
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      No Planet For Good Men

      Forgotten Fallout, Book One

    

    




      
        M.R. Forbes

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Published by Quirky Algorithms

        Seattle, Washington

      

        

      
        This novel is a work of fiction and a product of the author’s imagination.

        Any resemblance to actual persons or events is purely coincidental.

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2019 by M.R. Forbes

        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        Cover illustration by Geronimo Ribaya

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The machine made a loud gurgling noise like the sound of water draining from a bathtub. Only it wasn’t water. It was too heavy. Too thick. And it wasn’t draining from a bathtub.

      At least, it was no bathtub Isaac had ever been in before.

      After that came the cold. His body—already dry even though the liquid had just flowed out from around him—shivered and shook, the skin on his arms pimpling in reaction.

      It continued with a humming sound. A thick, rough churning and then the sound like someone flushed a toilet. Isaac blinked a few times. A thin film rested over his pupils. He reached up and wiped it away. At the same time, the lid of the not-bathtub began to rise. Cool air flooded into the pod, causing him to shiver even more. He needed clothes.

      Isaac grabbed the sides of the pod, pulling himself into a sitting position, surprised to find he felt pretty good, all things considered. His muscles were still strong, his body ready to get back in motion.

      He turned his head, quickly scanning the room.

      Trying to remember.

      He squeezed his eyes shut and lowered his face into one of his hands.

      Stop.

      He forced himself to shut down the nearly overwhelming guilt and sadness. It wasn’t going to help him right now.

      Could anything?

      He gathered himself, grabbing the side of the pod and swinging his legs out over the lip. Extending his feet until they reached the cold tiled floor, he looked up at the display next to the pod. His face was on the left—his name, rank, and status on the right. The screen had a crack down the center, the glass broken. It was covered in dust.

      He stared at the image, still trying to catch up to the present moment. He barely recognized his face. How had he wound up here?

      The last thing he remembered was the explosion.

      And his son.

      His heart began to pound. In his mind, it felt like it had happened minutes ago, as if there were no break in continuity between that moment and this one. As if the rest of the complex was still on fire. He needed to get out there. He needed to help. There were sure to be injured. There were sure to be casualties.

      Stop.

      He clenched his eyes shut. Someone had put him in stasis. The fire had to be out or it would have consumed him. His son…

      Nothing could bring Jason back. Nothing could save him.

      He looked across the row of five matching pods to the door. It was closed, and the small reinforced window at the center suggested only darkness beyond.

      What the hell?

      He returned his attention to the display. He reached under it, grabbing the small keyboard and pulling it forward. His eyes swept over the data on the right as he began tapping keys.

      Name: Isaac Pine

      Rank: Sergeant

      MOS: 5815 - Special Reaction Team

      Status: Reanimated

      Reanimated, as if he had been raised from the dead. The scientists needed to work on the messaging. He tried to bring up the system’s menu. A login box appeared over his face, an eagle and star logo—the symbol of the United States Space Force Marines—above the account and password fields.

      He typed in his credentials and hit the enter key.

      ACCESS DENIED.

      The message appeared beneath the input boxes, vanishing a moment later. Isaac took a few long breaths. He couldn’t figure anything out if he couldn’t calm himself. He continued to shiver, though he was becoming more accustomed to the cold and his body was beginning to regulate better.

      He tried again, watching his finger tap each key to ensure he was getting it right. He was glad he could still remember.

      ACCESS DENIED

      “Shit!” he snapped, the word echoing in the room. He shoved the keyboard back. All he wanted was to check the damn timestamp.

      How long had he been in stasis?

      He didn’t remember asking to be placed in hibernation. He didn’t remember anything after the explosion. That wasn’t true. He remembered it had been his duty to prevent it. It was also his job as a father to protect his son.

      And he had failed at both.

      The thought nearly brought him to tears. But he couldn’t spend time on that right now. He didn’t have the luxury of self-pity. He was a Marine, damn it. His mission wasn’t finished.

      Maybe it was just starting.

      He crossed to the pod opposite his. Empty. He walked down the line, looking into the small glass window of each one. Empty. Empty. Empty. Empty.

      All of them were empty. Now his was too.

      What the hell was going on?

      Why was he the only one who had been placed in hibernation?

      He reached the door and turned around, looking down the line of pods again. The lid of his chamber was at a ninety-degree angle, having just opened.  The third pod on the right had an open top too.

      Someone had used it.

      He hurried back to that pod. The display was dark, a web of cracks across the glass. He pulled out the keyboard and tapped on the enter key, hoping the screen would come on. Who had been in here? When had they left?

      The display remained dark. Dead. It couldn’t be reanimated.

      He lowered his head. He needed to think.

      And he needed some damn clothes.

      His uniform should have been beside his pod. He was pretty sure he hadn’t walked from the MP Station or the barracks in his birthday suit. Then again, he wasn’t convinced he had walked at all.

      He remembered the explosion and nothing after. Nothing except the loud gurgling of the stasis chamber draining of its life-preserving gel.

      But SRT didn’t have clearance to use the pods. He would never have put himself in one. Someone must have brought him here while he was unconscious. Someone had taken off all his clothes, lasered off all his hair, and put him in the pod. Someone had activated it.

      Who?

      It didn’t matter yet. He needed to catch up to the present. If there was anyone else in the complex, he needed to find them. Maybe they could tell him what had happened and why he was in stasis.

      Maybe he would get lucky, and they would tell him the alien invaders were gone, and the planet was safe again.
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      Isaac approached the door to the hibernation chamber. He stopped to look through the glass. Only the emergency lighting in the floor was active, small LEDs barely illuminating the floor and walls directly beside them. The complex was on emergency backup power, likely pared back to the bare minimum. Had his pod drained because the facility was out of energy to feed it?

      His hopes of finding someone else alive in the complex faded. If there were no power, there wouldn’t be any people. At least he could move through the corridors in his present state without startling anybody.

      He turned the handle on the door and pushed it open. It took a little more effort than he expected, the hinges beginning to rust from disuse. How long would it take for them to oxidize to the point of becoming difficult to move? A year? Ten? A hundred?

      Isaac smirked. There was no way he had been in stasis for a hundred years.

      He moved out into the hallway. The hibernation chamber was connected to Research Lab C, the stasis tech still under development. Once they were completed, they would be installed on the generation ships the United States Space Force was in the process of building.

      If you can’t beat them, get the hell away from them.

      That was the motto among the scientists and engineers that made up the bulk of the facility’s workforce. Everything they studied, everything they planned, everything they built was supposed to help meet that goal.

      Maybe not everything.

      The explosion hadn’t come from Research Lab C. It hadn’t come from the robotics division, the genetics lab or the SIP. Isaac didn’t know the exact cause, but he knew it had come from behind what the other members of SRT called the BFD. Big Fucking Door. Or as they liked to say, “the big fucking door is a big fucking deal.”

      It was a misnomer. The door wasn’t any bigger than any of the others. It was standard height and width, made of thick steel and guarded by both a biometric automated security system and a Marine. And not just any Marine. MOS 5815. Special Reaction Team. Which itself was out of the ordinary. The SRT reacted to threats, thus the name. They didn’t stand guard over a door that by all accounts didn’t need guarding.

      Except when Colonel Danforth ordered it.

      Isaac didn’t know why SRT was assigned to the door. He didn’t know what was behind it. He barely even knew the small group of people who had clearance. They mostly came and went in the short downtime when there wasn’t a physical presence at the door, as if they didn’t want anyone to see them. He would have believed that too, except they had come or gone while he had been on watch a handful of times in the six months since his assignment at the complex. He knew their commander was a woman he swore had RBF. SRT called her BB, short for Bird-Bitch, because of her thin frame, sharp nose and sour expression. She was joined in there by a group of men and women who looked like they were frightened of her. The guy with the glasses was Dexter. The handsome guy was Face. The too-muscled woman was She-Hulk. No one knew their names.They never spoke to any of the guards. Not even a good morning.

      It was clandestine black ops bullshit. At least, that’s what Corporal Davis had said once in Colonel Danforth’s earshot. The comment got him latrine duty for a week.

      Isaac smiled at that memory. It was one of the good ones from his time with the SRT. He had been a sheriff before he had been a Marine. Before the aliens came and the world went to hell.

      He cut himself off there. He couldn’t go any further without risking his focus. His story wasn’t unique, not in the aftermath, but that didn’t make the emotions any less raw or the losses any less personal. Everybody handled their grief differently.

      He continued down the corridor to the lab. The pods were set back from everything, the conditions meant to simulate real conditions on one of the ships. The scientists had tested them by putting one another into hibernation for up to a week at a time and then waking the subjects  similarly to how he had awakened. They weren’t only interested in the function of the technology, but also in the capacity of the person after they revived. They measured everything, physical and psychological.

      He reached the door. It was hanging open a few centimeters, the room beyond it as dark as the corridor. He pushed it open the rest of the way, squinting to see better.

      His eyes landed on a white lump on the floor beside one of the computer terminals. The tile around it was dark and stained.

      Blood? If it was, it had dried a long time ago.

      He padded over to the lump, kneeling beside it and pulling the scientist from his side onto his back. He almost pulled too hard, anticipating more resistance. The dead face that stared up at him was mostly bone, the skin and muscle almost fully deteriorated.

      Isaac pulled back in shock and confusion. The state of the body meant he could probably rule out one year in hibernation, and maybe even five. He didn’t know how long this level of decomposition would take, but it wasn’t a quick thing.

      Then there was the fact that the man was dead in the lab, interrupted and killed in the middle of his research. A mug rested on the counter next to the computer, a stained ring around the inside revealing how much coffee had been in it when he died.

      Had it happened before or after the explosion?

      He returned to the body, examining it for the telltale signs of attack by the invaders. There were no marks on the bone to suggest deep lacerations or bites. There was a hole in the front of the lab coat, and when Isaac moved the cloth aside, he found chips missing from one of the ribs and a spent slug lying with the bones.

      The man had been shot. But who could have shot him, and why? Isaac knew society had been breaking down since the initial sickness killed billions. But this was a secured military compound in the middle of nowhere. There was no way looters or a gang had stumbled on the place and gotten through an entire platoon of trained Marines to kill the people inside.

      If that were true, then it meant the killer was already inside. It meant the killer was one of them.

      “How long have I been asleep?” he asked out loud. He considered taking the researcher’s coat to cover himself, but what was the point? He was alone in here.

      He found four more dead scientists in the lab, each of them with a single gunshot wound to the stomach. They had died at their stations like they had never seen the attack coming. Like they hadn’t known anything was out of the ordinary. Isaac didn’t understand how that could be.

      He was doing his best not to panic. To keep his head and deal with the situation. He shouldn’t have been in stasis. He shouldn’t be here now. It didn’t make sense.

      Nothing made sense.

      He turned to head for the door leading out into the main corridor.

      He froze, dropping behind one of the counters as the door opened with a gentle squeal.
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      Isaac remained still, ears sharp as something moved into the lab. A person? An alien? A dog or cat? He couldn’t tell. Whatever it was, he didn’t really want to confront it. He was naked for shit’s sake!

      The door slid closed, but not completely, as if there were something on the threshold blocking it. A light snap near the first scientist he discovered confirmed the thing hadn’t left.

      It was in the room with him.

      Isaac was grateful the last iteration of the pods were designed to maintain muscle mass, electrical charges in the gel stimulating the body. No matter how much time had passed, he had come out of the machine as strong as the day he went in, his fit physique a byproduct of being an active Marine in a world gone mad.

      He leaned forward slightly, eyes on the corner of the counter. The only light in the room filtered in from the open doors, barely enough to navigate by. He could only manage to make out the silhouette of the desk across the room and the lump of the dead scientist.

      He didn’t see whatever had come into the room, but he knew by the lack of motion at the doors that it hadn’t left.

      What was it?

      Where was it?

      He pulled himself back, quickly scanning his immediate area. His heart was racing, pulse pounding through his temples. Who wanted to wake from stasis to find themselves in a situation like this?

      He eyed the corner of the room. If he headed over there, it couldn’t take him by surprise. He considered the position of the exit. If he made a run for it, he might be able to get out before it caught him. Or he could stay put, stay as silent and motionless as he could, and hope for the best.

      The last option might have been the smartest, but it was too passive for him. Too dependent on fate and chance. He had lost control of his future already, in ways he was eager to uncover. First came the explosion, then came the pod and now there was this. Long-dead scientists shot in the stomach and a monster lurking in the darkness.

      Monsters weren’t new. He had fought plenty of them already.

      Just not without any clothes on.

      He gathered his legs under him, ready to make a break for the entrance. If he could get out before it got to him, he could swing the door into it and hopefully knock it down. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was all he had at the moment.

