetic to see you do the one thing you swore you’d never do—ask for my help—to get free of Teledyne. All those times you made fun of me. All those times you looked down on me and tried to make it look like you were better than me. All those times you turned your nose up. Still—you’re no better than me! And the best part is, you’re going to do what someone told you to—and be faithful to him—and he has been dead for months! You can’t stop yourself, and it’s hilarious to watch. You’re no better than me, and it’s finally hit you. Am I going to help you? Fuck no, I’m not going to help you. And when you fail and come back and ask for my help again, I’m going to tell you to get fucked again, and I’m going to laugh at you some more. You want to know what I’m laughing at? I’m laughing at you!” 
 
    A red glaze came over my vision, and I would have killed him right then, but the geas wouldn’t let me; it forced me to sit there and absorb the abuse, because I didn’t know that I really could kill him. Odds were, he would kill me, and the mission would go unfinished, because there was no one else who would do it. Chamberlain could do it, but he wouldn’t. And looking in his eyes, I knew he wouldn’t help me, because he had no feelings for me, just like he had no conscience or feelings for anyone else in the world. I stood up, dropping the first aid kit and the empty wrappers, turned, and walked out of the office. His laughter echoed along the hallway, loud to my sensitive hearing, but there was nothing I could do about it. Every fiber of my being wanted to kill the fucker…but the geas wouldn’t let me. 
 
    I walked down the steps, seething with every step I took. Although hard at first, it got easier and easier with each step as I got closer to proceeding with my mission. The red glaze over my eyes, though, didn’t go away as I walked down the nine flights of steps to the lobby. 
 
    The prohibition on killing, however, didn’t extend to Chamberlain’s minions, even if they had been modified, and I wiped out every one of them who had gathered in the lobby, as well as the ones who tried to stop me as I walked back to my semi. I have no idea how many there were, but I had an armload of rifles when I reached it. My pockets were full of pistols, magazines, and knives, and my body was a mass of cuts, bruises, and holes. 
 
    I had just enough energy to drive out of town and find a suitable exit before the blackness came to claim me in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tap, tap, tap!  
 
    “Hey, Mister! Are you okay?” 
 
    Tap, tap, tap!  
 
    “Hey, Mister! Are you okay?” 
 
    “Billy, what are you doing?” 
 
    “I found someone. There’s an awful lot of blood, though. I think he’s dead.” 
 
    “What?! Get away from there! Let me see.” A long pause. “Mon Dieu!” 
 
    “Is he dead, Mama?” 
 
    “He must be.” A sigh, and then the door opened. “Let’s see what he had of value.” 
 
    I was able to crack one eye open, and I saw an arm going past me. I grabbed it and was rewarded with a scream. The woman began clawing me with her other hand, and I had to grab it to get her to stop. She didn’t stop screaming, though, and the boy began screaming, too. The piercing shrieks of mother and son were enough to make me want to pass out again. But I knew I couldn’t; it wasn’t safe. 
 
    “Stop,” I said, although it came out as a whisper. “Please.” 
 
    She stopped screaming, and I let go of her. That wasn’t what she’d been expecting, though, and I could hear her fall out of the doorway and down the side of the truck. 
 
    With my hands free, I could rub some of the caked blood from my eyelids, and then I was able to see. The woman was right to think I was dead; there was blood everywhere. I forced myself to a sitting position. 
 
    “You,” the woman gasped. “You’re alive?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, trying to figure out where I was. All I could see out of the front of the semi were scrub trees covered in vines. 
 
    “How?” the woman asked. “So much blood…” 
 
    “Most of it isn’t mine,” I replied. “Some of it must be, though,” I added. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “What are you? Some kind of vampire? I’m warning you! I have a cross!” She pulled a chain from under her blouse and, sure enough, there was a cross on it. 
 
    I gave her a weak smile as my strength returned. “I am not a vampire, ma’am. Just someone the powers-that-be didn’t like very much. It took some fighting to get free of them.” 
 
    She looked at me askance. “And just which powers would these be?” 
 
    “Don’t know what they’re calling themselves, exactly,” I said. “They all have blue ribbons around their arms, though.” 
 
    Her hand went to her mouth with a sharp intake of breath. “The Blues? Oh, no!” She turned and located her child, who was pulling on a vine. “Billy, we must be leaving.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” I called. “I know this will sound strange, but would you happen to have any food you can share? I would be happy to trade you—” I looked across the seat, “—a rifle and some ammunition for it.” 
 
    The woman looked back and forth, as if deciding which option was more dangerous. “Stay here,” she said, making up her mind. “I will be right back.”  
 
    I tried to clean up as best I could. I found a bottle of water in the back of the cab and was able to wash my face and hands a little. Although I couldn’t get the blood off my clothes—and there was a lot of it—at least I didn’t look like a vampire anymore. I hoped. 
 
    The woman must have known some secret paths through the trees, because she just appeared with an armload of food. “Here,” she said. “Will this be enough for a rifle?”  
 
    It looked like she had two cooked chickens and some vegetables. “Did you save enough for yourself?” I asked. 
 
    The woman looked down. “We will have…enough,” she said.  
 
    “Here,” I said, handing her back one of the chickens.  
 
    “Oh, but sir,” she replied, “we really could use—” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m giving you the rifle, too. I don’t want your boy to go underfed.” Her eyes brightened, and I realized I’d been right; she’d been about to give me at least one family’s dinner, and probably several. I handed her two of the rifles and a couple of magazines for them. 
 
    “This is too much,” she said. “These are far too valuable.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I replied. “I appreciate your sharing with me.” 
 
    She took the rifles, stepped into the forest, and disappeared again. 
 
    I didn’t have any idea where I was, but I had a chicken and some vegetables, which I ate raw and loved every bite. 
 
    It’s great when you have food in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    I fought off the inevitable sleepiness that followed the big meal, as I wanted to get away from the woman and her son. I backed the truck out of the small clearing in the woods I had driven it into, did a three-point turn, and drove off down the small lane. The road angled into a bigger road, so I continued on in that direction, hoping it was the right way. The road got a little bigger, went around a corner, then turned to parallel an interstate highway. A chain link fence separated the two roads, but it was knocked over in one spot—probably by me during my flight, whenever that had been—so I cut across it, got onto the highway, and drove. 
 
    After half a mile, I saw the exit for Pearl River, Louisiana. As there hadn’t been an exit for Pearl River on my way into Slidell, I hoped I was heading north—out of town—and not south, into New Orleans. I breathed a sigh of relief a short time later when I saw the sign—I-59 North. I was headed in the right direction. I had very little food left, only about a quarter tank of gas, and no help beyond the weapons I had with me, but I was free and armed. Knowing my capabilities, that was a good start—I could accomplish an awful lot.  
 
    I quickly realized, though, that a quarter tank of gas was a lot more than I figured, as a quick inspection revealed the semi had dual 120-gallon fuel tanks for 240 total gallons. That 60 gallons would give me a range of almost 500 miles. While that was great, it would get me less than halfway to Philadelphia, so I began looking for a place to top it off so it wouldn’t be a distraction. 
 
    I had gone almost 100 miles, and I was starting to get a little antsy, when I finally saw what I was looking for—an exit with a gas station and a couple of small stores. I figured it would be easier to get gas if there weren’t crowds of people nearby, trying to kill me for whatever meager possessions I had. 
 
    The gas station had an island for trucks, so I pulled up to it, only to discover there was no power and the pumps wouldn’t work. However, I saw fuel in the station’s tanks when I pulled the covers off; it was just a matter of getting it out. I saw a small hardware store a couple of buildings over, so I grabbed one of the rifles and went in search of a hose. Of course, the store didn’t have a hose, so refueling ultimately involved a rope, a bucket, and a funnel, and way more time than I would have expected. By the time I had filled the tanks, I smelled like diesel fuel and I could taste it. The one consolation was that I didn’t have to suck-start it, so I at least had that going for me. 
 
    I never saw anyone in any of the buildings, and the convenience store had been well-looted by the time I got there. Everything edible was gone, as well as many things that weren’t strictly edible. All of the food items had been stolen from the hardware store, as well, along with a good portion of its other inventory. I’d been lucky to find the small bucket I acquired; all of the big ones were long gone. 
 
    Several hours later, I was back on the road again, just as it started to get dark. Although I could easily have continued to drive using my night vision—without the lights of the truck—it would have cut down on how far I could see, and would have made it much easier to run into a trap. I pulled over in an area far away from exits, locked up the truck, and went into the back to get some sleep. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I was on the road again early in the morning—early enough to see two deer grazing on the side of the road. Although they were a little skittish after not having seen a vehicle in a while, they let me get close enough to take one of them with a well-placed rifle shot. That fulfilled my need to find food, and I filled all of my water containers at a river I crossed, but it did take some time to gather enough firewood to cook the meat. 
 
    Thus, it was well after I intended that I got back on the road, although I was considerably better provisioned. I had hoped to make it to the outskirts of Philly, but ended up stopping outside Gettysburg, PA. Some of the larger cities along the way were a mess of abandoned cars and deserted roadblocks, and I had to pick my way through them in case any of them were ambushes. I also had to detour to the west when I got to Chattanooga as one of the bridges was out. The city had been nuked; a crater sat right about where the City Café had been, which was too bad—in my one time there, I discovered they had really great cakes. 
 
    Expecting something similar in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania—nonexistent bridges across a major river—I had diverted onto Highway 30 at Chambersburg and was going cross country. It took a little longer, but it was a safer route. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    By noon the following day, I was approaching Philadelphia, but I had a problem; I didn’t know exactly where to find the Obsidian headquarters. I knew it was sort of in the center of town, somewhere between the rivers, but I hadn’t had a lot of time to get the exact details—my mission orders weren’t much more than, “Go there, find them, kill them.” That seemed easy when I was in Portland—finding them would be a lot easier than traversing the 3,000 miles required to get there—but now that I was here, how would I actually do it? 
 
    I drove through the suburbs, pushing cars out of the way when needed. A lot of them looked suspiciously like they were meant to impede my progress so people could ambush me, but when I pushed the semi through the abandoned vehicles, no one came out to challenge me. A few people fired at me, but by this point, ammunition was too precious to waste on something you weren’t actively trying to take down. I had enough ammo not to worry about it, though, so when some moron put a hole in my front window while highlighting himself on the roof of one of the houses lining the road, I threw the truck into park, grabbed a rifle, and shot him, just so I wouldn’t have to worry about him on the way back.  
 
    Dumbass. 
 
    I took some additional fire from a high school that was built like a fortress, but the road next to it was clear, and I could see a number of people on the roof and in the windows; trading rifle fire with them seemed a bad proposition and a waste of time. I gunned the motor, and they let me go. We were all happier that way. 
 
    The outskirts of Philadelphia reminded me of Slidell—dirty and run down, although not to the same extreme as Slidell. I’d never been a fan of row houses, but that seemed to be Philadelphia’s “thing.” Obsidian could have the place; it was a dump. I couldn’t wait to kill the Obsidian leaders and put the town in my rearview mirror. 
 
    The outskirts of the city seemed to go on forever, but I knew I was heading in the right direction—the skyscrapers in the distance kept getting closer. I began to see people again, too, on the streets, going about their business and doing whatever it was they were doing. There wasn’t any vehicular traffic on the road, and the people generally scattered as I approached.  
 
    Soon after, I started passing the high-rise apartments of the “nearly inner city,” and then through Drexel University in what was closer to “downtown.” Some young tough stepped out in front of me and tried to flag me down as I passed a steel and glass high rise; he jumped out of the way when I revved the motor, which was wise. I hadn’t intended on stopping. He stood and looked at me in exasperation as I drove off, and I had to laugh. Short of some kind of anti-tank grenade launcher, I wasn’t stopping the truck and getting bogged down in downtown Philly. 
 
    After a quick jog over to Market Street, I crossed over the Schuylkill River. Several people brandishing pistols stepped out in front of me as I got to the far end of the bridge; they all fled out of the way as I stepped on the gas. 
 
    And then I was in and among the high-rise buildings of true “downtown,” and I knew I needed to ditch the truck. Unfortunately, I had no idea where to do so. Prying eyes followed me everywhere I went, and I knew that as soon as I left the truck it would be mobbed by people looking to steal what was inside. 
 
    I also knew I couldn’t accomplish my mission from the interior of the semi, so it was a chance I was going to have to take. 
 