      Isaac pushed off, lunging forward and around the edge of the counter. A hiss followed behind him, his stalker losing its prey at the last moment. He didn’t look back, staying focused on the door and his escape. It was a race to the barracks. He had a sidearm in his footlocker. With any luck, it was still there.

      The door in front of him swung open unexpectedly, a dark demonic shape greeting him. It hissed when it saw Isaac coming. They had surprised each other.

      Isaac slammed into the creature, driving it back into the opposite wall with his shoulder. It flailed and screamed, sharp claws reaching for Isaac. He shoved his elbow hard into its neck, rewarded with a wet crack. It slumped to the floor.

      Fucking trife.

      The war clearly wasn’t over.

      He stumbled over the corpse, trying to get away. The misstep cost him momentum, and the loss allowed the second demon to catch up. Isaac turned to face it, taking two quick steps in its direction and getting in close. The trife hissed into his ear, its hot fetid breath a sharp contrast to the colder air. It tried to reach his back to dig in its claws but the angle was all wrong.

      He grabbed its short snout, driving it into the wall with as much force as he could manage. The impact crushed its hollow bones, leaving it in a paralyzed slump against the wall, crying out in pain.  

      Isaac whipped his head to both sides, scanning the hallway. He expected more of the trife to already be closing in on him, surprised when he found the path clear. Only two of the things? Maybe the war was going better than he thought.

      He climbed over the alien, eager to get clear and back to the barracks. The trife hissed mournfully behind him.

      Isaac turned around again, staring at the creature. The xenotrife had arrived on Earth during an intense meteor storm, along with a disease the scientists believed was genetically engineered to target humans by a so-called “malevolent space overlord.” Isaac wasn’t convinced about the origin, but nobody could deny the results.

      Billions dead. Civilization crumbling. One option for survival. Escape.

      It was the disease that had killed most of them, attacking their DNA and changing it in ways the afflicted couldn’t survive. And the trife had prevented the survivors from mounting a comeback. They reproduced faster than rabbits, didn’t seem to need food or water to survive and nuking them had only increased their population. It didn’t matter how easy they were to kill. The depleted United States military was running out of bullets to kill them, and with a significantly reduced population, the country—and the world’s  infrastructure—was crumbling.

      The solution was to build the ships. As many as they could, all around the world. They would load them up with survivors and send them out to as many places as possible—to star systems the research teams believed hosted habitable planets. Believed. They weren’t sure. They had to guess based on calculations Isaac didn’t understand. Something to do with surrounding bodies and the disruption of light. It always felt like magic to him.

      However long he had been in hibernation, the trife were still around. They were in the complex. Scouting it for survivors. They hadn’t killed the scientists though. Someone else had taken care of that.

      Too many questions. No answers.

      He ran down the corridor. Maybe he should have been more careful and taken his time, listening for more of the creatures. He didn’t want to give them a chance to gather in greater numbers, especially not before he had his uniform and his sidearm. Someone had stuck him in the stasis pod. Someone had saved his life. Why him? He didn’t understand it. Maybe he never would. But he was here now.

      He deserved a fighting chance.  
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      Isaac shoved open the door to the barracks, rushing into the room. His feet got caught on something, and he fell over it, landing on the stained laminate floor. He turned his head to see what he had tripped over.

      A wave of nausea washed over him. A corpse. His eyes bounced to the name patch. Davis.

      He was as dead as the scientists, for as long as the scientists. A few patches of flesh and hair clung to his skull, but otherwise there was almost nothing left. Isaac noticed the fracture in the skull. Killed by a bullet to the side of his head.

      Isaac got up. Davis was dirty now, his body coated in years of dust created by the decomposing corpses. The thought made Isaac want to vomit. He took a step back, still looking down at Davis. A gun was resting beside his outstretched hand, and the wider view of the scene gave Isaac a new chill.

      Had Davis killed himself?

      He turned away, quickly finding three more bodies in the room. They were all SRT. His unit. His friends. They were positioned on the ground as if they had committed mass suicide, their weapons near their hands, gunshot wounds in their skulls. What could have caused them to do something like that?

      Every passing second only left him more confused.

      He would start getting answers soon.

      He reached his rack at the back of the room and knelt at his footlocker, relieved to see the lock was undisturbed. He adjusted the combination and pulled the bolt open, throwing it aside and flipping open the top. His combat utilities were neatly folded on the left, and he quickly lifted it out and dropped it on his bed, along with underwear and socks. His boots weren’t in the locker or near the bed. Did he have to do this barefoot? He turned his head back toward Davis. They were almost the same size, but he hated to steal from the dead.

      Then again, Davis didn’t need them.

      Isaac reached into the locker again, grabbing the black slate of his PDA. He tapped the power button, hopeful it would at least have enough charge to tell him the time. It didn’t. He tossed it aside, glancing in and finding his watch. He turned it over to see the face. He wasn’t surprised it had stopped. It felt like everything was dead except him.

      His sidearm was on the right side at the bottom, beneath his dress uniform. He reached under the perfectly folded clothes, feeling for the weapon.

      He found something else.

      He took hold of it, but he didn’t pull it out right away. He knew what it was. He wasn’t sure if he could handle looking at it. There was a reason he had put it in the locker, out of sight.

      He wasn’t sure if he would ever have another chance. The complex was compromised in who knew how many ways. Everyone in it appeared to be dead. Years had passed. He had to get out of here and try to reconnect with Marine Command. Tell them what he knew and wait for reassignment.

      He closed his eyes as he withdrew the small frame, turning it over and holding it up near his face. He wanted to look, but he didn’t want to look. It was a moment in time he could never have back. A moment he missed every time he woke up.

      The sight of his family brought him so much comfort and so much pain at the same time. He could still remember the day the photo was taken, as clear as if it had just happened.

      Two weeks before the meteor shower. He was on the last day of leave before he would be taking off for Afghanistan. Amanda had suggested it. Why not do a shoot with the kids, so you can remember what they look like while you’re gone?

      He had protested. He would be able to Facetime from the base. No need to have a printed memento. Of course, he had lost the argument. He always lost the argument, even when he didn’t really. He made a habit out of doing what Amanda wanted because that was what made them both happiest.

      Both of them were positioned on the left, in front of Amanda. Jason was three, and he delighted in playing big brother to Olivia. He had a big smile on his face as he held his ten-month-old sister upright, hugging her close while she giggled. Their bulldog, Mustard, sat beside the kids, a line of drool falling from his muzzle like it always did.

      He closed his eyes again. He knew this was a mistake. Not only  because of the painful memories but because he was wasting time. He should be getting organized and on his way, not staring at a picture and bawling his eyes out.

      He turned it over before he opened his eyes again, quickly opening the frame and pulling the photo out. He placed it face down on the bed and left it there while he hurriedly threw on his utilities. Then he returned to the locker, finally pulling the holstered sidearm out. It was an M007, a standard weapon before the invasion. It had since been replaced by the M007EM, which featured a larger magazine and integration with the first-generation Advanced Tactical Combat Armor. The complex was considered Threat Level Two, which meant command wasn’t all that concerned about it coming under heavy attack, so they had never gotten the newest toys. Of course, Isaac could think of a couple of times both the extra bullets and armor would have come in handy.

      Level Two? Bullshit.

      The complex had been hit by trife three times.

      And the trife weren’t the only problem his team had been forced to deal with recently.

      He strapped the holster to his leg, and then dug out two magazines for the weapon. He loaded the sidearm and returned it to the holster, putting the second magazine in his pocket. Finally, he grabbed the photo and folded it in half, shoving it in with the magazine.

      He walked over to Davis’ body and crouched beside it, hesitating for a moment before unlacing his friend’s boots.

      “Sorry, brother,” he said as he switched them to his feet.

      He stood up, putting his hand over his pocket. Gone but never forgotten. He would do what Amanda had always asked him to do, in the days after Olivia had succumbed to the trife virus and his wife had gotten sick herself. She had followed their daughter a few months after, her fight against the disease more drawn out and painful than anything he would wish on anyone. Well, almost anyone.

      You’re a Marine. A warrior. You keep fighting until you can’t fight anymore. You make those bastards pay for taking our little girl.

      He didn’t know how or why or when, but he was still alive.

      And he was going to keep fighting.
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      Military Police had a small station near the front corner of the complex, not far from the barracks. Isaac headed there next, making it two hundred meters from his rack to the station door without incident and growing more confident the trife he had killed were strays or scouts.

      The door was locked when Isaac reached it. For a moment, he wondered if anyone might be holed up inside alive. But why would they stay here? If the door was locked, it was probably because the MPs had all been deployed when things had gone sideways, upside-down, or whatever direction they had turned.

      And they had never come back.

      Isaac stepped back and drew his weapon. He didn’t want to discharge it, not when there might be trife nearby. He didn’t have a lot of choices. He could try one of the other labs, and maybe he still would. But the researchers wouldn’t have access to any classified intel that came down the pipe. The MPs might.

      Then again, Isaac was locked out of systems he shouldn’t have been locked out of. Even if the computer could draw enough power to boot, how would he get into the records without a functional account? He was sure the engineers who developed the system never considered this situation when they designed it.

      He stared at the lock, still trying to decide. If there were only a few trife scouting the complex, he was good. If an entire slick had settled here, he was dead. The odds were fifty-fifty.

      If he left without answers, then what? Marine Command would question him. What would he tell them? Something blew up, someone tossed him in a stasis pod, he woke up and ran? It was better to die here than to have that conversation.

      He aimed and fired, needing three rounds to punch through the heavy wood door and shatter the deadbolt casing. He leaned back and kicked, finishing the job as the door swung inward.

      He kept the gun out, ducking behind the door and crouching. He listened for hints of movement, putting his hand on the floor to feel for vibrations.

      He waited.

      His heart thumped wildly. Ten beats. Twenty. Thirty.

      Isaac realized he was holding his breath. He exhaled and stood up straight. There was no indication more trife were coming. Good.

      He turned around. The station had four desks up front for administration, a small ready room and monitoring station off to the left with an armory behind it, a kitchen in the back and a three-cell lockup to the right.  

      The admin area was clean. It was more than clean. No bodies. No sign of destruction or disarray. Two of the desks had stained coffee mugs on them. One of them had a plate with an old, petrified donut still resting on it. From here, it was as if the MPs had just got up and left. No hurry. No panic. They had simply gone.

      Isaac crossed between the desks and turned left, entering the monitoring station. A door and glass partition separated the hallway from the room, where dozens of monitors were waiting to accept feeds from the hundreds of cameras spread across the inside and outside of the facility.  A pair of chairs sat empty in front of a pair of keyboards and smaller control displays. Flashing red LEDs indicated the screens were on standby. Of course the security system was connected to emergency power reserves.

      Isaac bypassed them, heading into the ready room. A small table sat in the center of the room, surrounded by five folding chairs. Shelves of equipment ringed the walls, with a door leading into the full armory. Like the rest of the station, there was no sign of trouble. Everything was in its place, neat and tidy like Danforth wanted it.

      Isaac crossed to the armory door, trying the handle. He expected it to be locked. It should have been locked.

      It wasn’t.

      He pushed the door open. Motion-activated emergency lighting lit up above his head, revealing the racks and shelves in the room. The place should have been crammed with guns, body armor, and other equipment.

      It was a ransacked mess. Almost all the guns were gone. Only a couple dozen MK-10 assault rifles, four P-30 plasma rifles, three shotguns and a bunch of M007s remained, along with a handful of tear gas launchers. The ammo boxes had been thrown on the floor. A lot of them were empty. Bullets had fallen out and rolled into the corners. The armor was gone too. It hadn’t been anything fancy like tactical armor, but reinforced helmets and kevlar vests were better than nothing.

      “Son of a bitch,” Isaac muttered in response.

      He moved into the room, picking up one of three shotguns still present. He had to move some of the other mess out of the way to find some shotgun shells. He picked a few of the scattered shells up, put one in the chamber and dumped the rest in his pocket. He kept picking through the mess until he found a flashlight and a holstered combat knife. He gave the flashlight a quick test before shoving it in another pocket and strapping the knife to his other thigh. He scanned the room one last time before exiting. There was nothing else for him here.

      He crossed back over to the admin area. His heart began to race as he rounded the desk at the back and opened one of the drawers, finding the key to the holding area inside. He took it and went to the metal door, checking it to see if it was locked before he used the key.

      It wasn’t.

      Isaac took a step back, his sudden fear threatening to overwhelm him. Of all the things he could have woken up to. This couldn’t be real. Was it real? Maybe this is what Hell looked like.

      It sure felt like it.

      He kept his gun ready as he moved through the door and into the room. The three cells were adjacent to one another, the dark iron bars showing signs of rust. He swept the gun across them. This was the one place he hoped to find a body.

      The cells were empty.

      All of them.

      The doors were unlocked and slightly ajar.

      All of them.

      Isaac slumped back against the wall. He could barely breathe. Who had put him in the stasis pod? Why was he still alive?

      At the moment, he didn’t want to be.

      The last time he had been in this part of the complex was only a few minutes before the explosion. He had just heard from Colonel Danforth that Salk was going to be picked up in the morning. The colonel couldn’t say where they were taking the bastard, only that he was going to get what he deserved. Isaac wasn’t sure about that. If it wasn’t death, it was more than the man deserved. But the colonel had assured him that what they were going to use him for was much, much worse. The colonel understood how Isaac felt. If it had been his boy, he knew the colonel would have felt the same way.

      Death was too good for a piece of shit like Salk.

      Only Salk wasn’t here, the scientists in Lab C were shot dead, and someone had used the other stasis pod.

      “Damn it!” Isaac screamed, slamming his fist against the wall.

      If he could have asked for one good thing to come from the end of the world, it would have been for the man who murdered his son to pay for what he had done.

      Instead, it seemed as if he was the only one who hadn’t.
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      Isaac lowered his head, teeth clenched, free hand balled into a fist, knuckles wrapped around the shotgun so tightly they were a bloodless white. Jason had been through so much. Watching his kid sister die. Watching his mother die. Amanda’s loss was the catalyst that got Issac reassigned to the research facility—so he could be a father as well as a Marine. The war was already so out of hand the old rules were toppling faster than they could be rewritten. Survival was becoming paramount.

      Isaac could have understood if a trife killed Jason. Funny thing though, the trife didn’t go after children. They seemed to have a thread of morality written to their DNA. Apparently, Salk didn’t.

      Jason was in nursery school with a handful of other children belonging to the facilities’ employees. Not just Marines. Scientists, engineers, everybody got thrown together. The kids and their caretakers lived in a separate bunker three levels down, where it was supposed to be safe. Isaac didn’t get to live with his son. He was still a Marine, and he still had a duty to perform. Isaac saw him sometimes after his shift and always when he had days off. It wasn’t as much as he wanted to see him, but he always felt good because he knew he was protecting his boy from all the danger out there. In his dreams, he had envisioned being selected for one of the ships leaving the planet. He pictured him and Jason getting away from Earth.

      Then one day, Major Salk decided to head down to the bunker armed with an MK-10. Nobody thought too much of it. He had a daughter down there too, and who was going to hurt civilians when there were plenty of trife to kill? Before that day Salk had been a typical Marine. Maybe a little intense, but generally kind and approachable.

      He opened the door to the nursery and opened fire. He killed every kid in the room except his daughter. That wasn’t enough. He went through the civilian apartments, shooting anyone who happened to be down there until he ran out of ammunition. Fifty-four dead. Zero injured. Salk was too good a shot for that.

      Isaac would never forget what the major had said to his team when they finally caught up to him after a short firefight. It was a statement that haunted his nightmares every night after. Not only because of the words, but also because of the pure malice behind them.

      I hunger.

      It was the only thing the major had said. He didn’t speak again after that. He clammed up, refusing to open his mouth to anyone for anything. When they put him in the cell, he sat there and didn’t move a muscle except to eat, sleep, piss, and shit.

      Salk had lost it. Snapped as completely as any Marine could snap. His kid was traumatized after seeing her daddy shoot up her friends like that, and when they brought her up to see him, he wouldn’t even look at her.

      Losing Amanda and Olivia to the virus had been hard. But losing Jason to a man he had trusted, in a place he believed his son was safe…

      Amanda’s last words to him were the only thing that kept him going. That kept him from breaking too.

      You’re a Marine. A warrior. You keep fighting until you can’t fight anymore. You make those bastards pay for taking our baby.

      Isaac stared at the empty cell. Somebody hadn’t paid the way they were supposed to. Somehow, Salk had gotten out of the cell. He had escaped.

      Isaac had to remind himself that whatever had happened, it had taken place some number of years before today.

      How many? Could Salk still be alive?

      He didn’t know, but he was going to find out.

      He crossed the admin area back to the monitoring station on shaky legs, struggling to keep himself composed. He couldn’t do anything about the past. It was so long gone he was probably the only one who remembered it. He could picture Salk leaving the complex and vanishing into the surrounding landscape, heading to the closest place he could find something to kill. Trife, human, animal, it didn’t matter. When the major lost his mind, he had lost every last bit of it.

      That wasn’t an excuse. It was greater damnation. To think the former Marine hadn’t paid for what he had done—to believe he had gone out there to harm others—weighed on Isaac like  lead.

      Isaac dropped into one of the chairs at the monitoring station. He rolled it to the keyboard and tapped on the enter key until the screen lit up. Like before, a login screen appeared, asking for his credentials. Like before, he tried to enter them.

      Like before, his access was denied.

      Isaac shoved himself away from the terminal, hopping to his feet. He stared at the red error message, furious. Someone had locked him out. It was the only thing that made sense.

      He left the room and went back to the admin area. He approached the first desk and picked up the keyboard, flipping it over. He smiled and tore the small piece of tape from it, returning to the station. Fucking Pratt. The private probably left the keys to his truck behind the visor too.

      He typed in Private Pratt’s name and copied the password from the tape. The login screen vanished, replaced with the security system controls.

      He was in.

      He went to the systems settings first, pulling up the current timestamp.

      He nearly fell out of his chair.

      “Shit on a trife,” he mumbled, eyes locked on the stamp.

      He had been in hibernation for over two-hundred years?

      He shook his head. No way. It couldn’t be possible. The pods hadn’t even been tested to function for that long, and the complex should have run out of power a century ago. He rolled over to the second terminal, logging in and confirming the same date. He still didn’t believe it. He wouldn’t believe it.

      Not until he got it from an outside source.

      He slumped in the chair, thrown for what felt like the hundredth time in the last hour. Two hundred years plus. That was bullshit. Total bullshit.

      He tapped on the keyboard, bringing up a list of recordings and checking the dates on them. The first few were of him moving through the hallways in the buff, looking pitiful and confused. One was of him confronting the trife. There were almost a hundred recordings of trife over the previous ten years, always entering the building, moving through the hallways, and leaving.

      Two hundred years. Were there any humans still alive out there?

      He kept going back in the timeline. He was ten years in the past when he found the next recording of a human.

      He leaned forward. A woman was sitting where he was sitting now. She was small and a little overweight. She wasn’t a Marine, and he didn’t recognize her as one of the scientists. She had a light dusting of stubble for hair, suggesting she had been the other person in the hibernation chamber. But who was she?

      He watched as she used the security system to enter the central complex systems. She pulled up his file. Then she somehow got into the administrator settings and changed his password. No wonder he couldn’t get in.

      She knew he was in the stasis pod. She knew who he was. So why was she making it harder for him to get into the system?

      He knew why she didn’t want him to get in. She didn’t want him to see what she had done, or whatever had happened before she woke up.

      He smiled. Pratt had defeated her hacking skill with his stupidity.

      Isaac scanned the clips after that one until he found the one from the hibernation chamber. He watched as her pod opened. She climbed out, looking around. Naked. Confused. She went over to his pod. She didn’t expect him to be there. She stepped away, staring at the tubes and wires leading into the machine. It looked as though she was trying to figure out how to disable it and kill him.

      She couldn’t. She hurried from the room.

      He kept going backward, hoping to find the answer to that question and too many others. There were more recordings of random trife going back through the timeline. He had to retreat almost back to the beginning to find the woman’s origin. She entered the stasis chamber already shaved and naked. He checked the clip before that. She was in the hallway. Before that, she was in another hall. Her first appearance placed her already in the complex, seemingly appearing out of thin air.

      He backed the clip up until could get a relatively clear look at her face. He froze it and stared. It couldn’t be. Could it?

      The last time he had seen Grace Salk, she had been nine years old. If that was her, she had to be at least twenty-five. The stasis process slowed aging. It didn’t stop it completely. Two hundred years had probably left his body five to ten years older. But that would mean she hadn’t gone in the pod when he did.

      She had gone in later.

      What the hell?

      A message popped up on the display.

      BATTERY LEVEL 3%. SHUTDOWN IMMINENT

      The pod had released him because the complex was almost dead. Now the security system was on the verge of going dark, and he still didn’t have anywhere near enough answers.

      And he was running out of time.

      He went back to the beginning. Back to the day of the explosion. He found the last clip of himself talking to Colonel Danforth. He went ahead through each of the clips. At the time of the explosion, dozens of researchers, scientists, engineers, and Marines scattered, responding to the crisis. That was expected. He skipped ahead, heart pounding as he scanned each of the clips.

      Isaac found Davis. He should have been responding to the crisis. Instead, he and his fellow Marines were still in their barracks. He watched them bring their sidearms to their heads in almost perfect sync. They pulled the triggers in nearly perfect sync. And they all died.

      He froze when he found a clip of himself in one of the hallways, wearing a kevlar vest and carrying one of the MK-10 rifles. He tried the next few, mouth opening in horror as he watched himself enter Lab C. The scientists there looked up at him as though they expected him to guide them through the situation.

      Instead, he shouted “trife!” Then he shot them, one-by-one, a single round to the stomach. They died at their desks, blood spilling everywhere.

      Isaac felt sick. He had no memory of any of it. Why would he have killed the researchers? It didn’t make any sense.

      None of this made any fucking sense!

      He skipped to the next clip, hoping to see what he had done after that. The warning message popped up on the screen again;

      BATTERY LEVEL 2%. SHUTDOWN IMMINENT

      He was in the hallway. Salk appeared at the other end. Salk? How did he get out of his cell? Isaac wanted to go back to check, but there wasn’t time to do everything. He watched himself stand off for a moment against the other Marine. He had shot the scientists, why the hell didn’t he shoot the man who murdered his son?

      Salk walked up to him without a word. Isaac started reacting too late. The rifle was ripped from his hands. Salk grabbed him and got behind him, putting him in a chokehold. He slumped to the floor with the major standing over him.

      He skipped to the next clip, following the trail from the cameras. Back in Lab C, Salk stripped him and dumped him on one of the tables. He activated a machine that bathed him in laser light which caused all of his hair to fall out. Then he slung Isaac over his shoulder and carried him into the hibernation chamber. He dumped him in a pod and activated it. The gel caused the glass to frost over, and Salk’s finger dragged along it, writing something in the condensation. Isaac stopped the clip and tried to see what it said, but the angle was terrible.

      BATTERY LEVEL 1%. SHUTDOWN IMMINENT

      Damn it. Isaac stood on weak legs, rushing from the room and back to the desks. He rifled through them, throwing everything he didn’t need on the floor until he found what he wanted. He took the portable drive back to the station, plugging it into the side of the terminal. He started the data dump. He had no idea how much he would get before the power went out. Hopefully enough to be useful.

      He took the flashlight out of his pocket. He was going to need it. Then he watched the data transfer, the filenames flashing as they were copied to the drive. According to the system, it would take three hours to copy everything.

      He would be lucky to get three minutes.

      He heard a thump outside the room.

      He wasn’t alone after all.
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      The door to the saloon swung open and the traveler stepped inside.

      She let the repurposed car door rock closed behind her as she scanned the interior. Groups of people sat quietly at tables constructed from other salvaged parts. A car door here. A bucket seat there. Everything in the saloon was second-hand.

      Then again, almost everything out here was second-hand.

      Most of the people ignored her, opting to keep their eyes focused on one another, or on the tin cup moonshine they were using to rot their innards. Idiots. They had an hour to sundown. They should be sobering up for nightfall, not falling into a drunken stupor.

      A few of the occupants stared, their eyes moving from the top down, starting at her hair. It was pulled back and slung over her left shoulder, descending to her face which was small and tight, freckled and tanned from the sun. The bands of a pair of holsters were visible beneath a worn leather jacket and above a faded maroon sweater, while a bow sling and quiver strap rode above it all. Their eyes continued to fall, down to the patchwork denim jeans and the high boots, hesitating for a moment at the two guns on her hips and the knives strapped to her calves.

      Her weapons drew the most attention.

      They gave her away as an experienced traveler. Someone who knew how to survive the demons that haunted the night and the giants that wandered the day. It gave her away as someone courageous or stupid, depending on the observer’s perspective.

      She didn’t think she was either of those things. She had a job to do. A purpose. It was a rare thing in a time when so many had either lost their way or struggled to find one to begin with.

      Survival was an instinct, not a purpose.

      She crossed the dirty tile floor to the makeshift bar—a glass counter displaying a collection of old, empty wine bottles, their labels a loud reminder of better days long gone. She could almost remember those days as they were. But she had been so young then. So unprepared for the nightmare the world had become.

      Back then, her father was everything.

      Now, she had to kill him.

      He wasn’t in the saloon. She didn’t know if he was close by. Probably not. It had been years since she had seen him. Years since she had started hunting him. It had taken her a long time to make it this far. Sometimes she could hardly believe she was still alive.