    With a sigh, I pulled over to the side of the street next to a man who was leaning on a light pole in front of a large skyscraper. Pocketing two pistols and as much ammo as I could carry, I threw two rifles over my shoulder, got out of the vehicle, and locked it. 
 
    The man’s eyes got as big as saucers, and he looked at me as if I were an alien. Perhaps, to him, I was. 
 
    “Hi,” I said. “This a good place to leave the truck?” 
 
    “Huh huh, sure,” he said with a giggle. “If you aren’t planning on seeing it again, I guess.” 
 
    “Actually, I do intend to drive it again,” I said with a smile, “and I would like your assistance with that. I want you to guard it while I’m gone, please.” 
 
    “Sure,” the man said, looking at the truck. “I’ll tell everyone who wants to fuck with it not to. Just because you asked me so nicely.” 
 
    “How about I give you a rifle to guard it with, and when I leave, I let you keep the rifle?”  
 
    The man’s eyes snapped back to me, as if considering me for the first time. “That would help…” the man said. I could almost see the wheels turning in his head as he considered something else. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll do it if you take me with you when you go,” the man said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This place is a hellhole. I don’t care where you’re going, it’s better than here. You got through all the zones to get here; I’m sure you can get back out through them, too. Take me with you when you go, and you’ve got a deal.” 
 
    An extra set of eyes negotiating my way through the city was probably a good thing, I decided quickly. “Fine,” I replied. “What’s your name?”  
 
    “Jefferson Moon.” 
 
    “Well, Jefferson, my name’s Joe. Make sure this truck is here when I get back, and we’ve got a deal.” 
 
    “Cool,” he said. I turned to walk off. 
 
    “I’ll need that gun, though,” the man added. “If you actually expect me to be able to guard it.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, turning back to him. I handed him one of the rifles. “Know how to use this?” 
 
    “Yeah, man; no problem.” He looked around furtively. “Don’t tell no one, but I was in JalCom for a while. Got out after Obsidian kicked our asses. I know how to use a rifle.” 
 
    “Good.” I started to leave again, then realized I didn’t know where I was going. “Hey,” I said, “who’s in charge here?” 
 
    “In this zone?” the man asked. “This here’s Stevie’s Zone, on down to the corner.” He nodded to the east. 
 
    “No,” I said. “Not just locally. Who’s in charge of Philadelphia? Who runs everything in the city?” 
 
    The man laughed. “You ain’t from around here at all. There ain’t no ‘Philadelphia’ anymore. There’s just Zones, with warlords who control them. Nobody runs the whole city.” 
 
    “Well, who owns the biggest piece of it? Who’s the biggest, baddest warlord around?” 
 
    “Well, the Blues are definitely the strongest around here, although I hear there’s another group that’s even tougher a little further out to the east. Then again, no one goes into the convention center anymore, either. Well, those that do, don’t come back out again. After that, who knows? They’re lots of warlords, and they all have some power, or they wouldn’t be warlords, would they?” 
 
    “So the Blues are the strongest?” 
 
    “Around here, anyway,” he confirmed with a shrug. 
 
    “Where do I find them?” 
 
    “The Blue Zone? Straight down the street,” he said, pointing. “About five blocks. You can’t miss them.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied. “See you soon.” 
 
    Good directions were a big help in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Although people had been fairly common on my way through town, they became markedly less so as I approached the Blue Zone. I didn’t see how the Blues here could be related to the Blues in Slidell, but in this new world, I guessed anything was possible. Still…a connection to what was formerly a Teledyne operation in Slidell? It seemed far-fetched. 
 
    Which turned out to be the case, I saw as I got my first look at the Blue Zone. It was the former city hall, and all the people I could see on the grounds were wearing blue police uniforms. They were also heavily armed.  
 
    “Don’t stare at them,” a woman muttered as she passed by. “They will come and take you away.”  
 
    I turned to look at her but she kept going with her head down, walking quickly away from the Blue Zone. I realized several of the people in the zone were watching me, so I put my head down, too, and began quickly walking away from it. I glanced quickly behind me and saw that one of the cops had taken a few steps toward me but had stopped. I walked up another block and turned to the right while I considered.  
 
    Something about the Blue Zone didn’t seem right for it to be an Obsidian stronghold, but I wasn’t sure what it was. I took the next right, turning back toward the Blue Zone, but this time, I wasn’t as obvious as I studied it. After a couple of minutes, I finally figured out what was wrong. It wasn’t what they were doing, so much as what they weren’t. 
 
    First, their patrol patterns were all symmetrical. Everyone did the same thing at the same time. Nothing varied; it would have been easy to time it out so you could exploit gaps. Although they were my enemies, I had to give Obsidian credit for being professional; they never would have made a rookie mistake like that. Their patrols would have been random and overlapping. 
 
    The other thing was that all the Blue soldiers looked like…well, like people. None of them gave any indication of having been modified for speed, strength, or better vision. I could easily see that one of them—a heavyset one—had a button on his shirt that had come undone, yet he couldn’t see me looking at him from around the corner. Definitely not augmented. Also, none of them acted the same. If they were Obsidian, and they had an imprinter, I would have thought they’d have a number of Agents protecting the place. Maybe they were inside, acting as a quick response unit, but I would have used at least a couple in the exterior defense of the building where their training and abilities could be maximized. Fighting inside the building would limit their speed greatly. Once again, I didn’t see Obsidian doing that. 
 
    This wasn’t the Obsidian base.  
 
    Rather than walk past it, I went north another block, then turned back to the east. Within a block, I found myself walking across the street from what had been the Pennsylvania Convention Center. Now it was…something else entirely. The windows had all been blacked out, so it was impossible to see what was going on inside it, but it didn’t take me long to figure out who was inside. The guards at each of the doors made it very clear. Whether it was a pointy ear here, or the bulge of a tail in a guy’s pants over there, it was easy to see that this was the local home of the Geno Freaks.  
 
    Based on the size of the building—four blocks long by two blocks wide—there were potentially a lot of them inside. I had no idea what it took to feed them, but I had a bad feeling about the people who went inside and were never heard from again. Maybe they joined the Freaks; more likely, though, they were eaten by them. 
 
    As I had learned from the Blue Zone, I didn’t stare; I kept my head down, stayed on my side of the street, and continued walking. 
 
    I was able to breathe a little easier once I passed the convention center—not that I was particularly worried, but a pack, working together, might have been able to take me down—and I could look around a little more. I wasn’t sure how much further Jefferson had meant when he’d mentioned the group further east, but it didn’t take long to notice them. 
 
    Four blocks past the convention center, I saw the first of them; he was standing on the street corner, looking like a sentry. While he mostly looked down toward the convention center, he also watched north and south. I looked to the north as I passed him and saw another person at the door to the building, then another at the next block. 
 
    Clowns. 
 
    There were three clowns on that block, and to the north, it looked like a whole Circus had been set up in one of the park areas. I kept my head down as I passed the sentry. At the next intersection, I saw a large number of them in front of the former U.S. Mint building. 
 
    A shiver went down my back, and it wasn’t because I hated clowns or because they were creepy—they were, but that was beside the point—some of these Clowns acted the same. If you’ve ever seen a school of fish swimming, and they all of a sudden changed direction, this was the same thing. Not all of them—there were some who were dressed the same, but not the same person, yet there were a number of them who were the same.  
 
    No matter how good your training, you couldn’t make people this similar. Only one thing could—an imprinter. I’d found the Obsidian base. 
 
    And some things never change—clowns are still the creepiest things in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    I walked past, even though every fiber of my being wanted to charge into battle with them. I wanted to rend and destroy, then go kill their bosses and be finished with my mission. 
 
    Unfortunately, there were a lot of them in front of the mint, and I had no idea what their skill set was. If they were just augmented troopers, I might be able to take them, but the fact that they’d been imprinted led me to believe they were more than mere troopers. I suspected they were Agents of some kind, but it was hard to tell what kind. 
 
    And what kind of sick bastard makes an imprint of a Clown? 
 
    I had no idea, but I hoped he was waiting in the mint for me to come and kill him, because I was absolutely going to do so. There were two questions I needed answered—well, there were a lot more than that, but two that were starters for the rest—how many Clowns were there, and what was their skill set? 
 
    Although the second question would be difficult to answer, I figured the first one wouldn’t; all I needed to do was to find a good place to watch and count. I looped back around, away from the mint, and saw a large skyscraper diagonally across the street from it. I risked a glance up and smiled to myself. From the 9th floor, I would have a great view of everything going on in the streets below. I laughed as I walked past the building—it was the Federal Building, and the former home of the city’s branch of the FBI.  
 
    I could tell what everyone in the city thought about it as I walked past; the windows had all been broken out, and the place smelled like piss. And worse. I kept walking and went around to the back of the building, out of sight of the Clowns. 
 
    Getting in was easy—someone had ripped off the fire door. Going up the stairs, on the other hand, wasn’t, as I had to endure a foul miasma of smells. If it came out of a human orifice, it was in the stairwell, somewhere. I probably stepped in it, too; it was physically impossible not to, in some places. I climbed to the 9th floor and opened the door. Not surprisingly, a cube farm waited for me on the other side, and cubicle after cubical stretched out in all directions. 
 
    I walked over to where I could see the mint and found I wasn’t the first to have this idea—someone had scraped an observation post clear of glass in the best spot to look down at the mint. I set my rifle against the wall as I inspected it. 
 
    I shook my head, seriously creeped out. Even though it looked like it had been a little time since it had been used—and the moldy carpet didn’t have footprints in it, confirming that it wasn’t recent—someone had been here before me. It may have been an Obsidian sniper on overwatch…or maybe a fellow Teledyne rep. As it would have been post-war, the odds of it being a Teledyne Specialist were small; it was far more likely that an Obsidian operative had been up here. 
 
    Because I was creeped out, I heard the rubbing of glass on glass as a padded shoe stepped on it. It was so quiet, nearly anyone else would have missed it. I didn’t, and I spun around and found a Clown sneaking up behind me. His hands were up, holding two wooden handles with a length of wire suspended between them. As I spun, he threw the wire over my head. 
 
    Had I been facing the window still, the wire would have gone over my carotids, strangling me; as it was, when he pulled, it hurt, but all the wire did was cross my throat, choking me. And, happily, I was facing him with my hands free. I threw an upward palm heel strike to break his nose, but he released the garrote, boosted, and jumped backward like a snake getting ready to strike. 
 
    I boosted, too, so when he struck, I was ready, and I slapped his punch away, turning him slightly so I could punch him in the kidney. I hit him hard enough that a normal person would be pissing blood for a week. Even for an Agent, it was a staggering blow, and I could see him wince.  
 
    He tried to turn back to me, but his momentary wince had given me all the time I needed, and I jumped onto his back and threw an arm around his throat. He fought like a madman, throwing elbows and punches, then he flipped to the side and threw himself backward onto me. I hit the floor on my back with him on top, and the impact knocked a lot of the air from my lungs. He’d obviously been modded, too, and weighed upward of 400 pounds.  
 
    The fall loosened my grip, allowing him to hit me with a couple of elbows in the ribs and stomach that broke my hold on him. Like a flash, he was up and out of my grasp. He reached into his sleeves, and his hands came out holding long, pointed daggers. 
 
    I scooped up my rifle, but he was on me before I could point it at him, and I had to use it two-handed as a club to block strike after strike. He threw one strike that landed on my arm, but I jabbed out with the rifle, smashing him in the eye with the barrel. His hands came up involuntarily, and I released the rifle, dropping it, so I could grab him by his clown robe. I pushed him back onto his heels before he could get his balance, then drove him backward. He swung with the knives, still trying to open his eye, and succeeded in slicing my cheek and shoulder. Then his back hit the broken window, and I bent him backward through it. 
 
    He dropped his knives to try to grab the window sill, but it was too late; with a strong push, he went through. 
 
    He screamed as he fell, and I looked up and saw a number of other Clowns looking in my direction. The Clown’s scream ended as he hit the pavement below, and, in slow motion, all of them began running toward me. 
 
    And then it was time to run in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    If even half the Clowns running toward the building were Agents, I was screwed. Worse, based on my circuit of the building, I knew there were only two entrances—no matter which way I went out, I was going to be mobbed. While it would be marginally better to fight them in the stairwell, where they couldn’t get behind me, at least for a while, I wouldn’t be able to get past them, and eventually they’d bring me down. The mission would be a failure, and I couldn’t allow that to happen. 
 
    I ran for the roof. 
 
    A grassy field awaited me as I burst through the door. What the fuck? Who grew grass on the roof? 
 