      “You look like you could use a drink, ronin,” the bartender said. An older man with a thick white beard and a narrow frame. He smiled, revealing a mouth free from the hassle of teeth.

      “Ronin?” she replied. She didn’t know the word.

      “In ancient Japan, a ronin was a samurai who had no master. A wandering warrior. Sound about right?”

      She smiled. “Pretty accurate, I suppose.”

      “Was I accurate about your need for a drink?”

      “How much?”

      “Five notes. Or we’re taking UWT chits if you’ve got ‘em.”

      “UWT chits?”

      The man smiled. “You’re definitely a ronin. UWT is short for United Western Territories. That’s the area directly to the north. It’s an organized coalition of the cities and population from Haven to Sanisco, and then east toward Lavega. It used to be King’s territory, may he rot in hell. Now it’s run by the Governor and the Sheriff.”

      “Never heard of them.”

      The man laughed. “You didn’t come from the north, then?”

      “No. From the east. I’m on my way to Tijuana.”

      “No trouble with the trife?”

      “When I was younger, sure. Not much anymore. I know how to stay quiet.”

      He motioned to the bow. “You kill a lot of demons with that thing?”

      “Only when I have to.”

      “I’ll tell you what, drinks are on the house for as long as you can stay upright in exchange for your story.”

      “I’m not really in the mood to tell stories. I’ll settle for water if you’ve got it.”

      “That’s ten notes.”

      “Water costs more than alcohol?”

      The alcohol kills the bacteria in the regular water. You want agua that isn’t going to make you sick, it costs.”

      The traveler grumbled, reaching into a pocket to pull out a handful of paper scraps. They were all random shapes and sizes and colors, but each one had an eagle and star logo printed somewhere on it. She counted out ten and dropped them on the counter.

      “I thought all the thieves were out watching the highways,” she said.

      The bartender laughed again. “I’m afraid not.”

      He collected the notes and vanished into a separate room, returning a few seconds later with a tin full of water, dropping it in front of her.

      “How do I know this won’t give me the shits?” she asked.

      “It isn’t good business to cross someone like you. That’s how old men like me wind up dead.”

      She picked up the tin, quickly downing the water. She was thirstier than she had been ready to admit.

      She put the tin back down and turned to monitor the room. Nobody was paying any attention to her now. It was better that way.

      “You have rooms upstairs?” she asked, still watching the patrons. The saloon was on the ground floor of a three-story building. It was obvious the place had nearly burned down once upon a time, but either this man or his predecessors had fixed it up well enough to make it habitable and relatively safe from trife.

      “I do,” the man replied. “Fifty notes for a night.”

      “Fifty? Can any of these people pay that?”

      “At least one of them can. I don’t really give a shit if I rent the rooms or not.”

      “You’ve got someone upstairs?”

      “What’s it to you?”

      “I’m looking for someone.”

      “Out here? Is that what brought you west?”

      She nodded. The man whistled.

      “You crossed two-thousand klicks to find one person?”

      “Not one person. The someone I’m looking for isn’t the someone I want. How much to go up there and look around?”

      “I don’t want any trouble. I can’t afford anyone busting up my place.”

      The traveler reached into her pocket, withdrawing a thick wad of notes. The bartender’s eyes lit up at the sight of them.

      “Careful there, ronin. You’re liable to get jumped flashing a stack like that around.”

      “From these drunks? Not likely. I know I just showed my hand because now you know what I can afford. So name your price, mister.”

      “Randall,” the man replied. “Randall Graves.”

      “Name your price, Mister Graves.”

      Randall ran his tongue along his lower lip. He didn’t want to ask for too much. He also didn’t want to ask for too little.

      “Two hundred,” he said at last.

      She smiled, counting out the notes. Some of them had more than one stamp, making them worth more. She dropped the scraps on the counter. “You should have asked for more. Where are the stairs?”

      “Back room,” Randall said, collecting the notes. “But you don’t need to bother. The man you’re looking for is sitting over there.”

      The traveler laughed. “Well played, Mister Graves,” she said, head turning in the direction he had indicated, hand dropping to one of her guns as she did.

      The corner of the room was bathed in near shadow, but she could see her target’s familiar eyes. They were bloodshot and big. He had likely been watching her from the moment she walked in.

      “I told you, no trouble,” Randall said. “You want to start with him? You take him outside.”

      The solid thumping of heavy feet from beyond the saloon’s door caught her attention. She would know that sound anywhere.

      “There’s one small problem with that idea,” she said, turning around.

      “What’s that?”

      The saloon door flew open so hard the old car door snapped off its hinge, launching inward and sliding across the floor toward the bar. Seeing the huge man standing in the doorway, Randall ducked instinctively behind the counter while his patrons all fell silent.

      The traveler lifted her foot, bringing it down on the car door and cutting off the tail end of its momentum.

      “I don’t think that one’s going to oblige.”
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      The Brute who’d destroyed the door followed it into the saloon. He was a hulk of a man, over two meters tall and thick with muscle, wearing a head of shaggy hair and a long beard that made him look like more of a monster than a trife. A heavy rain poncho hung from his head by the hood, while a faded t-shirt and roughspun pants tried to contain the rest of him. He had a nasty looking knife in one hand and an old assault rifle in the other.

      He stood across the threshold, eyes locking onto the traveler. The man in the shadows started to move, pushing his chair back and rising to his feet.

      “They friends of yours?” Randall asked from his hiding place.

      “Not exactly. You should move. This counter isn’t going to stop too many bullets.”

      “Huh? Shit.”

      All hell broke loose.

      Brute started shooting first, the assault rifle crackling in a spray of bullets across the room toward the traveler. She was already in motion, diving laterally away from the attack, yanking her guns from her holsters as she fell.

      The rounds tore into the counter, shattering the glass face and the rare bottles behind it, breaking them open and sending their contents spraying across the room.

      Randall barely made it into the back room, diving through the open frame and vanishing behind the wall.

      The traveler hit the floor, rolling on her shoulder and getting behind one of the empty tables. She crouched there as bullets peppered the aluminum top, putting holes in the metal that came too close to hitting her. She couldn’t believe it. She had been so sure she had lost that asshole fifty kilometers back.

      The Brute worked for her father; she was sure of that. So many of them did it was hard to keep up. They knew she was looking for him, and by extension, them. But he didn’t want to be found. She didn’t know why. She hardly knew him at all anymore. She didn’t know what he was planning, but he was definitely planning something.

      And if his plans came to fruition, the already desperate survivors of the neverending war would wish they could go back to the days when the trife were the worst of their problems.

      “Come out, bitch,” Brute said, his voice a deep rumble.

      “That’s my poncho, you asshole,” she replied. She had dropped it twenty klicks back when a passing Goliath spooked her horse.

      “So come and get it.”

      She heard a familiar sound from the room where Randall had disappeared. A loading shotgun. Of course, Brute heard it too. When Randall tried to swing out into the doorway, he was greeted by the knife, which sank deep into his skull with a sickening crunch.

      The first kill seemed to jog the rest of the bystanders into motion, suddenly afraid for their lives. They lived that way most of the time, forced to hide from the demons at night and keep a careful eye out for all kinds of threats during the day. Thieves, highwaymen, killers, and worse. Earth was like that now. There was no civilization and little civility. It was like the old, so-called wild west—only much, much wilder.

      The saloon’s patrons all knew death. They all knew violence. They didn’t react by screaming.

      They went on the attack.

      Guns came into the hands of the people who had them. The ones who didn’t pulled makeshift knives, sharpened sticks, rusted nails, and whatever else they could find to defend themselves. They rose almost as one wave in a rough storm, turning on the Brute.

      “Who’s gonna dig Graves’ grave?” someone said in the back, cracking themselves up.

      The traveler shook her head. Fucking drunks. None of these people understood yet.

      They were all going to die.

      A shot rang out. The bullet hit Brute in the chest, punching through his shirt and sending a spray of blood out from the impact point. Brute grunted, glancing down at the wound. Another one sprouted near it, and then a third.

      “Idiots,” the traveler said. They had no idea what Brute was, or what he could do.

      What he did was raise the assault rifle toward the nearest table and open fire. Five of the patrons went down in a heartbeat.

      The traveler crawled to the edge of the table as the rest of the people in the saloon rushed from their seats, charging Brute. They fired their guns, most of them old and heavily worn, their users lucky they didn’t blow up in their faces. Bullets hit Brute. In the arms, the legs, the chest. He covered his face with his free hand, and a bullet hit that too.

      The assault would have killed a normal man. But Brute wasn’t a normal man.

      And he wasn’t alone.

      The other man, the one the traveler had come to find, didn’t stay out of the fight. He turned on the rushing patrons, pushing the sides of his long coat away and revealing a belt lined with thin slivers of dark metal, tiny spears that he proceeded to launch from his waist and into the people. The spears connected with deadly accuracy, sinking into the people and then seeming to expand, elongating with needle-point precision to multiply the damage.

      Eight men and women toppled to the floor in a split second. The traveler eyed the open door behind Brute. She had tried so hard to confront the smaller man alone, knowing she couldn’t handle both of her opponents together. She would have one chance to get past Brute and out into the fading daylight.

      That chance was vanishing. So many of the saloon’s occupants were already dead, and the rest were sure to follow.

      One of them managed to reach Brute, swinging a rusted crowbar at the huge man. Brute dropped his hand from his face, catching the iron bar and stopping its momentum, leaving the attacker frozen, his mouth wide open. Brute swung the assault rifle into the man’s chest, the force enough to crush his ribs and send him sprawling.

      The traveler used that as her opening, slipping out from behind the table and rushing Brute. He saw her coming, but his weight was moving the wrong way, the swing of the rifle putting him off-balance. He tried to pivot, reaching for her with his free hand. She fired, the armor-piercing round of her handgun slamming into the meaty palm, exploding through it and leaving it a suddenly bloody mess. A standard round from the other gun hit Brute in the eye, and another took off part of his jaw. He flinched but didn’t break, slapping his bloody hand against her side, shoving her through the open doorway and out into the street.

      She landed on her back, facing the saloon, guns pointed at Brute. His attention was stolen by another patron, one of the few still standing. He had managed to make it that far, and as he drew back his hand to punch, the traveler noticed he  had an augmented prosthetic. She couldn’t help but smile as the metal fist connected with Brute’s already wounded face, breaking it further. The man got in a second punch, and then a third, each one like a jackhammer to the massive man’s body.

      The traveler got up, eyeing the doorway. An iron gate was mounted on guide rails ahead of it, dropped at night to protect the occupants from the trife. She could bring it down. It would slow the two killers and give her a chance to escape.

      She hesitated. Could this man, whoever he was, really topple Brute?

      He landed a fourth blow and tried for a fifth. Then Brute caught the metal hand, roaring as he twisted it, hard enough that the connecting ring between flesh and machine snapped and shattered. The man cried out in pain, stifled when a sliver sprouted through his forehead.

      The traveler aimed and fired, hitting the chain holding the gate. It took three precious rounds to break the link and bring the heavy steel bars down, with her two enemies trapped on the other side. She backed away, guns up and ready.

      “Nicely done,” the smaller man said, eyes wandering over the gate. “You know that won’t hold us for long.”

      She looked from Small to Brute. His eye was already nearly repaired, the alien creature inside him pushing his body toward its limits to keep it alive. If Brute died, it died, and it didn’t want that. She wished she had a grenade or a rocket, or something powerful enough to damage him beyond repair. The alien parasites were challenging, but she had killed them before. Brute was different. He was bigger and thicker, the alien more protected embedded behind dense muscle and bone.

      “I’m looking for my father,” she said. “I know you know him.”

      “He isn’t your father anymore,” Small replied. “He hasn’t been for a long time.”

      “I know. That’s why I’m looking for him.”

      “You can’t stop what’s coming. Nobody can.”

      “Then why don’t you tell me where he is?”

      “Mistakes have been made. They won’t be repeated. Besides, you’re going to die tonight.”

      “Not if you die first.”

      Small and Brute laughed. Then Brute grabbed the iron gate in his good hand. He pushed against it, leaning into it.

      The steel didn’t bend. The gate didn’t give.

      The mortar holding it in place did.

      The traveler ran.
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      The saloon was in the middle of a cracked and potholed street at the outskirts of a city ravaged by war. Weeds and moss broke through the weathered asphalt. Dead and rusted cars rested on the sidelines next to crumbling sidewalks, and abandoned buildings showed signs of both heavy scorching and ancient detonations.

      Things like windows were long gone. Some had been replaced with wooden boards, others with metal bars, a few with hand-mixed cement. Anything to keep the trife out. Some of the buildings had usable space. Most of them didn’t. People were living in there, with even more people living in underground enclaves—abandoned parking garages or accessible basements—easy to close off from potential attack.

      The evening hour and setting sun had driven most of the small village’s population into their safe places for the night. Places where they could shut down all of the lights and lie still and quiet as they could until the sun fully rose again. The traveler had heard that the warlord to the north—the one Randall Graves had called the Governor—was making strides toward protecting whole areas of his territory from the trife. People there went out after dark sometimes. She had even heard a rumor he had somehow befriended a pair of Goliaths, as impossible as that sounded. But the warlord’s territory—the United Western Territories—didn’t extend this far south just yet. If Randall was taking UWT chits, which she assumed were a new form of accepted currency, then maybe it was only a matter of time.

      Too much time for her.  She wasn’t sure she would make it through tonight alive.

      She wasn’t sure she would make it through the next ten minutes alive.

      It was her own stupid fault. She had stopped to question Small when she should have been running. What good would it do to confirm her father was in Tijuana if she were dead?

      She looked back over her shoulder. Small was outpacing Brute in the chase, the bigger man walking at a regular pace while the creature inside him worked to heal his wounds. Small wasn’t throwing any of the spears at her but instead kept his distance behind her, waiting for her to tire.

      And she would. She couldn’t outlast the infected, not when their parasitic masters could drive them within a centimeter of death. Her only chance was to make it back to Minerva and get the fuck away without getting speared or shot.

      She had gotten too cocky. Too arrogant. Surviving ten years in the wilds of the new world had put her confidence over the top. She started to think maybe she was special, like her father always claimed. But she was nothing compared to the real enemy.

      Humankind was nothing compared to them. Even the trife were secondary, a primitive manifestation of a much more dangerous threat. A threat she had chased for the last ten years, and still hadn’t fully realized.

      Until now.

      She was going to die. She was fairly sure of that. She had tried to stay ahead of Brute for a reason, surviving their first altercation by a hair’s breadth of cunning and luck. She had done everything she could to stay ahead of him since.

      Tonight, her luck had run out.

      She was so close. Small was her father’s Collector. He roamed the wasteland, searching for suitable hosts and infecting them, adding them to her father’s cause. If she had gotten close enough, if she had subdued him, she could have made him talk.

      She knew how to make the aliens talk.

      Fuck Brute for catching up to her so fast. She hadn’t encountered such a powerful host before. Small was small, and while the parasites could boost adrenaline for a short time, they couldn’t make a weak man Superman strong. She had no idea how he had managed to wrangle a monster human like Brute without killing him.

      She had heard rumors that her father was gaining an almost cult-like following in random, isolated enclaves across the continent. Could it be that Brute had volunteered? If so, did that mean there would be more like him emerging?

      It had taken her father a long time to get to this point. It had taken her a long time to get this close. But the showdown she had spent years dreaming about wasn’t going to happen. There was no way out of this mess.

      “Shut the fuck up,” she said to herself. “Whining little bitch.”

      How the hell was she going to survive if she gave up before she was caught?

      She glanced back again. Small was keeping pace, letting her lead him through the ruins. She had left Minerva a few blocks away, with an old woman eager for the notes. She couldn’t go back that way. Not yet. All of her research was stuffed in the young mare’s saddlebags. Everything she had learned over the years was stored on an ancient solid-state drive that could only be accessed by an equally aged computer. She didn’t carry one with her, preferring to pay to use the limited few she was able to locate in botter shops and modder dens along the way. Most people didn’t know what a solid-state drive was or how to interface with it. There was no reason to leave them the means.

      Not that her research was something worth keeping secret from the general population. What was left of society was so shattered that information barely spread anyway. Instead, the secrecy came from fear of losing all of her work—everything she had gathered—to the enemy.

      To hosts like Brute and Small.

      She continued to run, passing some buildings where she caught sight of faces in the shadows, onlookers observing the chase and staying out of the fight. She didn’t expect them to help and didn’t want them to. There was no reason for more people to die tonight.

      She looked back over her shoulder again. Small was gaining a little and Brute was behind him, now at a full run, his wounds from the earlier fight fully healed.

      She was out of time.

      She added what little speed she had left, sprinting toward a narrow alley between two of the damaged structures. She quickly scaled a small pile of rubble there, cursing as she sliced her hand on a shard of old cement. She dropped to the other side, drawing her guns again as she raced toward the end of the alley. She heard Small behind her, picking up the pace, ready for the game to begin in earnest.

      That’s what this was to them. One big game. They had no fear of humankind. Humans were resources to use and discard, their presence on Earth an extension of a much bigger machine that rolled through the universe completely unchallenged.

      No, not completely unchallenged. She had killed at least twenty hosts in the last year alone. She was a thorn in their sides, but if she could make it to her father she could be so much more.

      It was a big if.

      Small appeared at the top of the rubble pile. He had a sliver in each hand now, and the traveler had to dive away to avoid them as they hit the rubble-strewn pavement beside her. She rolled and came up against the wall, firing back at him. He wasn’t quite as durable as Brute, so he didn’t take the attack head-on. He ducked low, grabbing two more slivers from his belt.

      The traveler came out of her crouch, sprinting for the corner. She noticed a light up ahead. A heavily armored car rolled along the street in her direction. She didn’t want to leave Minerva or her drive behind, but what if she could gain the car and lead the enemy in a big circle?

      She ran toward it, positioning herself between the headlights, guns out toward the vehicle. Every car out here was ancient and heavily modified, mounted with steel barriers and spikes to protect the occupants from the trife. They usually belonged to gangs and militias, more typically to groups of assholes who could trace their lineage back to the Space Force Marines who got left behind. Or at least assholes who claimed they could. She could see there were four men in the approaching car, dressed in ragged clothes and makeshift body armor. They pulled to a stop as the headlights lit her up, two of them standing up inside the steel cage around the car’s cabin.

      “What’s up, ma’am?” one of them said, leveling a shotgun at her.

      “You need a ride?” the other one asked. “We can take you for a ride.”

      “I need your car,” she replied, glancing back. There was no sign of Small or Brute. Where the hell had they gone?

      The men laughed. “And what? You think you’re going to stand in front of it and just take it? That’s a nice set of pieces you’ve got, but I don’t think so.”

      “I need your car,” she repeated. “Get out.”

      They laughed harder. She didn’t expect them to hand over the car. She just wanted to get them all laughing. She wanted the other two assholes to stand up.

      “You must be out of your fucking head, bitch,” the one with the shotgun said. “I should blow your head off.”

      She glanced back again, searching for Small and Brute. This was taking too long. She lowered her right hand a fraction. Could she make the shot through the small slit in the metal protecting the driver?

      She fired both guns at once, shifting her aim and shooting again before the first rounds connected. The driver’s head snapped back, the armor-piercing round making it clean through. The three passengers were equally afflicted, bullets cutting them down before they could respond in kind.

      She didn’t have any qualms about killing anyone. Not when the alternative was letting her father have his way.

      She rushed to the car, holstering one of the guns to push the driver aside so she could climb in.

      A sliver hit the steel frame beside her head, sinking into the metal.

      The traveler breathed in, preparing herself. A game. Small was giving her a chance.

      She spun as she dropped to a knee, guns up and blazing. Small was already on the move, having guessed her trajectory and putting himself outside it. She dropped her weapons as he closed on her, grabbing her knives and lunging up at him. He caught her left wrist in his hands, the blade in her right making it into his chest.

      He gasped, weakening for an instant.

      “Close,” he said, pinching the nerve in her wrist and forcing her to drop the other knife. She yanked the second blade from his chest, pulling against him and using the counterweight to land a solid kick. The blow knocked him back a step, and he reached for a sliver on his belt.

      The traveler grabbed for another gun, whipping it from its holster and firing. The round hit Small in the hand, preventing him from grabbing the spear. He quickly batted the pistol away, and she slashed him across the abdomen with the knife in her other hand.

      He grimaced, reaching for her. She fired again, her close-range shot catching Small in the gut. A sharp exhale and he stumbled back.

      The traveler pressed the attack, gun in one hand, knife in the other. She shot Small four more times, the last with the muzzle pressed against his chest. Then she wrapped her arms around him in a bloody embrace, sinking the knife into the base of his neck. She knew she had found the right spot because he suddenly became a dead weight in her arms, the alien controlling him pierced by the blade.

      She pulled the knife out and let the body fall.

      “Damn it,” she cursed, looking down.

      He had managed to get to one of the slivers and had left it embedded in her stomach. She could feel the extended end pushing all the way through.

      The pain washed over her, a sudden heat rising from the wound. Her jaw clenched, and she stumbled back until she was leaning against the car.

      She heard motion to her right, and she turned her head. Brute was walking toward her. His shirt was a bloody mess, but the flesh beneath it was whole again. So was his face.

      He stood in front of her, looking down at her wound. They both knew it was fatal. They both knew she deserved it. She had gotten reckless and stupid, and she was going to pay the ultimate price.

      Brute glanced over at Small, which caused her to look too. A small, dark form like a glob of coagulated oil was sliding out of the knife wound, still trailing dozens of long, thin tendrils.

      “I didn’t even fucking kill it?” she said, banging her head back against the car. “Fuck me.”

      Brute laughed. “It was a good try. You fought well.”

      “Screw you. This isn’t how it was supposed to end.”

      “Of course it is. You’re only human. You can’t stand against Shurrath.” He bent over, picking up the blob from the ground and cradling it gently in his hand. “You don’t have to die.”

      “All I have to do is accept that thing as my master, right?” she replied. “Fuck you.”

      Brute smiled. “I figured I would offer. You earned the chance. I’ll tell him about you. You earned that too. Shurrath honors the worthy.”

      “He already knows about me, jackhole. He’s my father.”

      “He might not remember you. It’s been a long time.”

      The traveler’s eyes began to water. The light was fading, her pulse decreasing. She wanted her last memory to be of her father as he was, not as what he’d become.

      “Just because it’s the end, that doesn’t mean it’s over,” she said.

      “What does that mean?”

      “We’ve been fighting you for a long time, and we’re going to keep fighting you.”

      “That time is coming to an end.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “I will. You won’t.”

      She closed her eyes. She found her father there, kind and loving, always quick with a smile, always there when she was hurt or scared. That was the image she would hold onto.

      “When you see him, tell him I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save him.” She tried to take a breath in. She couldn’t. Everything was failing. “Tell him I’ll always love him, and nothing he’s done will ever change that.”

      She didn’t see Brute’s reaction or hear him confirm that he would.

      The darkness faded to nothing.
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      Isaac stood up.

      The power went out for good.

      The computer terminals shut off, the sound of the cooling fans lingering for a few seconds before pitching the entire complex into dark silence. Isaac reached blindly for the portable drive, grabbing it and pulling it from the terminal. He quickly shoved it into his pocket before slinging the shotgun over his shoulder and grabbing his sidearm. He put his hands together, using the one holding the flashlight to balance his gun in front of his face and pivoting toward the door. The trife could see in the dark. He couldn’t.

      He tapped it on.

      The beam revealed a mouth of sharp teeth leading a black form, the trife hissing at the sudden light. Isaac backed up a step and fired, his round catching the demon in the mouth and blasting through its skull. It collapsed at his feet.

      Too close.

      He stepped over it, swinging the flashlight. Another trife was in the admin area, crouched over the mess Isaac had made. Its head was already facing him, but it didn’t move.

      Isaac crouched low and rolled backward as a trife closed in from the left, almost silent and nearly invisible in the darkness. He came up on his knees and fired, the round catching the thing in the chest, killing it.

      The third trife reacted by charging him. He adjusted his aim and fired again, knocking it down and then hopping back to his feet. His body still felt weak from everything he had just uncovered. His mind was a whirlwind of random thoughts he could barely contain.

      One foot in front of the other. He could spend time trying to process his long slumber, the mystery surrounding the explosion, Major Salk and his daughter Grace—once he had more time.

      He knew where he wanted to go.

      He was more cautious now, moving out of the MP Station and into the corridor. He swung the flashlight down each hallway. Clear for the moment. That made five trife now. Still few enough to be scouts or strays. With the power out, he really hoped that was the case. He wouldn’t survive getting caught in the dark with dozens of the demons.

      He ran down the corridor, making his way back to Research Laboratory C. The trife he had left injured was dead, torn apart by the healthy trife that had passed through. He jumped over it and entered the lab, flashlight catching the dead scientist. Isaac’s stomach twisted. He had killed the man and didn’t even know why.

      He went through the room to the back, following the corridor to the hibernation chamber. He hurried back to his pod, grabbing the open top and forcing it back down. He shined the flashlight on the glass as he leaned over it, breathing out hot air against the cool surface and fogging it up.

      It cleared faster than he could make out the shape of whatever Salk had written. He kept breathing on it, trying to piece together the lines in his head as he revealed each individual part of them.

      He paused every few breaths to shine the light back at the entrance, to make sure he was still alone. He hated being in here after what he had seen. He hated being awake.