    I looked at my options. To the east and south, there was nothing to jump to. There was a 150-foot drop. While it was probably survivable, the risk of damage and capture was significant. The building to the west—the direction I wanted to go—was the same height as the one I was on, with about a 60-foot gap. The building to the north was several floors shorter, but the distance to it was over 100 feet. West it was.  
 
    It would be close. I had enough boost for one more jump, maybe two. I boosted and sprinted for the edge, and put everything I had into the leap up and out. Unfortunately, my foot slipped ever so slightly on the grass on the next-to-last step, and I saw I wasn’t going to make it. I hit the roof at chest level, with my arms extended in front of me, and immediately started sliding down. My fingers scrabbled for purchase as I dropped, then hung momentarily, as the inside of my elbows reached the edge, providing a brace to arrest my slide. 
 
    Holding up 400 pounds, however, wasn’t easy for long periods, even for someone who’s been modified for strength, and I could feel my muscles twitch under the strain. With a grunt, I kicked the wall as hard as I could and drove my steel-toed boot into the side of the building. Although that helped, the force of the kick pushed me away from the building, and my fingers clutched the roof again, looking for purchase to pull me back against it. I kicked with my other foot—although not quite so hard—and was able to get purchase and force myself up and onto the roof. 
 
    I rolled onto my back, breathing hard. I could have stayed there all day, looking up at the sun, but a voice yelled, “There he is!” 
 
    A quick glance showed three Clowns on the roof of the FBI building, so I jumped to my feet and raced off. The next building over was shorter, but a little farther away. While I thought I could do it without boosting, I didn’t want to chance it, and I used the last of the boost to rocket across the gap. Unlike the first two buildings, though, which were flat-roofed, this one had a peaked roof, and as I hit, I began sliding down. Frantic, I clawed with both hands and feet, trying to gain purchase, but was unable. I continued sliding…until I hit the foot-high concrete lip that ran around the edge.  
 
    Breathing heavily, I got my balance back and started up the roof.  
 
    Slam! 
 
    The Clown landed heavily on the roof next to me and immediately started scrambling for purchase, like I had done. I grabbed hold of his collar and pulled him upright, then back over. He was still trying to catch his balance when his feet hit the lip around the roof, and he went over backward. 
 
    I looked back to see if anyone else was following me, but the rooftop was empty. Either the others hadn’t made the first jump, or they hadn’t tried. Still, I knew they’d be following me on the ground, so I raced off again. I went up and over the peak, then down the other edge, pushed off the lip, and soared across the street below to land on the four-story parking deck that was next in line. The leap was the easiest so far, and I only picked up a few abrasions as I hit and rolled.  
 
    As I stood, I realized that was the end of my cat burglar days—all the buildings surrounding the parking deck were taller, so there was nowhere to go but down. I started toward the exit ramp, but then heard voices from the street below. Judging by their questions, they didn’t know where I was, but they knew I was somewhere close by. I couldn’t go down and let them see me; I needed another option. 
 
    Frantically, I looked around the top of the parking deck. On one side, an office or apartment building butted up against the deck, with a row of windows that were within reach. It wouldn’t be as quiet as I wanted, but it would have to do. Each of the windows had an old-school air conditioner in it; I grabbed the closest one and yanked it out. 
 
    Unfortunately, it abutted the glass above it, which was also yanked out, and it shattered and clattered to the deck. Several shouts rose up from below. Realizing they had marked my progress, I pitched the A/C unit to the side, took two steps, and dove through the opening. Happily, all the broken glass was on the outside, and I went through without picking up any more cuts. 
 
    As I stood, I saw that the room was an apartment, and it had been thoroughly ransacked. Everything was torn up and in pieces. I ran through the apartment, not meeting its owner, and out into the hall. Spotting the exit, I was off again. I knew the Clowns were down on the street, so I headed up to the roof, four stories up. As I reached the eighth floor, I heard a door slam open below me and people mounting the stairs. I went up the last flight as quietly as I could and out onto the roof. 
 
    The cat burglar was back in action. 
 
    I ran to the end of the building and dropped down five feet onto the roof of the next building. Unfortunately, there was only one way off that building—a 50-foot jump across the street below to the next roof, which was several stories shorter. I took a couple of deep breaths. I didn’t have a lot left, but I could do this. I took a few quicker breaths, then raced forward. The building had a two-foot-high lip around it, which I used as a springboard to push myself up and out.  
 
    Despite growing tired, it was my best jump of the day, and I easily cleared the distance and came down on the roof. At which point the structure completely collapsed, and I plummeted through one floor, then a second. When all motion ceased, I took stock. I hurt everywhere. Worse, something had sliced down my arm, and it was bleeding profusely. Although the cuts had mostly closed, I had already lost some blood from the first Clown’s knives, and I really wanted to keep the remainder. One leg of my pants had been shredded, taking both the pistol and the ammo that were in the pocket, but it made a nice bandage once I tore off a hunk. 
 
    Overall, I was a mess of bruises, cuts, and scrapes, and I was down to one pistol and the diving knife I had picked up what seemed like ages ago. I was, however, still in one piece and ahead of the chase, although I was tired and my nanobots would have a lot of work to do to fix me up. I thought I had finally broken free from the pursuit. 
 
    “He’s on the roof of this building!” someone yelled from inside. 
 
    I wasn’t free of the pursuit, after all. 
 
    I got up and looked around. Having already fallen through two floors, I realized the structure was somewhat less than stable. Along with the floors, a lot of the interior walls were down…although maybe it was because the interior walls were down that the floors were compromised. Engineering buildings to stand up wasn’t my specialty; bringing them down was. 
 
    After a couple of seconds looking around, I saw the stairwell and worked my way carefully to it. When the floor started creaking ominously, I laid down gently to spread my weight out over a larger area. It seemed to work, as I made it safely to the stairwell, which was concrete and—I hoped—made of stronger stuff than the floors. 
 
    Unfortunately, I could hear Clowns in the stairwell, too, so I ran up to the top, up a ladder, and out onto the roof. I smiled as I exited—this was the easiest one yet. It was only a two-story drop to an intermediate roof, then another two-story drop to the next building over. I was down both of them and running in less than 10 seconds. I looked over my shoulder and saw three Clowns come out onto the roof. They walked to the edge, saw me, and waved. One of them blew me a kiss, then they all turned and walked back to the staircase. I stopped and stared, my mouth open.  
 
    What the hell? They’d chased me across what? Seven buildings? Only to stop at the eighth?  
 
    I shook my head, not comprehending. It couldn’t be because they had men coming up from below or that I was trapped; I was sure they would have participated in my capture. And it didn’t matter what kind of Agents they were—it was only a couple of two-story drops. Even non-augmented people could easily do that! 
 
    I shrugged and turned. The roof spread out in front of me for almost three blocks, and it was easily two blocks wide. A sinking feeling came over me as I realized where I was and what I’d been told. 
 
    Avoid the Philadelphia Convention Center in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Well shit.  
 
    The Clowns went back to the stairwell and turned back to watch me. Although they didn’t want to follow, they certainly wanted to see me get…whatever they thought was going to happen to me. I gave them the finger, then turned and mooned them, too. With my pants as beat up as they were, it didn’t take much to accomplish it.  
 
    With that taken care of, I surveyed the way forward and frowned. The roof wasn’t a flat surface like I would have thought—some parts of the building had additional levels that poked up here and there.  
 
    I shrugged and started off, going in the opposite direction from the Clowns. While I didn’t particularly want to be on the roof, I thought they might still try to mob me if I dropped to the street. I would be just fine up here, thank you very much. At least until I wasn’t anymore, I guessed.  
 
    A row of skylights ran down the length of the building; I avoided it like the plague. While I was curious to know what was going on inside, I didn’t want them to know I was on the roof. Perhaps I could make it to the end of the roof, drop down, and continue on my way. I didn’t figure that would happen with the way my luck had been running, but a man could hope, couldn’t he?  
 
    In order to avoid the skylights, I had to jump up onto a section that was a story higher, and then a second level an additional story up. 
 
    “Don’t fucking move,” a man’s voice said as I landed on the second level. I put my hands up and turned to look. There was a man at the corner of the building holding a sniper rifle on me.  
 
    “Oh, hi,” I said. “Don’t mind me; just trying to get away from the Clowns.” 
 
    “I saw,” the man said. “The jump across the street was pretty sweet, although it looked like the roof caved in on the landing.” 
 
    “It did,” I replied, looking down at my leg. “Cost me my pants.” 
 
    “Not many people get to moon a Clown and live to tell about it.” 
 
    “Well, I guess they were more afraid of you Geno…of you people, than of letting me go.” 
 
    “Genos? Us? Naw man, you got that all wrong. Those freaks live in the convention center.” He nodded to the northwest. 
 
    “I thought this was the convention center.” 
 
    “Naw, this is Gallery Mall. It was anyway, until we took it over.” 
 
    I sighed. This city was too damn complicated to figure out. Blues, Clowns, and Geno Freaks, oh, my! And now these people. “And who are you?”  
 
    “We’re the Reds.”  
 
    I heard a noise behind me as a door opened, and five people poured forth from it. 
 
    “Are you going to let me go?” I asked. 
 
    “Depends.” He looked at the people who were jogging over to us.  
 
    “Boss wants him, Bob,” one of the men said. “We’re supposed to bring him down with us.” 
 
    I turned to look at the man who’d spoken. “What does he want me for?” 
 
    “Apparently, you pissed off the Clowns, big time!” the man exclaimed. “The boss is going to give you back to them, as a sort of…what did he call it? Oh, yeah—a good will offering. Things go a lot easier when you don’t have a lot of pissed off Clowns after you.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” I agreed, and I guessed it probably would be. If they were willing to jump off buildings to capture someone, they would probably go to about any end to express their displeasure if you pissed them off. “One question, though. What if I don’t want to go back to the Clowns?” 
 
    “You don’t have a choice,” he said. “If the boss says you go, you go.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Is it worth your lives to give me to them?” 
 
    The man paused to consider. “Yeah, probably. Why?” 
 
    “Do you have more men downstairs?”  
 
    “You ask a lot of questions,” he said. “But yeah, we do.” 
 
    “Good, then your boss won’t miss you when you’re gone.” 
 
    I hadn’t regenerated much of my boost yet, but it was enough to kill four of them and end up with my knife to the throat of the fifth. Bob hadn’t been able to shoot me while I was engaged with the other men, and now I had the last one between us. 
 
    “So, Bob, what’s it going to be?” 
 
    He looked at me through his scope, and I could tell he really wanted shoot me. 
 
    “I can’t let you go,” he said. “Not and face the boss afterward.” 
 
    “Is it worth your life and his?” I shook the man I was holding, and he gurgled. I think he was beyond rational thought as he looked down the barrel of a sniper rifle with my knife at his throat. “Drop the rifle, and I’ll let both of you live. If you don’t, it’s going to be painful, especially for you, Bob.” 
 
    He didn’t answer, but my vision was good enough to see the muscles in his finger tighten. I didn’t wait; I tossed the man I was holding at him. Bob flinched when presented with a meat missile and his shot went high. Unfortunately for Bob’s comrade, the round took him in the face. That was the only shot Bob got off. I was on him before he could reload, and I ripped the rifle out of his hands, then grabbed him by the throat.  
 
    Bob struggled as I walked him slowly over to the edge of the building.  
 
    “Got any more ammo for the rifle, Bob?”  
 
    He dug through a cargo pocket and handed me a box of shells. 
 
    “Thanks, Bob,” I said as I released him. Unlike the Clown earlier, he didn’t scream. It was only five stories down; he may have survived it. Still, it was his choice. 
 
    You have to take people up on the opportunities they offer in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had a lot to consider as I walked back to where I’d left the truck. Killing the Obsidian heads was going to be impossible by myself. There was no doubt they were in the mint, snuggled in like ticks in a fold of skin. They were going to be tough to come to grips with. I didn’t have long to study it, but the building would be difficult to get into—it was the mint after all. 
 
    And someone had gone crazy with the imprinter. I couldn’t believe all of the people dressed like clowns were Clowns. If they were, more of them would have jumped across the buildings in pursuit of me. It was smart to make them something like a clown; you never knew how many Clowns were in the Circus until you fought them. Even then it would be impossible to tell you were fighting one until it boosted on you. 
 