      He was pretty sure he hated being alive. But at least he had a purpose. A reason to keep going. He’d made a promise, and he had a duty. Time couldn’t take that away.

      He continued the process. Two words stretched haphazardly across the glass on individual lines. He pieced them together slowly, face close to the glass as he worked to reveal the message.

      He uncovered the last letters of each word, the fog of his breath showing matching shapes above and below. He did the math in his head, adding up the individual parts of the letters and words he had seen and piecing them back together as if it were a puzzle.

      The answer was definitely puzzling. It made as much sense as everything else he had seen.

      THEY’RE HERE
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      Isaac shook his head. They’re here? Salk had one chance to write anything and that was the message? Not “I’m sorry?”

      Who were they? And if they were here, where did they come from?

      Of course, there was no answer, and there wouldn’t be an answer. Maybe the clues were in the security feeds, but the security feeds were dead. Everything was dead.

      Isaac flicked the torch back toward the door. Still clear. He started, only to freeze when he reached the other open pod. Grace’s pod. He hadn’t seen how she had wound up in stasis or when. Had Salk left a message for her too?

      He grabbed the top and pulled it down, leaning over it and sending a wave of hot air over the top. The glass fogged over, revealing something traced on the cover. Isaac smiled, repeating the process he had used on his pod.

      He expected something just as easy, but as the minutes passed and he began to put the lines together, he quickly realized something was wrong. The lines didn’t spell out a word. They didn’t form any character of any alphabet he had ever seen. They made a series of lines that reminded him of high school geometry class, only stacked together in a way that was both complex and simple at the same time. Once he had finished revealing it, he stood back and kept the image in his mind, sure of one thing.

      Whatever the language was, however it was being expressed, it wasn’t human.

      They’re here.

      The words returned to him. Some of the scientists had believed the trife were like a plague of locusts, sent to knock out humankind in anticipation of a more significant threat. That they were the vanguard in a war that hadn’t even started before it was over. It had always seemed far-fetched considering how badly they had lost to the creatures. Softening humankind was one thing, but the trife had done so much more than that.

      Now it seemed maybe that idea wasn’t as far fetched as he’d thought.

      But what did the symbol mean?

      It wasn’t something he could stand there and decipher. That it was there at all meant something important. And if Salk had been the one to write it, there was a deeper meaning still. How had the major learned to write in an alien dialect? Who were the aliens? Did it have anything to do with what he had done to the scientists?

      Those were only a few of the questions that swirled around his head like a tornado. He wasn’t going to get answers standing around. He retreated to the exit and out of the hibernation chamber. He needed to get out of the complex. He needed to get back in communication with Command. Maybe they knew what the symbol meant. Maybe they knew where whoever was here had come from. If they did, there was no harm in going to them and telling them what he knew. If they didn’t, it might be the most valuable intel they’d received in a long time.

      A sudden thought brought him to a sudden stop.

      What if Marine Command was gone?

      What if everything was gone?

      It had been two hundred years. The trife were still here.

      Did that mean humankind wasn’t?

      Isaac still had no idea. He decided that for now he would approach the problem like no time had passed at all. He didn’t know how else to proceed.

      He headed out of the hibernation chamber, leading with the pistol and flashlight. He moved a little faster now, eager to get clear of the complex. There was a garage on the campus grounds where the military had kept a few vehicles. Two hundred years was a long time. Would any of them still work?

      He retraced his steps to the MP station, and then followed the adjoining hallway toward the exit. He was almost there when a different thought crept into his head, caused by the clips he had seen replaying in the back of his mind.

      Grace Salk was alive. Based on how old she seemed, it made sense that she had spent some time in the complex after the explosion. After the SRTs had killed themselves, and after he had killed the scientists and was placed in the pod. If she had gone into a pod after him—even years after him—and Salk had written the symbol on the glass, then the major had been in the facility with her for some time.

      How long? And what were they doing here?

      He stopped walking. He didn’t want to linger, but he didn’t have a choice. He needed to know what Salk and his daughter were up to. Grace had tried to lock him out of the systems to keep him from seeing what had happened. Now he had to wonder if it was for his protection. To prevent him from seeing himself kill those scientists.

      Was she trying to help him?

      Was Cyrus?

      He had to stop coming up with more questions. One thing at a time.

      He made his way back through the building, headed for the subterranean bunker where the civilians were quartered. He reached the emergency stairwell without incident, descending to the third floor and entering from there. All of the security locks were electromagnetic. Now that the power was gone, everything was open.

      He stopped in the main corridor that traveled the length of the underground bunker. He hadn’t been down here since Jason died. It was only a week in his mind, but over two hundred years if the security terminals were honest. The conflict of time added to the conflict in his mind. His son had been gone a long, long time. The universe had moved on without him. Even so, it still felt like hallowed ground.

      Isaac made his way along the hallway, sweeping the beam from his flashlight left to right. The area was clear. No sign of disturbance. No dead. Whatever had happened upstairs didn’t seem to have reached down here.

      He hurried to the apartment that had belonged to Don and Yen Loretta. Yen had been one of the R&D managers who ran Lab A, but more importantly, she and her husband had taken in both Grace and Jason, acting as caretakers for them while their parents were protecting the complex. Isaac knew the couple well. They had done so much for him and Jason, and his son’s death had hit them almost as hard as it had him.

      He pressed on the handle to the apartment with his elbow, keeping his flashlight and handgun pointed in the same direction and using his shoulder to push the door open. He entered and  quickly swept the flashlight over the living room. There was a television on a small cabinet against the wall and a couch and coffee table in front of it. Doors led to the master bedroom and two smaller bedrooms, with a shared bathroom between them.

      He aimed the flashlight ahead and into the room Grace had shared with Yuko, Yen and Don’s daughter. He was relieved not to find the body of the girl, or those of her parents. He was also validated to see the stack of clothes on the floor beside it. He could tell right away they had been gathered from around the bunker, too large for a nine-year-old, but not too large for a fourteen or fifteen-year-old. Had Grace been here for six years after the explosion? Had her father? The fact that the clothes were here also told him that when the people had left, they had left in a hurry. No time to pack their meager belongings.

      Isaac swung the flashlight toward the master bedroom, crossing the living room to stand in the doorway. The bed was unmade, a depression still visible in the sheets. It was too tall and heavy to be Yen or Don. Cyrus was over two meters and in Marine shape. Isaac was willing to bet he had been sleeping in the bed.

      He retreated to the living room and moved into the bathroom. His flashlight reflected in a mirror over the sink, the reflection casting his face in a ghoulish glow. He lowered the flashlight so it shined indirectly on the room and moved to the sink, staring at the glass. Then he leaned in and breathed on it.

      The air formed a smooth expansion of fog against the glass. Nothing. He checked a few more areas, breathing across them to see if either Cyrus or Grace had left a hidden message. They hadn’t.

      He backed out to the living room. He had confirmed the two Salks had spent some amount of time down here. So what? They were both long gone, by at least ten years in Grace’s case.  The lead wasn’t only cold. It was dead.

      There was nothing for him to discover in the apartment. Whatever they had been up to, they were using the quarters to sleep in and little else.

      He turned around, headed for the exit. The flashlight swept along the base of the couch.

      Something was sticking out from underneath.

      Isaac crouched and grabbed the laptop, pulling it out from under the sofa. He moved it to the coffee table, resting on his knees and dropping his gun beside the computer so he could flip open the lid. He didn’t expect the device to power on, and it didn’t. But the discovery still held a valuable clue.

      There was a printed label on the base above the keyboard. The eagle and star logo of the Space Force Marines, an RFID code, a serial number, and a name.

      Valentine.

      The name didn’t mean anything to Isaac, which answered the question of where the laptop had come from. He knew the names of everyone who lived and worked in the complex.

      Everyone except the ghosts who had worked behind the Big Fucking Door.
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      Isaac closed the laptop, grabbed his gun, and got back to his feet. He wanted to take the computer with him, but he needed one hand for the flashlight and the other for the weapon. He went back to Grace’s room, opening her small closet and rifling through her things and Yuko’s. Children’s clothing, stuffed animals, dolls and books were tossed aside in search of a school bag or something he could throw the laptop in.

      He came up empty-handed, forced to retreat from the bedroom to the next door over. He stood in front of it, flashlight down, staring into the darkness. The room Jason had shared with Yen and Don’s son Kyle. He didn’t want to go in. He didn’t want to see any of Jason’s old toys. But he vividly recalled the superhero backpack Amanda had bought for Jason for his first day of school, only weeks before the meteor storm. He was confident the bag was in there if he could bring himself to retrieve it.

      He knew hesitation was dangerous. It didn’t make the decision any easier. If the bunker itself was hallowed ground, Jason’s room was a shrine. Disturbing it was like dishonoring his son’s memory.

      But he needed the backpack.

      He breathed out, more nervous than he could believe. He raised the flashlight, shining it into the room, heart pounding. Jason and Kyle had shared a bunk bed. Jason had slept on top. Superhero sheets, of course. What else would he have? Isaac didn’t know whether to smile or cry. He stopped himself from doing either, crossing the room to the closet and ripping it open. He recognized some of Jason’s clothes from before the invasion. Only a few of his shirts had still fit after nearly a year’s worth of growth.

      The backpack was on the floor, a red canvas bag with all the different heroes printed across it, slightly worn from use. He opened it, finding it filled with all of Jay’s action figures. It took Isaac nearly thirty seconds to decide to dump them on the floor, even though he couldn’t fit the laptop with them all in there. He picked up the Spider-man action figure. It had always been Jason’s favorite. He shoved it in his pocket without thinking.

      Then he hurried back to the living room, grabbing the laptop and sliding it into the bag. He slipped it over his shoulder opposite the shotgun and headed out the door.

      He swung around the corner, aiming the gun and flashlight down the long hallway toward the bunker’s exit. A large group of trife reacted to the sudden light with sharp hisses, turning their heads away as the brightness temporarily blinded them.

      “Shit,” Isaac cursed.

      There was only one way out of this part of the complex. Through the demons.

      He dropped to a knee, holstering the sidearm and putting the flashlight and bag on the floor, still facing the trife. They were recovering from the momentary blindness and began moving forward as a single mass, threatening to overwhelm him.

      He grabbed the shotgun, raising it toward the trife as the first few neared. He fired, sending a spray of buckshot into the creatures, dropping the front line which was quickly replaced.

      Isaac fired again, killing three more. He had to make a split-second decision to either try to reload or give up on the gun. He  dropped it to the floor and got back to his feet, drawing his sidearm in one hand and pulling the combat knife in the other.

      He fired into the slick, six fast shots killing four of the demons before he was out of time. He brought up the knife, sidestepping the first trife to reach him alive and slashed  it across the chest. He ducked a slash from another’s claws and fired into it point-blank, the round going through it and into the one behind. Then he rolled sideways, kicking the flashlight on the way and putting the light into a spin.

      He felt the edge of a set of claws rake along his arm, tearing into the utilities and drawing blood. He growled and cursed, shooting the trife while struggling to keep track of them all as the light shifted around him.  He took a step back, stumbling over the shotgun. He slipped on the barrel, turning his ankle, the awkward move accidentally saving his life as the closest trife to him missed his face with its claws. Isaac stabbed it in the chest, using his strength to shove it back as he shot another demon.

      A blast of disgusting breath on his left alerted him to the trife there, and he threw himself into two of the demons, shoving them away. Kicking a third, he pushed it down and shot the first two. He spun on the last one and fired, killing it also.

      The flashlight stopped rolling, hitting the wall and revealing the carnage. Only three trife were still standing, and they rushed at Isaac with reckless abandon.

      He shot the first two, hitting them both in the chest. He tried to shoot the third. Nothing. He was out of rounds.

      He shouted in frustration, ducked low and barreled into the trife, scooping it up over his shoulder. He lowered his head and jumped, cracking it against the ceiling. It hissed in pain and then slumped in his grip.

      Isaac dropped it to the floor, breathing hard. He ejected the magazine from the gun and quickly replaced it before picking up the shotgun, bag and flashlight. Blood ran down his arm, but there was no time to worry about that. Five trife was a scouting party. Close to twenty meant there was a hunting party or a nest nearby. He didn’t want to get pinned down in here.

      He had one more stop before he could escape this nightmare.

      He ran for the exit into the stairwell. With the power out, all of the electromagnetic locks were dead, the doors they held fast accessible to anyone who came along.

      Including the Big Fucking Door.
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      Access through the BFD wasn’t the real issue. What threw Isaac as he headed for the restricted area was that Grace had access to the BFD.

      The trouble had started with Cyrus’ breakdown and  the civilian murders he’d perpetrated. It hadn’t ended there. Salk was locked up when the explosion happened. Isaac had been in the station. The cameras and sensors pinpointed the origin of the fire to the secured area. The detonation had been powerful enough to shake the entire complex and send flames and aftershocks through the ventilation system, and out into the main facility, throwing the whole building into a state of emergency. Isaac had grabbed his equipment and rushed from the station, calling for his squad as he ran.

      His memories ended there. He knew some of what had happened afterward only because of what he had seen on the camera feeds. For whatever reason, he had gone down to Lab C and started killing scientists. Salk had confronted him and thrown him into hibernation. And now he was here, two hundred years later, trying to piece the puzzle back together.

      When he reached the BDF, it was as if someone took the puzzle and threw it against the wall, all of the pieces he had only recently placed breaking apart and leaving nothing but shards once more.

      The door was there. Intact. There was no sign of damage around it. No streaks of black soot. No smoke damage. No anything. Now that he thought about it, he hadn’t seen any fire damage anywhere in the complex. It was as if it had never happened.

      What if it hadn’t?

      He couldn’t dwell on things he didn’t know. There were too many of them. He approached the door, already hanging slightly open, the crack visible in the flashlight beam. He stuck his fingers in it and pulled. The door was as heavy as he always imagined, and he had to strain to get it open. He couldn’t imagine Grace moving that much steel. That in itself was a clue. She wasn’t the last person in the area.

      Cyrus was.

      At least the narrow opening made it unlikely any trife had taken shelter inside.

      Isaac slipped through, aiming his flashlight down a short, sterile corridor. It went about three meters before ending at a pair of lift doors with an emergency stairwell beside it. No power, no lift. At least it had manual access. He hurried to the stairs, pushing open the door. He flinched as the door hit something, and then sent a decayed corpse rolling down the steps to the first landing, a cloud of dust and dirt spreading from it as it fell.

      Isaac holstered his sidearm and lifted his shirt to his mouth, holding it there to try to filter out some of the debris. He dropped to the body, turning it slightly. A few wisps of long hair still clung to the dead woman’s head, and a pair of broken glasses lay beside her. She wore a simple business outfit. Knee length gray cotton skirt and a white blouse. It had all started to crumble from the movement. He looked for a name tag, a bag, or anything else that might identify her. There was nothing. He used the flashlight to push her decayed shirt away. She had burn marks on her ribs that would have backed up the explosion narrative if her clothes weren’t otherwise intact.

      So what had burned her? A plasma rifle would have done more damage. A different kind of weapon? A new kind? Was the secret behind the BFD a developmental weapons program?

      He continued down the stairs. It dropped five floors, putting him two levels below the civilian bunker. He came across four more corpses along the way, both male and female. The wounds were all the same, in almost the same location on the bodies. It took Isaac until the third corpse to examine the back of the remains and realize the wounds went all the way through. It made more sense.

      These people were running away from something, and that something had killed them.

      Isaac reached the ground floor, pushing through the door. There was another short corridor ahead of the stairwell and lift doors, between his position and another pair of heavy blast doors hanging open just far enough for someone to slip between them. The corridor was anything but ordinary. The entire length looked like one giant x-ray machine or CT machine—a stark white tunnel laden with small sensor bumps. It was offline, of course, but Isaac could feel a warmth coming from it that suggested it had been active until the power had died completely.

      He walked up to it. Wide indents in the walls revealed a retracted, ten-centimeter thick steel barrier. It was in the wrong place to effectively keep things out, so it had to be there to keep things in.

      What kind of things?

      Isaac shivered at the thought, his heart thumping harder in his chest. Something horrible had happened down here, and he was pretty sure he didn’t want to know what. But he had to know. He was certain Cyrus had put him in hibernation for a reason. Whatever had happened to the major, he had wanted Isaac to survive.

      For this long?

      Isaac reached the end of the tunnel. He paused at the back doors, pressing his side against one and shining the flashlight into the area. Another hallway, with stone walls and a tile floor. There was a body right on the other side of the blast door. It was dressed in dark armor. MP armor. Isaac slipped through the doors and used his foot to push the body onto its back. He swallowed hard, eyes falling on Private Hashan, one of the 5811s. Military Police. Hashan didn’t have clearance for this part of the complex. He had come down here. Why?

      Isaac swung the flashlight, finding another MP nearby. Private Lance. Isaac was sure more of the MPs would be nearby, carrying all of the missing equipment from the armory.

      The hallway had a few doors on either side. Isaac shined his flashlight through the ones with windows and opened the others enough to get a glimpse of the inside. He found a couple of offices, a conference room, a server room and what looked like a comms station, only the equipment wasn’t anything he recognized. He also found a separate security station, likely isolated to this floor. He continued the search, reaching an adjacent hallway and checking the rooms. He found a storage area stocked with medical supplies, a bathroom with communal showers and a dozen individual living spaces that had been ransacked at some point in time.

      He came to another heavy security door. Like the others, it was hanging slightly open. He found four Marines dead around it. Not MPs. Part of the platoon assigned to the complex to help defend against trife attacks. They didn’t get involved with internal affairs unless Colonel Danforth ordered it, which he apparently had.

      They were wearing powered combat armor and carrying new models of the P-30 plasma rifles. They had fallen in an odd arrangement, almost in a circle, and they each had a plasma wound through their helmets. It was similar but not identical to the scene in the barracks upstairs. Had these Marines killed one another?

      He was tempted to take one of the rifles. The problem with them was that they required power to function normally, and there was no way the cells had remained charged for two centuries. The weapons were as dead as the Marines still holding them.

      He stepped over them and into the next room. He stopped again, suddenly sick to his stomach. There were more bodies here. At least fifty. It was impossible to identify any of them, but they were dressed in civilian clothes like they had come from the bunker. Men, women and children. Isaac could only see a few of their heads as he shined the flashlight over them, but they each had a similar hole in the back of their skulls.

      They were on the floor ahead of an odd doorway nearly three meters tall and equally wide, the frame made of a dark, flat metal the seemed to absorb the flashlight beam. The frame was mounted on a rounded base which looked to have been forced open. Thick cables ran from the doorway and out along the floor to a second room.  

      Isaac stared at the setup. What was the device? And what was its significance to the dead civilians? It didn’t appear human-made. Did it have anything to do with the trife?

      He followed the cables from it to the adjacent room. The small doorway opened into a large space, the walls lined with tall, dark cubes all wired to a central hub in the middle, which itself was wired to a pair of reactors against the back wall. Having spent some time chatting with Yen, Isaac was vaguely familiar with the tech. They were developing power systems for the starship—advanced, miniaturized fusion reactors and high-density power storage solutions. He had gotten glimpses of the designs on her terminal screen on a few occasions. This was a physical manifestation of technology they had yet to physically realize, as if whatever operation was stationed down here had taken the digital prototypes and made them real.  They had used it to power whatever was in the other room.

      Was this setup the reason the stasis pod had power for as long as it did?

      At least it was something that made sense.

      THEY’RE HERE

      He remembered what Cyrus had written on his pod. He returned to the first room, shining the flashlight on the dark metal frame. It certainly looked like a portal of some kind.

      What the hell had come through it?
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      Isaac left the strange doorway, continuing through the complex. His mind was reeling from everything he had seen, his body shaking from stress and tension. As if the fucking trife weren’t bad enough, someone had opened a door and let something else come to Earth? It seemed impossible, ridiculous and terrifying as hell.

      THEY’RE HERE

      What the fuck did that mean? Who the fuck were they? Whatever they were, a lot of people had died because of them. Whatever they were, could they still be out there? Two hundred years had passed. When he left the facility, what was he going to find?

      Trife, at least. They weren’t gone. Was humankind? Could he be the lone survivor on the planet? He had seen Grace on the recordings, coming out of stasis. He had seen her leave the complex. Was she still out there?

      He couldn’t afford to think that way. The complex was in a somewhat remote location. It was possible the trife he had encountered were the last of them. It was possible whatever was here had already been handled.

      Isaac tried as hard as he could to believe that.

      Even though he knew it was bullshit.

      The state of the planet when he had gone under was clear. There was only one way out of the end of the world, and that was to get the hell off. It was more likely he was alone on the planet than it was that humankind had found some way to overcome the invaders. If Grace had gone out there, she had probably died. When he went out there, he would probably die too.

      He bypassed the regular doors, growing more angry and frustrated with each thought that swirled through his mind. Salk had thrown him in the damn pod and put him to sleep for two hundred fucking years. For what? Hadn’t he suffered enough already, losing his son? Did he need to wake up after the apocalypse too?

      Why the hell did he need to wake up at all?

      He stopped at the next steel door he found, kicking it open. It whined on old hinges, and he blasted the flashlight into the pitch black room.

      The swell of anger faded from him. He had walked into a laboratory. A large, open room filled with all kinds of medical equipment. Operating tables with lights hanging overhead. Huge machines whose purpose he couldn’t guess. Tables lined with tools he didn’t recognize.

      And something else.

      A dozen canisters were arranged against the wall, each of them filled with a slightly yellowish fluid, which had something suspended in it.

      Isaac approached the first canister, shining the flashlight into it to get a closer look. A rounded, dark shape nearly twenty centimeters long, with dozens of legs that ended in sharp points along its underside. An insect of some kind? A dark pair of dark eyes sat at the front of the wormlike creature, along with a small, grotesque mouth that reminded him of a fish. The thing was slightly curled, either dead or suspended by the fluid, which could have been the same gel that filled the stasis pods.

      He assumed it wasn’t from Earth. Was this what Salk had tried to warn him about? It didn’t look all that menacing.

      Isaac swept the flashlight across the canisters. Eight of them had the same kind of worm creature in it. But two of them held something different. Something much smaller, with a dark, shelled body and long, wire tendrils that reached from the bottom of the canister to the top like fine hairs.

      It definitely wasn’t from around here.

      He moved the flashlight to the last two canisters.

      Both were empty.  

      Isaac turned around, waving the flashlight over the rest of the equipment. He paused when the beam illuminated a legal pad set on one of the counters. He crossed the room to it, shining the light down on the surface.

      The pad was on the last page, the rest of it tucked underneath. There was writing on it, but it wasn’t human writing. The shapes aligned with what he had seen on Grace’s pod. A separate sheet of paper from the same pad rested beside it.

      Isaac picked it up and shined the flashlight on it. He didn’t recognize the handwriting, but he didn’t need to. It was a letter.

      Addressed to him.

      Sergeant Pine,

      If you’re down here, you’re as smart as my dad thought. He always said you would follow the clues, even if you didn’t understand the message. To be honest, when I woke up I thought about killing you, to spare you from this nightmare. I’m sorry because I didn’t know how.

      I’ve thought about killing myself too, and who knows, maybe I have by now. I don’t expect you’ll ever see this letter. Maybe I’m delusional writing it in the first place. Maybe one day someone else will come along. You might be wondering if you’re the last person on Earth. You aren’t. I know that because I know the enemy better than I should. They don’t want us all gone, Sergeant Pine. Just most of us. Just enough that we can’t fight back. But my dad says we have to fight with all our strength...until the end. That probably doesn’t mean much to you now. But it will.

      He says he’s sorry about Jason too. We bunked together with Yen and Don. He was a great kid. Like a brother to me. I’m sorry too. My dad says it was his fault, and he understands if you want to kill him. That’s what he wants you to do. Kill him. You’re wondering how that can be after so much time.

      My dad isn’t dead. My dad can’t die. He says he’s infected. That he has the devil in his head and it won’t let him. It was the devil that made him kill Jason and the others. He says it hungers all the time, and he can’t stop it for long. He says the only reason he didn’t kill me is because he loves me so much. It sounds crazy, but if you’re down here you’ve seen the enemy. The real enemy, according to the stuff I found. There’s a laptop in the bunker. Sorry, I couldn’t get it when I came out of stasis. There are trife in here. I’ve been hiding from them. Maybe you can get it. There’s some stuff on it I think you can use. I don’t know. It’s been so long. I don’t know what the world is like out there, and I’m scared. I wish I could wake you up and bring you with me. I wish I could stay and wait for you. I don’t know how long it’ll take before the power runs out. It could be another hundred years, and I need to find my dad.

      He always said if he thought he would kill me he would hide me away before he did. He always said if I woke and he wasn’t here that I had to find him. That I had to find out what he was doing and find some way to stop him because he would hurt a lot of people. That doesn’t sound too scary, right? LOL. No emoji on paper. I’m not really laughing.

      They were doing things down here. Terrible things. Somehow us humans got trapped in the middle of some serious shit, and the people here were trying to use it instead of stopping it or something. I don’t know whose side they were on. First they hurt my dad, and then they let something else in, and when they couldn’t control it and it killed all those people, they just left. They called it collateral damage and casualties of war. They thought these things were fun, even though they’re deadly AF.

      If you read this, find me. Or find my dad. Help us stop whatever was started here.

      You may be the only one who can.