    Or until it snuck up on you, which the one had almost done to me, before he died screaming like a little girl. As stealthy as they were, the Clowns would likely end most of their targets’ lives before the targets even knew they were there. The Clown wasn’t an imprint we had any information on—it must have been one created just before the Fall. It was obviously based on someone who was a ninja or an assassin—something where stealth was of the essence. It was more than just a new Corporate Thief—the ultimate cat burglar who sneaks in to steal industrial secrets—because a Thief was defensive. The one who had come after me had a garrote and knew how to use it, and he had backup knives in his sleeves. My money was on “Assassin,” but I wouldn’t have been surprised if the imprint was “Ninja.” 
 
    Ninja might be worse, because they would have more offensive combat skills, but neither would be fun to take on in a pack. If they had time to prepare, an Assassin might also have poisons they could use, which would make fighting one…problematic. 
 
    Either way, I wasn’t going to be able to take on a group of Clowns in a force-on-force attack, and sneaking into the mint was something that would probably be beyond my not-inconsiderable skills without someone on the inside. As those positions were probably reserved for Agents, I didn’t think that would be possible either. Now that I knew what I was up against, I would have to come back, better prepared, and reconnoiter the target area again. I suspected this was going to take an army, and the only army I knew of that would be worth a shit was 1,000 miles away in a crappy southern town. And, as much as it sucked, I knew that was where I needed to go. 
 
    Although I was deep in thought as I considered my options, I didn’t lose focus on my surroundings. I stayed on the opposite side of the street from the convention center and nodded pleasantly to the guard who had what looked like a beak where his nose and mouth should have been. I also avoided city hall, as it looked like their people had gone on a higher level of alert. There were more guards outside, and it looked like they’d established a defensive perimeter. A bad feeling came over me as I realized most of the cops seemed to be focused on the direction—west—where I’d left my truck. 
 
    I circled around to come in from the opposite direction, but took my time as I advanced from building to building. I could tell from a block away that something was wrong. Although people were walking on the other streets, no one was on the block where my truck sat. I could see Jefferson leaning on the post where I’d first seen him, but he looked wrong, too. I hunkered down to watch for a bit—you either learn patience in my line of work, or you get dead, fast—and it soon became apparent that he’d been compromised. He didn’t move—he didn’t even twitch—in over five minutes of surveillance. At the end of that time, I could see a stain growing underneath him. Either he’d just wet himself, or he was dead. 
 
    As it was unlikely anyone would stand in a puddle of piss, my money was on dead. 
 
    Which made that block an ambush site, with my truck—and what I hoped was still inside it—as bait. It was a long-ass walk back to Slidell, so I needed some sort of transportation. While I could steal another car, my truck had a lot of sentimental value, as well as nearly full gas tanks, something I couldn’t count on if I stole a different car. It might take me a long time to look for a car to steal, and I might wander into another bad zone during that time. I needed to rest and eat, but not in that order. 
 
    The truck was my best bet for exiting the city, if I could get to it. 
 
    I surveyed the skyscrapers along the block, and it didn’t take long for me to notice several missing windows. I put the sniper rifle’s scope up to my eye; sure enough, there was movement in them. Not all of them, but at least six. Three of them on each side of the street, probably so the truck wouldn’t block their shots, no matter which side I came in. I imagined they would also have people waiting inside one of the storefronts, who would rush out once the battle was joined. It was a solid plan, and one that would have worked against most people. 
 
    I cautiously crept back from the killing ground and went around into an alley behind one of the buildings that overlooked the street. I pulled the fire door from its hinges and went in. The back storage rooms were mostly empty, and I didn’t see anyone as I moved through them. I finally came to a door, eased it open, and found myself behind what used to be the front desk of a luxury apartment building. A large amount of furniture had been pushed up against the glass wall at the front of the building, and six men and two women were hiding behind it, with weapons drawn. 
 
    All this for little old me? I was impressed, especially since they didn’t know my capabilities. Perhaps they thought I’d be coming back with an army to take over their block? That was the only thing that made sense. Still, they should have brought more people. 
 
    I slipped through the door, staying below the front desk, and set my rifle down quietly.  
 
    “I’ve got to pee,” one of the men said before I could do anything else. 
 
    “Seriously?” another asked. “He’s close, and that’s the time you have to pee? Maybe you’re just planning on sneaking out the back door.” 
 
    “Fuck you, man. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Of course, the bathroom he chose was the one behind the counter, and I could hear him coming straight toward me. I rose as he turned the corner, and his jaw dropped. I fired once, up and through his open mouth, and he fell backward as I boosted and sprinted around the counter. Only three of the people were looking in my direction—two men and a woman—and they received the next three bullets. 
 
    Unready for my sudden appearance, it took the rest too long to react, and two more went down before the first person could draw their pistol. I shot him, but then one of the glass panes in the front shattered, and I threw myself to the side. One of the snipers on the other side of the street had seen the gunfire and shot into the melee; as I turned to find the last target, I saw she was already down. The sniper had taken off most of her head. 
 
    Not wanting to expose myself to the sniper, I grabbed the closest body and threw him over the furniture, through one of the unbroken panes of glass. It had the hoped-for effect, drawing the attention of the snipers on the other side of the street as I vaulted the counter, grabbed my rifle, and raced through the door. 
 
    I had seen the staircase on my way through the back of the building, and I used it to race up to the eighth floor, where I knew one of the snipers had his nest. I estimated which apartment he was in and kicked in the door. He wasn’t in the main part of the apartment, but I could hear motion in the back bedroom.  
 
    “Come out with your hands up, and I won’t kill you,” I called. “If I have to come in there, you’re a dead man.” 
 
    The motion ceased, which I took to mean he wasn’t coming out. Wishing for a grenade, which would have easily solved the situation, I decided to try one more time. “Come on out with your hands up! This is your last chance!” 
 
    “Fuck you, man!” he yelled back. 
 
    I sighed again, then moved back from the door. I took two steps and threw myself forward on the floor. Amateurs always have their guns up high, waiting for the center of mass shot on the person entering the room; he wasn’t ready for me to come in low. He fell through the window behind him as I shot him in the head and chest. 
 
    I went back to the outer room, grabbed my rifle, and eased my way over to the bed. I didn’t think the people across the street would be able to see into the apartment, but I didn’t want to give them a chance. The first one was on the seventh floor. For some reason, he was focused on the body on the street. He died without looking up. The one on the sixth floor was looking up toward the window, which made shooting her through the head easy.  
 
    The man on the fourth floor, however, had vanished. Whether he’d gone for reinforcements or just run away, I didn’t know, but I couldn’t find him anywhere. Knowing I didn’t have time to waste, I ran out of the room to take care of the two snipers in my building. One of them actually surrendered—and I let him go after I took his rifle—but the other decided he’d rather have me kill him.  
 
    He got his wish. 
 
    I raced back down to the lobby and took a quick look outside. 
 
    While there didn’t appear to be anyone out there, it was impossible to see into the building on the other side of the street. I did a quick pass to pick up all the ammo I could fit into the undamaged side of my pants and all the pistols I could carry. I now had two rifles over my shoulder and six pistols as I lumbered out of the building. I unlocked the semi and was just sitting down on the seat when they hit me. The storefront glass next to me exploded outward as at least six people fired into the truck and me, and the glass of both the front windshield and the passenger’s side window blew in on me like a tornado. 
 
    My right arm lit up like the fires of hell, and I knew I’d been hit. I clamped down on the pain and started the semi, ducking forward to find what little cover I could. The people switched to shooting at the vehicle, and the sounds of tires exploding and metal on metal strikes filled my ears.  
 
    Putting it in gear, I drove off and took the next corner as the men and women poured out of the building, continuing to fire on me. They chased me around the corner, then around the next corner before they fell behind. 
 
    Happily, they hadn’t gotten into the truck yet, and the rest of my chicken was still on the passenger seat. I wiped the glass off as best I could and started shoveling strips of meat into my mouth. I knew they’d shot out at least a couple of my back right tires, but I was still able to steer. This changed as I crossed the bridge. The locals on the far end formed a firing line across it, and though they scattered when I charged them, they got the right front wheel, and as it went down, steering became an issue. First the truck was hard to control over to that side, but as it began to dig in to the asphalt, it went from hard to control to impossible as the rim ate into the pavement. Having a bullet in my shoulder didn’t help the situation at all. 
 
    Finally, I had to stop and jump out of the semi. I grabbed what I could, but I still had to leave a number of pistols and rifles behind. I cut across an open, green area to get back to Highway 30, looking for a car I could claim as my own. A guy in a leather jacket looked like he wanted to stop me at the next corner. I pointed a pistol at him, and he vanished into the café he was standing in front of. Good choice. 
 
    The chicken had recharged me a little, but I knew there was no way I was going to make it out of town on foot. I ran on, probably about half a mile, before I decided to stop. There didn’t appear to be anyone following me, and if they were, they were going slowly and staying in the shadows. 
 
    I finally saw what I wanted, a pickup truck parked on the road that didn’t look like it had been beaten to shit. I tossed most of the guns into the bed, smashed in the driver’s window, and let myself in. They say you can’t hotwire a car these days with just a knife. They’re wrong. You absolutely can hotwire a car with just a knife. The real issue is that you have to be incredibly strong to break the lock on the steering wheel that keeps it from turning after you hotwire it. Happily, I was that strong, and in a few minutes, I was driving away. 
 
    Of course, a few minutes was all the owner needed to notice what I was doing and gather a couple of his friends. They came running out of the garage, firing pistols and rifles as I was driving off. I could hear the truck take a number of hits, but I ended up making it out of there, although I took another bullet in my right arm, making it completely unusable. 
 
    Still, I had operable transportation and a big path to drive through—courtesy of my earlier trip in the opposite direction—and I made it out of town and into the countryside as the light fell. Maybe that was just me passing out, though; I’m not sure. I remember a pole in front of me and then nothing. 
 
    Everybody needs a little rest in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    As I woke up, I realized something was wrong. What I was lying on was soft. Not soft like the seat cushion of the truck I’d stolen, but soft like a bed. I tried to broaden my senses without opening my eyes. The room smelled…clean, somehow, with an almost antiseptic tinge. I hadn’t smelled anything like that in a long time, not since the last time I’d woken up in a hospital.  
 
    This didn’t sound like a hospital, though. The background noise wasn’t there. 
 
    “You can open your eyes,” a female voice said. “I know you’re awake.” 
 
    I didn’t see any sense in faking; she obviously knew I was awake, and she could have done anything she wanted to me while I was out. I opened my eyes and saw a gorgeous brunette looking down at me. Not only gorgeous, but also the cleanest person I’d seen…probably since the Fall. And she smelled…wonderful.  
 
    “I’ll go get Pop and Doc,” she said with a smile. 
 
    She left, and an older man came in a couple of minutes later. I looked behind him. 
 
    “She won’t be coming back,” the man said. 
 
    “Oh?” I asked, unhappy he’d caught my look and figured it out. 
 
    “She has chores to do,” he replied. “Now, let’s talk about you.” 
 
    “What about me?” I asked. 
 
    “Let’s start with a name.”  
 
    “Sure. My name’s Rinardi. What’s yours?” 
 
    “I’m Pop. I run this farm.” 
 
    “Can you tell me where I am?” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re on my farm. You ran into an old telephone pole. I’m afraid your truck wasn’t salvageable.” 
 
    I sighed, thinking about how far The Dell was. On foot, it would take a long time. Even for me. 
 
    “Doc pulled a couple of bullets from your arm,” Pop said. 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied.  
 
    “After that, though, you healed up on your own.” 
 
    “I’ve always been good at that.” 
 
    “Really?” Pop asked, looking at me askance. He sighed. “I’m too old to waste time on bullshit, Mr. Rinardi, and that’s what you’re giving me. A great big load of bullshit. I’m a farmer, and if there’s one thing I know, it’s bullshit. How about you tell me what you were doing driving a truck with bullet holes all through both it and you?” 
 
    I paused, trying to think about what I could and couldn’t tell him. 
 
    “While you’re doing all that thinking,” he said, “remember, I said, ‘No bullshit.’” 
 
    I nodded. “Fair enough. The short story is, I went to Philadelphia, looking for someone. Unfortunately, I ran into a bunch of Clowns and had to flee for my life. I um…borrowed…a car to get out of there, but the owner took exception to my using it.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Well, that’s a pretty short story, and there are lots of holes all through it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “How about the fact that it took four of us to lift you out of the truck and into this bed?” 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to start that diet…” 
 
    He frowned. “You’re not the first person I’ve seen that’s been augmented. In fact, you’re not even the first Agent we’ve rescued who was fleeing after an encounter with the Clowns of Philadelphia.” The emphasis he put on “Agent” let me know he was aware of the program, but how he knew—or even what he knew—could save or damn me. Still, if he thought I was Obsidian, that was something I could work with. 
 
    I nodded. “Guilty as charged. I’m an Agent—although I’m actually a scout—from down south. We’re trying to keep civilization from going under. The person I work for sent me out to see what towns and services still existed, so we could try to trade and work together.” 
 
    “Where are you from, exactly?” he asked. I could tell he didn’t quite buy all of the story. 
 
    “Just outside of New Orleans, actually.” 
 
    “I thought that was Teledyne territory. What’s an Agent doing coming from there?” 
 
    “It was Teledyne territory,” I said, nodding. “I happened to be there on a mission when the bombs fell, and I was just able to get out of New Orleans alive. When I found out how bad things were, I decided to offer my services to the person that’s picking up the pieces. Teledyne is gone; now it’s just a bunch of people trying to hold on and not let the light go out on civilization.” 
 
    “Must have been a big op in New Orleans,” Pop replied. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “The other Agent we found was there when the bombs fell too. He was in the imprinter when they did, and he woke up without either of his personalities. Damnedest thing I’ve ever seen. How you Agents do that stuff…well, it ain’t for me; that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Wait, this other guy—this other Agent—he was in the imprinter in New Orleans when the bombs fell?” 
 
    “Yeah, some secret facility outside of New Orleans. When he came to, he didn’t know who he was, and he had to fight his way out of town.” 
 
    “Wow, I’ll have to try to catch up with him. He’s in New Orleans now?” 
 
    “No, he was going to go see some folks in…Pensacola, I think it was.” 
 
    I mentally vowed to stay away from Pensacola. Whoever this Agent was, he could totally undermine my whole story…although…if he had access to an imprinter, that would make my life considerably easier. “Maybe I’ll swing on down there.” 
 
    Pop chuckled. “I’m sure you have lots to talk about, not that you’d ever share it with the likes of us common folk.” 
 
    “I’m sure we do,” I said with an answering chuckle, “and I’m sure we couldn’t.” 
 
    “So, you’re farmers, huh?” I asked, looking for a safer subject.  
 
    “Yeah, doing the best we can. Going to have to breed more horses to do it more efficiently, though. We’re back to the old ways without our combines and such.” 
 
    “Because you need gas?” 
 
    “Yep. Although you Agents seem to have plenty as you drive all over the place, us common folk don’t have any. Certainly not enough to run our farm equipment.” 
 
    “But if you had it, you could?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    I smiled. I liked where this was going. I needed to feed an army, and he needed gas. I knew where there was gas. “Maybe I can help you,” I said. “I know folks who are in the fuel supply business.” 
 
    “Really? So did the other Agent. Some place in the bayous, I think.” 
 
    “Bayou La Batre?” I asked, and he nodded. “Well, I might get you an even better deal; I know the people they get their gas from—the original suppliers.” 
 
    “We would be happy to work out some sort of deal with you,” Pop said. “There are a lot of hungry people in this world that we could feed if we could get our equipment going again.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to talk to my boss,” I said. “But…” 
 
    “But?”  
 
    “But it’s a long walk to New Orleans,” I said. “You said my truck was totalled. You wouldn’t happen to have a car I could use or trade for, would you?” 
 
    Pop smiled. “You know, as it turns out, I just might. Especially if you can get us a better deal on fuel.” 
 
    Sometimes things just fall into your lap in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Apparently, running into light poles was something I needed to do more of. You meet the most interesting people that way. Unfortunately, I never got the brunette’s name or saw her again. Since my body had pretty much healed itself after the doctor removed the bullets, there was no reason to hang around and look for her, especially since I knew I would be back. If I were to amass an army, I would need to have good relations with the Farmers, as feeding them on the road would be a necessity, and the Farmers were the people with food. Similarly, the people in Puerto Colombia and Bayou La Batre had fuel, which the Farmers needed to make that food, and I could provide it. 
 
    It was like the old slavery-era Triangle Trade, I decided as I drove south. But now, instead of slaves to sugar to rum, it was Slidell people to the Farmers’ food to Bayou La Batre gas. All it needed was an enterprising businessman to make it work; happily, I just happened to be that sort of person. To begin greasing the wheels, I had decided to go back to Slidell via I-65, with a quick jog through Bayou La Batre to take them some food. It would give me an idea of the route I’d need to follow to get the gas from the coast to the Farmers. My goal, however, was to stay away from Pensacola; I had enough issues at the moment, and I didn’t need to add to them by running into an Obsidian Agent, even one who didn’t remember his name. 
 
    I hit the roadblock just prior to the first exit for Clanton, Alabama. Unlike the other ones I’d gone by, through, and around on my trip, this one appeared professionally run. There were signs that warned it was coming, and that the rule of law applied in Clanton, Alabama. Of all the places for the “rule of law” to apply, I never would have guessed that the heartland of Alabama would be where civilization tried to reestablish itself. 
 
    More out of curiosity than anything else, I slowed down for the roadblock. I was passingly happy I did—a sentry position held what I recognized as an M2. While I might have made it through or around the roadblock, my car would probably have been a loss. And if they had a roadblock at the other end of town, too…it might have been challenging.  
 
    Not that I couldn’t have kicked their asses, but I’d seen a .50 caliber take down an Obsidian Agent, and I had no particular desire to see what it could do to a Specialist. I rolled down the window as I reached the barricade. The position had been well-chosen; trees lined both sides of the road, making escape or evasion difficult. The two people at the roadblock appeared well-trained. One approached the car while the other backed him up. 
 
    And the .50 cal never wavered from my forehead. 
 
    “Hi,” I said as the man approached. 
 
    “Hi, yourself,” the man replied. “We don’t see cars much anymore. Where you headed?” 
 
    “Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m headed south.” 
 
    The man frowned. “Obviously. If you were headed north, you’d be on the other side of the road and someone else’s problem.” 
 
    “How is my travel a problem to you?” 
 
    “Your travel isn’t a problem, in and of itself, except for when you’re in my jurisdiction. I’m a deputy of the Clanton, Alabama, police department, and it’s our job to keep the peace. We have found that some people, these days, are prone to things that are disruptive of that peace.” 
 
    I chuckled. “You want disruptive, you should see the Clowns up in Philadelphia.” 
 
    “I’ve heard,” he said. “Wait, you’ve come all the way from Philadelphia? What were you doing there?” 
 
    That was not the reaction I expected—or wanted—and I realized for about the 800th time that I needed to keep my stupid mouth shut. “Same thing I’m doing here—conducting my business. Can I go now?” 
 
    “In a couple minutes. I think the chief will want to talk to you first.” He turned to his partner. “Call the chief and ask him to come here. Quickly.” 
 
    “How long is this going to take?” I asked when he turned back to me. I had already worked out how I was going to get free from the roadblock; unfortunately, I couldn’t see any way of doing it that didn’t include stealing another car and avoiding .50 cal gun fire in the meantime. I could probably get to the machine gun without getting hit, but I figured the car would be a loss. I was willing to give them a few minutes…but not much more. 
 
    The man chuckled. “Not long. Our sheriff is pretty fast.” He looked to the south. “There he comes now.” 
 
    I followed his gaze and sighed as I saw the Agent running toward us. I guess he could have been a Specialist, but the man had definitely been modified, as he ran faster than anyone I’d seen in a long time. He might even have topped my personal best. Although the day had started out well, it had taken a decided downturn.  
 
    “What seems to be the problem?” the man asked as he drew up alongside us, barely breathing hard. With that kind of boost? Definitely an Agent or Specialist, although he’d not only given himself away, he’d also burned his boost and would take a while to recharge. I could probably take him—in addition to the rest of the people at the checkpoint—but I would have to do it soon. 
 
    I smiled. “There’s no problem, Chief…” 
 
    “Chief Collins,” the man replied. “I understand you’re coming from Philly?” 
 
    I didn’t remember an Agent named Collins. That didn’t mean he wasn’t an Agent, only that we hadn’t identified him as such. He was definitely Obsidian, though, as I knew he wasn’t one of ours. 
 
    “I was in Philly, yeah,” I said. “Is there a problem with that? Look, I don’t want any issues here. I can turn around and go back the way I came…” 
 
    “No, that won’t be necessary,” Collins said, giving my car a once over. All my gear was in the trunk, though, so there was no chance he could see anything, unless he had X-ray vision. I didn’t think any company had been able to pull that off yet; Teledyne certainly hadn’t. 
 
    “Pretty bold to be traveling through the country unarmed,” Collins added, his inspection complete. 
 
    I fought the urge to facepalm. Of course it looked strange to travel without a pistol or rifle at hand. I hadn’t thought about it—I was confident in my abilities, and I knew I didn’t need a weapon. Of course, I hadn’t planned on running into an Obsidian Agent driving through rural Alabama. 
 
    “I’m not unarmed!” I exclaimed, trying to cover it up. “I have weapons in the trunk. I just didn’t want people to see them and try to steal them from me. I hadn’t expected to run into—” I waved my hand at the barricade, “—into this.” 
 
    Collins didn’t look convinced. “Surely you must have run into other barricades along the way here?” 
 
    “No. I saw some, but they were all unmanned. I don’t know if someone took them out or they got tired of doing it, but there wasn’t anyone at any of them.” 
 
    “So, how do you know the Farmers?”  
 
    “Uh…what?” My brain had been augmented with additional processing power; however, his question came from so far out of left field it caught me completely unaware. “What farmers?” I asked, trying to cover up the pause. 
 
    “The Farmers I left this car with.” He tapped the side of the car just below the driver’s window with one hand while the other went to his holster. “Took a .50 cal round right here that broke the window mechanism. The only reason the driver’s window goes up and down now is because they replaced everything, but they didn’t have bulletproof glass for it. I’ll bet none of the other windows go up and down, because they’re all bulletproof.” He pointed to the bullet holes in the front and back windows. “I remember picking these up, too, sort of.” 
 
    My eyes twitched toward the windows, then toward the switches that raised and lowered the windows, but my hands stayed where they were. If nothing else, it was good to know the car was bulletproof, aside from the window where the Agent was standing with his hand on his pistol. 
 
    “That’s okay,” he said. “You don’t have to prove it to me. I recognized the license plate on the front of the car when I ran up. Perhaps you should tell us who you really are.” 
 
    I allowed my shoulders to sag while my mind raced frantically. He obviously knew I had been to the Farmers, and the whole thing had started with me stupidly mentioning the Clowns; I needed a cover for both of them. Then I realized Chief Collins must have been the Agent the Farmers mentioned talking with, so Bayou La Batre—my original alibi—was out, as well. It also meant that he had come from New Orleans—but there were no Obsidian facilities in New Orleans, just Teledyne. Curiouser and curiouser. And shit, this was complicated. Why hadn’t he just gone home to Pensacola? 
 
    “Well?” he asked. 
 
    “You got me,” I said with a chuckle, coming to a decision. “I did meet up with the Farmers, and they allowed me to take this car. I’m from down south, just outside of Pascagoula.” No sense saying New Orleans; that had been solidly in Teledyne’s hands. Pascagoula had been no-man’s land. 
 
    “And why did they do that?” he asked when the pause went on overlong. 
 
    “Because I am trying to set up a trade route from Pascagoula to them. We have fish we can send, and fertilizer, and if we can get some cleaning supplies, we may be able to get the refinery there going again. They need gas so they can bring more of their fields under cultivation.” I smiled as if I’d just bared my soul. “They mentioned someone else bringing it up from Bayou La Batre; I’m guessing that’s you, so I’m probably your competition.” 
 
    Collins smiled and nodded. “Yeah, that’s a project we’re working on.” The smile faded. “So, why were you dealing with the Clowns?” 
 
    “Dealing with them?” I asked. “I wasn’t dealing with them—I was running from them. Those guys are crazy! I don’t want any part of them! The world would be a better place if they were all dead!” As all of that was true, it didn’t take any acting on my part to put some conviction in my words. If anything, I had to pull back a little not to oversell the part. 
 
    “That’s certainly true,” Collins replied, his eyes becoming distant. They returned to focus as he asked, “But what were you doing there in the first place?” 
 
    I smiled, warming to my part. “That’s easy. I’m a scout. My Mom always said curiosity would be my undoing. I wanted to know what was still out there—what was still functioning—so when the president of Pascagoula asked for volunteers to scout out any potential trading partners, I volunteered. I just got lucky that some of the first people I met were the Farmers.” 
 
    “So where are you headed now?” 
 
    “Back to Pascagoula.” 
 
    “With no stops along the way?” 
 
    “I’m not planning any.” 
 
    Collins nodded. “Okay, boys, let him through.” He turned back to me. “I am, however, going to radio our other checkpoint to the south. It’s seven miles south, and the roads are clear between here and there. Make sure you don’t take any longer than eight minutes to get to the checkpoint, or we’re going to have issues.” He gave me a hard look. “Watch yourself. I’m sure we’ll meet again.” 
 
    A small shudder went down my back as I nodded to him. He seemed as confident in his abilities as I was in mine. We might meet again…but I would bring friends. There was no sense taking him on by myself. 
 
    Taking on an Agent solo is a good way to die in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    I decided to skip Bayou La Batre on this trip, after all. After my run-in with Collins, perhaps I was feeling my mortality, but I decided that removing Chamberlain was more of a necessity than negotiating a fuel-for-food contract I might not be around to implement. There was no doubt that Chamberlain would be my toughest fight…until the one with the Clowns, anyway. 
 
    As I neared The Dell, I realized that by coming down I-65, I would have to take I-10 back into Slidell, which meant going through the blockade at the far end of the Old Pearl River, if they had re-established it.  
 
    Sure enough, now that I knew to look for it, there was a new semi-truck waiting at the close right end of the bridge. I really didn’t have time for this shit. Like the previous incarnation, a plow blade had been added to the front of the truck, and I could see a plume of smoke belch from it as its driver fired it up when I came into view.  
 
    I proceeded toward it like I didn’t know any better, then just prior to reaching it, I locked up the brakes and threw the steering wheel over so the driver’s side door ended up alongside it. Before the man could do anything other than gape at the maneuver, I boosted. In a flash, I was out of the car and had his door open, then I hauled him out and dropped him to the ground. 
 
    “What the hell, man?” he asked. 
 
    “I just saved your life,” I said. “Now I don’t have to kill you. You got a problem with that?” 
 
    He gaped up at me for a second longer until he realized I was waiting for an answer. “Naw, man.” 
 
    “Good.” I pointed to my car. “You can drive that home tonight and bring it in to headquarters tomorrow. If you do, I’ll have a job for you. If you don’t, you better hope I never see you again. Got it?” 
 
    “Yeah, man. But I don’t get it. What’s going on?” 
 
    I smiled. “Regime change.” 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked. 
 
    “You’ll see tomorrow.” I shut the door, put it in gear, and started across the bridge.  
 
    I had just started down the other side of the bridge when the radio came to life. “Johnson, what the hell are you doing?” a voice asked. “It’s not shift change yet!” 
 
    To warn them or not to warn them? I wondered. Screw it. 
 
    I picked up the handset. “Move the vehicles or lose them,” I transmitted. “This is the only warning you’ll get.” 
 
    I shifted and stomped on the accelerator. “Hey, who’s this?” the voice squawked. “Where’s Johnson?” 
 
    I didn’t reply; I just bore down on the two cars. Unfortunately, the people operating the barricade weren’t mentally agile enough to move the cars in time, so I jumped on the breaks at the last minute, slowing to about 30 miles an hour as I steered for the small gap between them. Sure, it looks cool in the videos when a truck smashes through a car or two, but it’s still a car crash for the truck driver, and I’d been in enough of them to know I didn’t want to hit the cars going 70. Yes my body would heal, but it would hurt. 
 
    I had a flash of the two men’s faces—both were sitting in the car to the left with eyes as big as saucers and their mouths in Os, then the blade hit the cars with enough force to flip both of them onto their roofs and send them spinning away. I kept going. 
 
    Not much had changed in the short time I’d been gone—Slidell was still a mess. For once, I decided discretion might be the better part of valor, so I stashed the truck several blocks away—out of earshot—and proceeded on foot, doing my best to stay out of sight. 
 
    I reached the headquarters building and frowned. I didn’t know whether the people at the bridge had radioed ahead or if Chamberlain had raised security after my last visit, but there was an increased presence of enforcers guarding the door. I decided it was the latter after a couple of minutes of watching them—the men at the door didn’t seem particularly alert for people expecting an attack. 
 
    Still, they would provide a buffer. If I hit them, there was no doubt an alarm would go out, and it would give Chamberlain time to get additional troops in place. I thought about waiting to hit him when he went home for the night, but by then, word of my return would certainly have reached him, and I doubted he would leave the building to make himself an easier target. 
 
    I wouldn’t have, and I had the same training. 
 
    For that matter, I doubted he left the building at all, except for when his presence was required or his particular skill set was needed to solve a problem. I might have been able to draw him out if I hadn’t hit the crew at the bridge. I had, though, and now he’d be on alert once word filtered back. I had to act now. 
 
    I surveyed the building a little longer. The headquarters building was a giant, two-story warehouse with a ten-story tower on the front where the administrative offices were. The main lobby faced west, and access to the stairs and the elevators for the tower were in it. The lobby opened on the east end into the facility that held the labs, shooting ranges, and armory, among other things. The main building also had an entrance on the north side that bypassed the main lobby, which could sometimes get stacked up at shift change. 
 
    The longer I looked at it, the more I realized Chamberlain hadn’t done the original security planning for the building; he had obviously foisted it off on someone else. While I’m sure he looked at it and approved it once it was complete, that wasn’t the same as doing it himself. Yes, there was security at both the front and side doors on the west and north sides, and it looked more than adequate. I’m sure there were also additional layers of security inside that could be called upon to seal a breach and contain or destroy anyone that made it into the building. That was all well and good. 
 
    Unfortunately—for Chamberlain—whoever had done the security planning had only looked at defending the building from an assault by normal humans—and Agents and Specialists were far from normal. I was moving before I could have a second thought, looping back around to approach it from the south side of the east end. There wasn’t a door on that side—there weren’t even any windows—so they didn’t have people watching it; instead, they relied on a couple of cameras that covered the corners. It was adequate against normal attack—I couldn’t sneak up and blow in the back of the structure. 
 
    But, I didn’t want to.  
 
    If I did, I would have had to fight through the entire main building. By the time I made it to the tower section, every security person they had would be between me and “the Caretaker.”  
 
    The building had been built in a section of town with some old, huge trees. I quickly climbed one of the ones close to the building, then leaped across the 30-foot gap. The second story roof I landed on was flat, and I raced across it, staying in the middle so I couldn’t be seen by anyone from the ground. There were some windows on the tower that faced in my direction, but that was a chance I had to take.  
 
    I saved my boost—if anyone was looking out the window and saw me, there was nothing I could do about it; I knew I would need the boost later and didn’t want to waste it. I didn’t hear an alarm as I crossed the roof, nor did I see anyone in the windows, and I made it to the tower section without incident. 
 
    Once again, the building had been designed with normal people in mind—the third and fourth floors didn’t have windows, making access to the tower impossible without a ladder. Or a nanite-enhanced body. 
 
    As I approached the tower, I ran harder the last few steps, and raced up the wall. When I felt gravity begin to pull me back, I pushed off and jumped as hard as I could. I easily made it up to the ledge outside a window on the fifth floor. I put my elbows against the sides of the window casing to catch my balance as I looked in the window. The office was empty—perfect.  
 
    The only thing that would have been better was if the window had been unlocked. Unfortunately, it wasn’t, and I had to punch in a section. Nothing could hide the sound of the shattering glass, although there was carpet below the window which deadened the sound as the glass hit the ground. 
 
    I quickly unlocked the window, opened it, and slid inside as the door opened. The man saw me and opened his mouth, but I raced across the room, grabbed him, and yanked him inside. I pulled him toward me and slapped a hand across his mouth as I shut the door gently. He struggled mightily, but there was no way he was getting away. I held him until he realized the futility of it and quit fighting. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, “I want to ask you a couple of questions, so I’m going to let you go. If you yell or try to run, I will kill you. Nod if you understand.” 
 
    He nodded, so I let him go. He turned to me, and his eyes widened. “You…you—” 
 
    “Yes, me. I take it the Caretaker has put out pictures and everyone is watching for me?” 
 
    He nodded, terror in his eyes, and I wondered what Chamberlain had said about me. It wasn’t like I was going to dispute it; anything he said was probably true—I’d done some awful things for the company. But then again, so had he. And he’d liked doing them. 
 
    “I know he’s made me out to be a bad man,” I said, causing the man to nod again—vehemently this time—and look like he wanted to flee, “but on my worst day, he is a far worse person.” 
 
    That caused the man to jerk back in shock, and I smiled involuntarily—his stories about me must have been good, if people had that reaction to the idea that there could be something worse than me. “Trust me,” I added, “he is far worse. He may not have shown it yet, but he is a sociopath.” 
 
    “Well, he’s done a couple things…but he said that was only to regain control and rid the area of anarchy. We can’t regrow civilization until we put down the people who would take advantage of the situation to grab all the power they can.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I see you’ve been drinking his kool-aid. I don’t suppose you noticed that’s exactly what he’s doing?” 
 
    “Well…but…” 
 
    “No, that is exactly what he’s doing. He may say it’s for the ‘greater good’ or ‘needs of civilization,’ but at the end of the day, it’s all part of his need to be in charge. Trust me; I know him.” 
 
    “Trust you?” the man asked. “If only half of what he’s said is true, you are just as bad.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s a shades of gray thing, I guess. Nobody in this world is going to be a saint; you can’t be and still get this world back on track.” I shrugged again. “But enough about me. I have a couple of questions I want you to answer, please.” 
 
    He nodded tentatively, so I continued, “Is the Caretaker in his office?” 
 
    “Yes, he is.” 
 
    “What are you supposed to do if you see me?” 
 
    “Report your presence to security.” 
 
    “Are there other people on this floor who will see me as I go to the stairwell?” 
 
    He had to think about this question a moment, but finally nodded. “Two, I think.” 
 
    “Is this your office?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Is anyone going to miss you if they don’t hear from you for a bit?” 
 
    He started to think about that, but I could see his mind wander off as he tried to figure out why I would ask that question. His mouth opened, and he took a deep breath, but then I yanked him toward me again, spinning him so his back was against my chest. I wrapped an arm around his throat and placed a hand over his mouth, then held him while he struggled. I didn’t kill him, although I suspected he’d have a nice bruise around his throat tomorrow. 
 
    I gently put him on the floor then eased the door open a crack. The floor was an open workspace, with a bunch of desks spread throughout. The man had been wrong, I saw; there were actually three people—a man and two women—between me and the stairwell. Well, shit. I wouldn’t be able to get past all of them without being seen, and trying to take them one at a time wouldn’t work, either. 
 
    I got down and low-crawled so they wouldn’t be able to see me, then sprang up from the floor when I was close with a pistol in each hand. “Hands up!” I ordered. “Nobody talks or I start shooting! Stand up!” 
 
    All three were complacent and stood. Perhaps this new world was selective of people who did what they were told. The penalties for being a free thinker these days were a lot more severe. Judging by the terrified looks on their faces, though, at least two of them recognized me from whatever photos had gone around. 
 
    I herded the people into the office I’d come out of, and one of the women screamed when she saw the body on the floor. I stepped forward and tapped her on the temple with the handle of one of my pistols, and she collapsed to the floor. 
 
    The other woman pointed at the man on the floor. “Is he…” 
 
    “No, he isn’t dead,” I said. “He’s just sleeping.” I pursed my lips as I looked at the two people as if deciding what to do with them. Which, of course, I was. “Okay, here’s the thing,” I said finally. “I need to go see the Caretaker, and I don’t want him to know I’m coming.” I crossed the room and ripped the computer and phone lines out of the wall. “You can either agree to sit here and wait it out, or I can help you sleep through it like him.” I motioned to the guy on the floor. “What’s it going to be?” 
 
    “I can sit right here and wait out whatever you need me to, sir,” the man said. “I can be very patient when needed.” 
 
    “Me too,” the woman said, taking her lead from the man. “There’s no need for anyone else to get injured.” 
 
    I smiled. “Just one, actually—the Caretaker—but I don’t want anyone else to get hurt. Despite what he’s told you about me, he is actually the bad man, and I am going to rid the world of him. After that, you’ll all be free to go, and the company, here, will be open again tomorrow under new management.” 
 
    “So we just stay here?” the man asked. I nodded. “How long?” 
 
    “Until the shooting stops,” I said. “But I would give it a little longer than that. If you leave this room before that, odds are, you will be shot. There will be a lot of security people running around with itchy trigger fingers, and you might very well get shot accidentally. I wouldn’t call them, either—if you do, it will only lead to unnecessary loss of life. Just stay here, be patient, then leave in about 15 minutes. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the man said. “We certainly can.” 
 
    Some people can make the right choices in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifty 
 
      
 
      
 
    I raced up the stairs and opened the door onto the tenth floor a crack.  
 
    Someone was sitting at the desk across the lobby, with someone on the close side talking to them. While the person who was standing blocked the sitting person’s view of the stairwell door, there was no way to get past them and down the the hall to Chamberlain’s office without being seen by at least one of them. 
 
    I eased the door open a little further to look down the hallway—the door to Chamberlain’s office was open. Maybe I was in a good mood—I don’t know—but I didn’t feel like killing the two at the desk to stop them from sounding the alarm. I could make it to Chamberlain’s office before any reaction force could get there, and once we were engaged, it would be hard for anyone to do anything about it. 
 
    Unless he had other Specialists in his employ. I frowned. If he did, it would be messy. All I could do was hope they didn’t respond in time and decided to accept the management change. 
 
    I took a couple of quick breaths, then charged across the atrium. 
 
    “Hey—” is all the receptionist got out before I was past her and down the hall. 
 
    As I was halfway to the office, the door began to close. It was far too slow, however, and I raced through it, then turned and locked it as it snapped shut. The guy who had been talking to the receptionist was about a quarter of the way down the hall; he had fast reflexes, but not Specialist caliber. Not that one couldn’t get here quickly from anywhere in the building. 
 
    “I wondered if you’d return,” Chamberlain said from his desk. I looked over and found him pointing a pistol at me. “Although, I have to say, I kind of figured you’d try to shoot me in the back.” 
 
    I smiled, having contemplated that action, then shrugged. “I might have considered it. When’s the last time you left this building?” 
 
    He smiled back. “The last time you were here.” 
 
    “Didn’t want to give me the opportunity?” 
 
    “Nope.” He shrugged. “So, why are you here? If you wanted to take the job I offered, you could have talked to the folks downstairs.” 
 
    “They didn’t look like they were in a talking mood.” 
 
    “So you killed them, and now I’ll need new guards?” 
 
    “Nope. Didn’t kill a single person on the way in. Just call me the wind; I blew right through.” 
 
    “Sounds like I need to review and update my security procedures.” 
 
    “If you’re still around to do so.” 
 
    “So that’s how it’s going to be?” he asked. “You’re going to make me shoot you?” 
 
    I smiled. “Do you honestly think you can?” 
 
    “Let’s find out,” he said. 
 
    As soon as I saw his finger start to pull the trigger, I boosted, and pulled both of my pistols. He fired his pistol, and I felt a pull on my shirt as the bullet just missed me as I dove. It’s hard to shoot someone who’s boosted—they can see where you’re aiming while the trigger is being pulled and move to the side. His mistake was boosting after he pulled the trigger, or he might have had me. 
 
    He fired again—a clean miss—and then my pistols were out. I fired one at the spot he’d been sitting in and one to the right of him. He, of course, dove to the left, but that established his momentum. I fired again before I hit the floor, again bracketing where he might go, and winged him with one of my shots. Then I hit the floor, and he was on the other side of the desk. 
 
    I jumped up at the same time he did, firing to both sides of him. He aimed at me, and I was forced to dive again. I winged him again with one of my next rounds, then he was in motion again, making my next rounds go astray. We traded the rest of our magazines like that, diving and dodging around the desk until we were both empty. I got him a couple of times, and he hit me once. 
 
    “That was anticlimactic,” I said as we both stood up to assess each other. There was a pounding on the door after a couple of seconds; apparently, they hadn’t wanted to walk in while the bullets were flying. I couldn’t blame them—the office was a mess. I had shot out all the windows behind Chamberlain, and I’m sure the shelving behind me was similarly shattered. Not that I was going to take my eyes off Chamberlain to check. 
 
    “You’ve gotten faster,” he noted. “Go away!” he yelled over my shoulder as the pounding continued. In our boosted states, it was a slow rhythmic beat that was annoying to both of us. I doubted the man would understand Chamberlain. 
 
    “You want to give up now?” I asked, taking a step toward the desk. “Looks like I got you twice to your once. I think you’re past your prime. If you step aside, I won’t kill you.”  
 
    “You’re definitely having delusions of grandeur if you think you can.” 
 
    He went for his knife, and I charged forward, hitting his desk with all I had. The desk was a beast—easily a couple hundred pounds—but I drove it toward the wall. He saw it coming as he whipped out his knife, tensed, and jumped onto the desk. The desk slammed into the wall, and I pulled up and hit him in the knees with everything I had before he could catch his balance. His legs went out the window behind him. 
 
    Chamberlain looked shocked as he tried to catch himself but couldn’t. He leaned forward to stab me as his legs went out from under him. I twitched, trying to dodge, but I was committed to the maneuver and took the knife in the right clavicle. My shoulder detonated in a ball of fire. The only thing I had going for me was that he was off balance and couldn’t put all of his power into the strike. 
 
    He released the knife to try to catch himself and got hold of the edge of the desk with one hand. I flipped it off with my left hand, and gravity pulled him out the window as his fingers scrambled for purchase. He smiled as he was pulled out the window—probably realizing he could survive the fall or catch himself on the way down, and he stopped trying to grab the desk and let his hands slide across it. 
 
    Not wanting to let him get away, I grabbed the back of his wrists as his hands slid down the desk. My shoulder exploded in pain with the effort of holding his weight. He struggled to get away, but I had a good grip on him, and he couldn’t use his fingers to get at me. His legs hit the wall below him, and he tried to get purchase to push himself away and pull me out with him, but I bent at the waist and used the desk to keep me in the office. Slowly, with my arm feeling like it was going to rip out of the socket, I moved his wrists over to two pieces of glass which were still in the frame and used his weight to drag his wrists across them, slashing them. I pulled back with all my might—burning all the boost I had in the effort—to bring him back in slightly, so I could run the glass lengthwise down his arm as I slashed it.  
 
    He struggled harder against me as he realized what I was doing, but it was too late. I had him, and I was not letting go. The first artery severed in a spray of bright red, and I let him drop a little, allowing it to slit open the artery lengthwise as well. The second opened a fraction of a second later, coating my face and the desk.  
 
    The spray of blood made it harder to hold onto his wrists, but I knew this was my one chance. Boosted, the seconds passed with glacial slowness, but I closed my eyes, thinking of the Farmer girl. After a small eternity, he stopped struggling. I held on a little longer, until I couldn’t anymore, then I let him fall. He bounced off the side of the building once, his arms and legs splayed outward uncontrolled, then he hit the ground.  
 
    I staggered over to one of my pistols, reloaded it one-handed, then leaned out the window and fired the entire magazine into him. At least two were headshots, so I didn’t think he’d be getting back up again. The two guards from the north doors came running as the gunshots sounded, but a shot in their direction caused them to scamper away. 
 
    Using my legs and one arm, I pulled the desk away from the wall, retrieved the chair, and took a seat. Removing the knife hurt more than any wound I’d ever had, but I ripped it out like you’d pull off a bandage. After stopping the blood coming out of my shoulder by applying pressure while the nanobots sealed the wound, I got up and unlocked the office door. 
 
    “Come in!” I yelled. 
 
    The door opened a crack, then two men and the receptionist entered the room and found me behind the desk with my feet up on it. They looked at me, eyes and mouths wide. 
 
    I nodded at them with a smile. “Welcome,” I said. “As you may have noticed, there’s a new sheriff in town.” 
 
    The man who had been at the receptionist’s desk when I went past was the first to recover. “What can we do to assist you, sir?” he asked. 
 
    It was good to be king in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, what are you going to do, Boss?” Jonny, my new right-hand man, asked. He had been the leader of the Blues before Chamberlain displaced him, but was as happy to be my Number Two as he was to be Chamberlain’s. Probably more so. 
 
    I blew a cloud of cigar smoke and smiled, enjoying the feeling of being in charge. Although there weren’t many cigars remaining, I knew people who had access to Cuba, and I figured I could talk them into opening up trade there. That, or I would capture a ship and do it myself. Cutting out the middlemen, literally, had been one of the operational strategies that had facilitated Teledyne’s rise to prominence.  
 
    “Ultimately, I’m going to kill all of the Clowns in Philadelphia,” I said after a moment of thought, “and then I’m going to kill the people who decided that making them was a good idea.” You could say a lot of things about me—and people had, all my life—but I wasn’t a quitter. I had completed every single mission I’d ever been sent on, except for this one, and I was going to complete it, too. I had given my word to the Chairman. Even though he no longer existed, I had sworn I would kill them all, and I intended to do so. It would get the geas out of my head and allow me to pursue my other plans. Since taking over for Chamberlain, I had begun to think bigger. Not only about how to kill the Clowns, but also about what I wanted to do once that mission was complete. 
 
    As far as killing the Clowns went, when I was growing up, they used to say that it took a village to raise a child. It would also take a village—and perhaps a small town—to kill all those Clowns. In fact, I knew I needed an army to do so. Which meant I needed to grow the army, train it, feed it, and get it to Philadelphia. All of those were tall tasks…but I had been trained in nation building during one of my early insurrection missions. I had led the guerilla forces that had ultimately taken the capital of a small, third-world country, then I’d turned them into a legitimate army which could put down the next guerilla force that wanted to displace mine. 
 
    It would take time, but it was possible. I had some ideas on ways I could shorten the process, but even if they didn’t come to fruition, it would still be possible to kill the Clowns. And all of them needed to die—if they didn’t, our world would be right back where it was before the Fall, only with psychopaths at the controls. Reflecting on some of the missions I’d been sent on and some of the things Obsidian and JalCom had done, I guess I really meant, “worse psychopaths.” 
 
    And after that was done? King of New Orleans? President? No, not president; that sounded too much like something you had to run for, and I wasn’t doing any running; I was going to install myself as the ruler. On second thought, maybe not New Orleans. The city had been nuked, and the suburbs weren’t self-supporting. And the whole area was a shitpot. Bayou La Batre, though…or Clanton, Alabama…both of those appeared to have everything needed to start a thriving civilization with me in charge. While I still had the army, we could roll right into one or the other of them and install me as the ruler. There might be a period of…adjustment, but I had no doubt they’d come to see it my way. I wasn’t afraid to rule through fear—look how well it had been working for the Clowns. In a world that was short of law, fear and power were the tools that moved society. I wasn’t afraid to use either of them.  
 
    Maybe “Emperor” was best, as I fully intended to bring the country together again. It had been a long time since the United States had existed as a country; it was time to get back to that. Maybe the United States of Joe Rinardi? I kind of liked that. Sure, that was a long way in the future, but if you couldn’t dream big, you couldn’t live big, and I intended to live as big as I could. There weren’t many other Agents and Specialists in the world, and there would be fewer still when I was done. Like maybe a total of one—me.  
 
    There were many things that needed to be done to get there, of course, but everything was possible. Start small, build an army, wipe out the Clowns, then rule benevolently. After the adjustment period, of course. 
 
    I was also going to end up with the imprinter that housed the Clown imprint after we wiped them out, just to keep it safe. And besides, you never knew when you’d need someone trained as an assassin in this Fallen World. 
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 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    The men shifted the last piece of wallboard, revealing a section of wall that had come apart. It had taken years to find the building, then excavate this portion of it by hand, but—as I had hoped—when the building had burned, an outer section had been the first to go, and when it collapsed, it had fallen to the side, largely protecting this room and preventing the fire from reaching it. Say what you want about Obsidian; they knew how to build protected facilities. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked the group’s foreman. “How did that happen? Did the wall break?” 
 
    I shook my head. “False wall.” 
 
    He looked at me, his eyebrows knitting. 
 
    “It was a secret door.” It had taken me a while to figure it out, but I finally found someone who had been there for the emergence of “Joshua Collins,” or whatever his name really was—there was no telling what was real with an Agent. Finally, though, I’d found a member of the Blues who remembered a man who had killed of a whole squad of the Blues, including Jonny’s brother. Obsidian used to like to infiltrate other companies’ zones of interest. Once they got someone planted, they would build a secret facility and use it as a base of operations in the other company’s zone. I moved forward and pulled on the secret door. When it didn’t want to open, I used all my strength and ripped it open. I heard an intake of breath from the foreman; I impressed myself a little bit, too. 
 
    The ceiling had partially collapsed in the room beyond, and I got down to look through the doorway. The room on the other side was empty, except for a structure that looked like a coffin or, maybe, a tanning bed. A lot of dust and debris had fallen on it, crushing some of the equipment it was attached to, but the assembly seemed largely undamaged. I smiled. Although I’d never seen one before, I’d seen the intel reports. 
 
    “That’s what this is all about?” the man asked, getting down on his knees next to me. 
 
    “Yes,” I said in a voice full of anticipation. “It is. Carefully get the rest of the stuff off it so we can move it. If it gets damaged, you will personally answer to me.” 
 
    The man flinched away from me at the tone of my voice. He may not have known me, but he did know about Specialists. “Yes sir,” he said in a meek tone I’m sure none of his people had ever heard from him before. “Can I ask what that is?” 
 
     “Sure you can,” I replied. “It’s what’s going to help me make an army, so I can take on the Clowns in Philadelphia and complete my final mission. After that, I will finally be free to live my life however I want. That device? It’s an Obsidian imprinter.” 
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Excerpt from “This Fallen World:” 
 
      
 
    He placed a coin in front of me. I looked at it in surprise. It was a solid gold coin from the Old World. Probably worth ten thousand scripts now. 
 
    “This is a down payment,” Hale said. “You find her, you get another. Return her to me unharmed, you get three.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Thank you, Agent,” he said softly. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He passed me a folder, and I opened it to see a picture of a pretty young red-haired woman. She appeared to be late teens or early twenties and that could be bad. This fallen world is hard on young beautiful people. 
 
    Warlords could swoop in with their troops and steal people at will. They were Warlords because the held the weapons or tech that gave them control over those around them. 
 
    There had been incidents for years. I had a great disdain for the term, Warlord. They were the ones who had found some advantage and abused it, for the most part. 
 
    There were a few good men, such as Wilderman, who held the reigns of fourteen city blocks. He provided protection to those who lived in his domain. He taxed his people but he also provided true protection.  
 
    Miles to the East, there was Joanna Kathrop. She held sixteen blocks and ruled with an iron fist. She had found a cache of weapons and provisions in her area several decades back. Her cadre of loyal soldiers backed her and she established her rule of that area. 
 
    There were others, both good and bad. The majority of them were bad. They ran single and double blocks. The Warlord that controlled the area where the Strike Zone was located wasn’t the worst, but he was far from the best. 
 
    I turned the page and found the sector that Hale and his daughter had lived. 
 
    “You were under Yamato?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, “he took down the Bishop a decade ago.” 
 
    “Yamato’s always been fair,” I said. “Did you take this to him?” 
 
    “He couldn’t help me,” he said. “She was traveling across the city.” 
 
    “What the hell was she doin’ travelin’?” I asked. “Was she in a caravan?” 
 
    The Caravans were the only semi-safe way to travel the city. You paid for your ticket, and the Caravans paid their tax to run through the Zones. 
 
    “She was going to the new College, set up by Kathrop, in a small Caravan run by a man named Drekk. He claims she never showed up for the last leg of the trip.” 
 
    “Drekk,” I spat the word out. “I’ve heard of Drekk. If you want to travel anywhere, you have to use the Accredited Caravans. You can’t use people like Drekk.” 
 
    His face fell. “We didn’t know about this until it was too late. We aren’t rich people, Mister Kade.” 
 
    I looked down at the coin still in my hand, and looked back to him with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “The life savings of both my family and the family of Seran Yoto, her fiancée.” 
 
    “Poor would not be what I would call this, Hale,” I said. “There are people right in this room who won’t see this much wealth in ten lifetimes. You dwell inside the Scraper. You have running water and electricity. Don’t ever try to pass yourself off as the poor. It’s insulting.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Who set up the Caravan?” 
 
    “I set it up through a man in the Scraper. His name is Denton. He owns a supply store on the bottom floor.” 
 
    “Ok,” I said. “That’s where I’ll need to start. I’ll be there first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “But the Caravans don’t run at night.” 
 
    “Some people, it’s safer to leave alone, Hale. When you get back to the Scraper, tomorrow, I’ll have some answers for you.” 
 
    “How will you cross three zones tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll walk, Hale,” I said. “Corporate Agents can take care of themselves.” 
 
    “You haven’t been an Agent for twenty years.” 
 
    “You’re right, there.” I said, “I’m something else, now. I’ll see you tomorrow night at your Scraper.” 
 
    I stood and walked away from the booth. Jared was beside the bar, talking to several suits. 
 
    “Yo, Jared,” I said. “I’m on a job for a few days. Ya can fill the table if ya need to.” 
 
    “Be careful, Matt,” he said. “Last time Jenny took a week to get you patched up.”  
 
    “I’ll try, buddy.” 
 
    I had a feeling about this one. Things looked bad for Maddy Hale. Drekk wasn’t known to be trustworthy. 
 
    Life can be dangerous in this Fallen World.  
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Excerpt from “The Devil’s Gunman:” 
 
      
 
    I eased the door open and braced for gunfire or a fireball. 
 
    I got neither. I swept the entryway with my rifle’s sights. Nothing more offensive than some high school photos glared back at me, and I didn’t hear anything running down the hallway or readying a weapon. There were no shouts from police or federal agents, either. 
 
    What I did hear, from the living room, was incessant chatter underscored by the occasional interjection of a laugh track. The chatter was accompanied by the soft peripheral glow of my television. Whoever had broken into my house was watching a sitcom. 
 
    “I’m unarmed,” a man’s voice rang out. “So put down the rifle, and let’s have a talk.” 
 
    “The fuck we will,” I shouted back. “You broke into my home!” 
 
    I moved down the hallway, keeping my rifle on the opening to the living room. 
 
    “That’s part of what we have to talk about,” the voice said. I peered around the corner and saw a young Caucasian man. His pale features and dyed blue hair did little to mask the malicious smirk on his face. He was dressed in an oxford shirt and slacks with a skinny tie, as though he couldn’t figure out if he wanted to look like he’d just joined a band or an investment firm. He wore a silver tie clip with a red blood drop on it. 
 
    I stood there with my rifle sights on his head. 
 
    “I’m here as a messenger,” he said and flashed his teeth. I saw pointed incisors. That was enough for me. “This is peaceful, Nicholas. No need to be violent.” 
 
    I lowered the rifle. I didn’t like the prick’s condescending tone; he sounded like he enjoyed the sound of his own voice. Those types were always eager to give up information. 
 
    “Okay, let’s talk. Who’s the message from?” I asked. 
 
    “I hold the honored post of Emissary of the Lyndale Coven,” he said politely, examining his nails. “We’ve taken a professional interest in you, and Coven leadership sent me.”
“Oh yeah?” I asked. “What for?” 
 
    “To dictate the terms of your surrender,” he said, locking eyes with me. His hands twitched, then curled slightly. I imagined him leaping off the couch and knocking me down. I fought the urge to bring the rifle to bear, keeping it at the low ready.  
 
    “Thought your kind needed an invite,” I said. 
 
    The man snarled. 
 
    “We both know who built this house. I have a standing invite. The coven master says that the Duke no longer wants you, so you’re fair game. Our agreement, which I have right here, has the details.” 
 
    He pulled a no-shit scroll out of his suit jacket and put it down on my coffee table. I glanced at it. The Lyndale Coven seemed to be under the impression that I belonged to them. I read the word “slave” once, and that was enough for me to decide I wasn’t interested. 
 
    “No dice,” I said. 
 
    “These terms are much more charitable than those the Coven Master wanted,” he said, warning in his voice. “Oath breakers aren’t normally given this kind of clemency.” 
 
    I didn’t have much idea what he meant about oath breakers, but I wasn’t going to play ball with this pompous fuck. 
 
    “Not charitable enough,” I said. “Why do you guys want me? Running out of blood from young clubgoers and runaways?” 
 
    The young vampire smiled again, flashing his teeth with what I’m sure he thought was menace.  
 
    “It’ll certainly improve our coven’s standings with the Duke if we prove we can clean up his loose ends. I’m sure you’ll make an excellent blood thrall. We’ll be taking a pint of blood every month, as—” 
 
    I raised the rifle and sighted in on his head. He sighed, and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Look, you primitive ape, guns won’t—” 
 
    I fired three times, the rounds earth-shatteringly loud in such a tight place. He screamed in pain and terror as the holy rifle’s bullets tore through him, the wounds leaving bright blue caverns of light. 
 
    His screaming echoed in my head, so I kept shooting. I fired the rest of the magazine until there was nothing left but a corpse, riddled with holes and glowing softly, and me, standing there in my gunpowder-fueled catharsis. 
 
    I dropped the mag and slapped in a fresh one, savoring the sound of the bolt sliding forward and knowing that if the emissary had any friends, they too, would be introduced to the kinetic light of St. Joseph. 
 
    “Anyone else here? I got more.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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Excerpt from “Shadow Lands:” 
 
      
 
    The combatants, for lack of a better term, were both resting at the edges of the dance floor. To the left was a very butch-looking blonde in what looked to be purple leather, along with her entourage, while to the right, a petite, dark-skinned Hispanic in a princess outfit stood, surrounded by meat popsicles wrapped in leather. Vampire fashions make no damn sense to me, for what it’s worth. There were a few ‘normals’ huddled against the far wall, which showed signs of someone’s face being run along it, repeatedly. Sure enough, the London ‘Special’ was in the DJ booth. He killed the sound as soon as he realized we were standing there. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, may I introduce the final players in our little drama, the Reinhumation Specialists of the Quinton Morris Group!” the Special said into the mike. 
 
    “Fuck me running,” I said. 
 
    “With a rusty chainsaw,” Jed finished. 
 
    The two groups of vampires turned to face us.  
 
    “Remind me to kick Michael in his balls when we get back to the office,” I said. 
 
    “You’re going to have to get in line behind me to do it,” Jed replied.  
 
    “You can leave now, mortals,” the blonde said with a slight German accent. She had occult patterns tattooed around her eyes, which had to be a bitch, because she would have had to have them redone every six months or so. Vampires heal. 
 
    “Like, fershure, this totally doesn’t involve you,” the Hispanic said, her accent pure San Fernando Valley. 
 
    “Jed, did I ever tell you how I feel about Valley Girls?” I asked, raising my voice. 
 
    “No…”  
 
    “Can’t live with ‘em, can’t kill ‘em,” I replied, swinging my UMP up and cratering the Valley vampire’s chest with three rounds into the fragile set of blood vessels above the heart. Sure, the pump still works, but there’s nothing connected to it for what passes as blood in a vampire to spread. On top of that, company-issue bullets are frangible silver, to which vampires have an adverse reaction. 
 
    With that, the dance was on. The damn Special in the DJ booth at least had the good sense to put on Rammstein. Mien Teil came thundering out of the speakers as we started killing vampires. Gunny ran his M1897 Trench Gun dry in five shots, dropped it to hang by a patrol sling, and switched to his ancient, family 1911. I ran my UMP dry on Valley Vamp’s minions, then dropped the magazine and reloaded in time to dump the second full magazine into the Butch Vampire as she leaped toward the ceiling to clear the tables between us and the dance floor. As soon as Butch Vamp went down, the remaining vampires froze. 
 
    “Glamour,” the Special called, stepping out of the booth. “I can control a lot of lesser vampires, but not until you got those two randy cunts thinking about how much they hurt.”  
 
    “You. Fucking. Asshole,” I panted.  
 
    Combat is cardio, I don’t care what anyone else says. 
 
    “Yes?” he replied.  
 
    I looked him over. He was wearing a red zoot suit—red-pegged trousers and a long red jacket with wide shoulders over the ubiquitous white peasant shirt, topped with a red, wide-brimmed hat. He even had on red-tinted glacier glasses. 
 
    I felt his mind try to probe mine, then beamed as he bounced off. 
 
    “My that hurt,” he replied. 
 
    “You know, we don’t work with Michelangelo for nothing,” Jed replied. Apparently the mind probe had been general, not specific. 
 
    I went through the messy side of the business—staking and beheading—assisted by Capdepon. Crash helped Jed sort out the normal survivors, followed by prepping the live lesser vampires for transport. The Special leaned against a wall, maintaining control of the lesser vampires until we could move them out. Once all the work was done so the cleaners could move in, and the lesser vampires were moved out of Eyelash, I stepped wearily to the Special. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    “You can call me,” he paused dramatically, “Tim.” 
 
    I kicked him in the nuts with a steel-toed boot. Even in the undead, it’s a sensitive spot. 
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