      Grace
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      “This is the place, Sheriff,” Sam Granderson, the de facto mayor of the town of Dego said, motioning toward the exterior of a badly damaged saloon. A half-rusted steel gate was resting in the street, still contained by guide rails that had been forcibly removed from their moorings in the building’s cement shell.  “I should warn you, the smell is—”

      “Awful,” Sheriff Hayden Duke replied.

      He had picked up the scent of death two blocks earlier, the smell from the massacre spreading from its epicenter to the surrounding streets. It had turned his stomach to think about how many bodies there were to cause that kind of reek.

      “And you’re saying two people did this?” Hayden pushed up the brim of his hat with a smooth metal hand, scratching his forehead. The sun was high in the sky, the air warm and humid. It wasn’t doing anything for the smell.

      “Well, three,” Sam said. “They wiped out ten percent of our population in one night. That’s more than the trife have managed in the last year.”

      “Which is why you sent word up to Haven. You want Dego under the UWT’s protection.”

      “That’s right, Sheriff. We’ve done okay out here on our own. We know how to handle the trife. How to hide and let the Goliaths do their thing. But this? This was something else. Something new.”

      “I sent a squad of deputies out to meet with you three months ago, and you told me you weren’t interested in incorporating with our territories.”

      “Things change, don’t they, Sheriff? I told you—”

      “I know. This is something new.”

      “That’s right.”

      Hayden patted Eastwood’s neck before climbing off the stallion, still holding the reins. His sharp eyes shifted from the gate to the wall and back. Someone had closed the gate from the outside. And someone inside had dislodged it. Unless that someone inside was wearing combat armor or had a replacement augmentation like his oversized right arm, they would have to be impossibly strong.

      “You left the scene exactly as it was?”

      “We didn’t touch anything, Sheriff. Hell, nobody wanted to go near this place, and the other scene is outside what I would consider our city limits, so to speak.” He laughed nervously. “But you know, it took us two days to get a messenger to Haven, and another three for you to get down here. How did you get here so fast anyway?”

      Hayden glanced back at the mayor. His deal with the settlement on Proxima Centauri meant keeping a lot of things low profile, including the flow of resources that had allowed Natalia to rebuild an old UH-1 Iroquois they had uncovered in an abandoned hangar outside Ports. It was good to have friends with access to modern printing equipment.

      “I was in the neighborhood,” he replied.

      “Sheriff!”

      Hayden followed the voice, finding Deputies Chan and Wilks coming his way from between two of the buildings. They had a pair of residents with them, guides that had brought them to the second scene. Both deputies wore brown uniforms, simple pants, and shirts under long brown coats that concealed revolvers on their hips and shotguns on their backs. The clothes were some of the first spilling out of the textile factory his people had recently and—in his opinion—magically gotten working again.

      “Chan, what’ve you got?” Hayden asked.

      “Car,” Chan answered. “My guess is a modified Impala with a Tesla power plant. The back-end’s lined with old solar panels to recharge the batteries.”

      “Four bodies in the car,” Wilks said, shaking his head. “All of them with single, seriously well-aimed gunshot wounds.”

      “I pulled this out of the driver’s seat,” Chan said, the two deputies and their guides reaching Hayden. He tossed the slug, which Hayden snatched out of the air and examined for a moment.

      “Armor-piercing,” he said. “Rounds like this aren’t easy to come across.”

      “No, sir,” Chan said. “Whoever did this is either a scavenger or a professional trader to get their hands on bullets like this.”

      Hayden turned back to the mayor. “Sam, any idea what all this was about?”

      “No, Sheriff. Dego is a small town. Everybody knows everybody. Whoever did this wasn’t from around here. I don’t need a fancy bullet to tell you that.”

      “You know who owns the car?”

      “No.”

      “You just said everybody knows everybody.”

      Sam looked nervous again. “They have…well, had...a car, Sheriff. They probably came up from Chula. Graves’ place was pretty well-known in the area for having booze that didn’t taste like piss and could actually get you hammered. His business was good for our business if you know what I mean.”

      “Until a few days ago.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “But you’re accustomed to outsiders coming into town.”

      “Yes, Sheriff. They would come to Graves’, get liquored up, and maybe head down the street to see the girls or pay a note to crash in one of the garages. Trade is vital for the community.”

      “How many times have you been attacked before this?”

      “By trife? They send scouts through every few nights, but we’re careful. The night of the fighting though, the place was crawling with them, on account of all the noise.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “Yeah. You know, come to think of it, I bet the guys in the car did come up from Chula. There’s a gringo there, name of Abernathy. He sends his goons up every few months to grift our trade. If you extend your borders out past Dego, we won’t need to worry about that anymore, right?”

      Hayden eyed Granderson. It was apparent the man regretted his earlier decision to deny the UWT’s offer of inclusion in their network of communities, and the protection of their growing militia.

      “You can relax, Sam,” Hayden said. “This isn’t a test to see if you’re worthy to be part of the coalition. If we didn’t want you, we would never have come to you in the first place. There’s a lot of farmland east of here, and we need to secure the area around it if we’re going to start cultivating.”

      Sam’s eyes nearly bulged out of his head. “You want to plant crops? What about the trife?”

      “Sam, we’ve secured nearly a thousand square kilometers over the last year. Believe me; the trife can be managed.”

      “How?” He pointed to the battered husks of the old buildings. “We’ve been getting our asses kicked for as long as anyone can remember.”

      Hayden smiled. “Because we didn’t understand them as well as we do now. We didn’t have time to prepare. And we didn’t have the Goliaths.”

      “So it’s true what they say about them? You can control them?”

      “Control? Not exactly. More like suggest.”

      “Whatever you want to call it.”

      “It’s true we’re reaching the limits of what our current resources can manage. But once we clear a nest from an area, we can generally keep it clean. My scouts tell me the closest nest to Dego is ten klicks southeast, near an old fusion plant. We would plan to take out the nest and bring in some engineers to see if we can get the plant operating again. The fact that there’s a nest there in the first place means it’s still lit, if only at minimal output.”

      “I didn’t understand most of what you just said, Sheriff, but if it keeps us safe from what happened here last week, I’m all for it.”

      “That’s the rub, isn’t it, Sam?” Hayden said. “I can’t risk bringing my people into this area until we know exactly what happened here last week and why. The trife have been here a long time. So have assholes like Abernathy. If this is something else, something new like you said, that has me concerned. We need to figure out what this is before we can start securing the area.”

      Sam’s face fell. He was uncomfortable with the idea of remaining so vulnerable to whatever the town had experienced. Hayden didn’t blame him. The smell alone was enough to spook anybody.

      Hayden returned his attention to the saloon. “You said you have an eyewitness?”

      “One survivor. She saw the whole thing, at least until the fight moved outside.”

      “I’ll want to talk to her once I finish here.”

      “Of course, Sheriff.”

      “Chan, Wilks, let’s take a look inside.”

      The two deputies’ faces paled.

      “You want us to go in there?” Chan asked.

      “I know, it smells. And I bet what it looks like isn’t much better, especially after five days. But you need to get used to crime scenes. You need to get used to spilled blood and broken bones. It comes with the job.”

      Hayden handed Eastwood’s reins to Sam and started toward the saloon. He heard Wilks comment to Chan behind him.

      “I should have been a farmer.”
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      Hayden stopped at the threshold of the saloon. He pulled the scarf around his neck  up over his nose and mouth, giving him a minute to adjust to the more acute scent of death making the air around him hard to breathe. Chan and Wilks did the same, flanking him.

      He peered into the building, eyes sweeping the room. Twenty-four dead, give or take. According to Sam, there were only three people involved in the fight.

      “Twenty-four against three,” he said. “And the three won.”

      “This is the worst I’ve ever seen,” Chan agreed.

      Hayden paused at one of the bodies, noting only a small wound near the abdomen and little external bleeding. Curious. He continued on through the room, able to spot the gunshot wounds with little difficulty.

      One of the dead closest to the door had an augmented arm, not all that different from his. It was bent at a crude angle. Hayden knew how much force it would take to cause that kind of damage. It confirmed the mortar outside wasn’t weak. Whoever had done this was either inhumanly strong, had two prosthetics like his, or was wearing a suit of powered armor like John Stacker’s. Seeing as how Stacker had made the armor himself, Hayden didn’t think that was likely.

      He was going to step forward to examine the small wound on the woman ahead of him more closely, but something just ahead of his feet caught his attention. Dark pieces of deteriorating flesh mingled with blood and clothing fibers. That wasn’t unique.

      What was unique was the direction of the blood spray.

      Away from the doorway.

      “Chan, Wilks, you see this?” Hayden asked, giving them room to observe.

      “I wish I didn’t,” Wilks said.

      “Toughen up, Deputy,” Hayden replied.

      “Sheriff, do you think the perpetrator was shot?” Chan asked.

      “I do. Multiple times. Did you pay attention to the street? Did you see any sign of bleeding on the path to the car?”

      “I didn’t look,” Chan said. “Sorry, Sheriff.”

      “Go ahead and walk the trail again. Keep an eye out for stains.”

      “Pozz that, Sheriff.”

      Chan backed away, heading off to retrace her steps.

      “Should I go with her, Sheriff?” Wilks asked.

      “No. Go look for evidence that way.” Hayden pointed to the left. “It looks like that table is pretty shot up. Is there a body back there, or did one of the involved use it as cover?”

      “I don’t know, Sheriff.”

      “Go find out.”

      “Pozz.”

      Wilks angled toward the table, stepping carefully over the blood stains and the bodies. Hayden did likewise, careful not to disturb anything as he approached the dead woman. He knelt beside her, drawing a knife from his belt and using it to push the cloth away from the wound. It was clean and oddly positioned. Not a bullet or a knife. More like a surgical blade. What had done this?

      He glanced over, noticing a print in the blood. Whoever had left it was relatively small, and judging by the definition of the tread had knelt over the bodies. A short track traced from one spot to another, and then to another before fading as it neared the door.

      He looped over the tracks a few times. Had the perp come back to the scene? Why?

      He looked down at the wound. There was no sign of whatever had caused it. Had the perp come back to collect the weapon or weapons?

      “Sheriff,” Wilks said. He was near the back of the scene, standing in the doorway leading to the back. “There’s a set of stairs back here. Do you want me to go up?”

      “I’ll go,” Hayden said. He figured Wilks had gotten enough experience for today. “Go check on Chan.”

      The relief was evident in Wilks’ eyes. “Pozz.”

      Wilks retreated from the saloon, while Hayden crossed to the back room. A single body was there, splayed out on his stomach, hands clutching a shotgun. Hayden assumed it was Randall Graves, the saloon owner.

      The stairs were further back, next to shelves of randomly collected place settings, cups, tins, and a moonshine still. Hayden leaned over the still and lowered his scarf to breathe in, wrinkling his nose when he did. Strong stuff. He headed up the stairs, coming out onto a hardwood floor bent and cracked, scorched from fire and rotted in sections. There were a few doors along the hall. He stepped carefully to reach them, shoving them open and looking into a set of simple rooms. Not much more than a dirty mattress in front of a cement-filled window.

      The first two were identical, and not recently used. The last was nearly the same, save for a small detail most people might have missed.

      Hayden didn’t miss it. He’d always had sharp eyes, especially for things that were out of place. He attributed it to being a sheriff from a long line of sheriffs.  

      He walked over to the mattress, crouching down and lifting the edge. A small medallion rested there. It was made of hammered steel, crudely forged. A recent vintage, the kind of thing someone might have kept in their pocket as a good luck charm. He picked it up, tracing the geometric shape with his eyes. He had never seen a symbol like it before and had no idea what it meant or if it was even a clue. Just because it was here didn’t mean it belonged to one of the killers.

      He shoved it in the pocket of his long coat. There was a chance it was a clue, and whoever had dropped it had either fled or was dead. He would bring it back to Nat and ask her if she had any idea what it meant. It looked like a mathematical symbol, and she was the brains in the family.

      He headed back out to the hallway, pausing when his ears caught a shift in the ambient noise. He was static for a few heartbeats, listening.

      Someone was coming.

      “Sheriff!” Wilks shouted from the bottom of the steps a moment later. “Town watch says we’ve got cars heading in from the south. Sam says it’s Abernathy and his crew.”

      Abernathy was probably wondering what had happened to his squad, and if they were dead or had bolted with his wheels. At least this would save Hayden the trouble of having to seek the man out.

      Hopefully, Abernathy wouldn’t do anything stupid.

      He had only been out here for a year, but he had learned fast that the odds for that weren’t very good.

      “On my way!” he shouted back.
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      While the modified car already in town had an electric powertrain, the trio of approaching vehicles did not. They roared and rumbled, powerful diesel engines transplanted from larger chassis echoing across the area in either a bold show of strength and courage or an open display of stupidity.

      While the trife preferred hunting at night, they weren’t vampires. They could roam the landscape during the day just as easily, attracted to the sounds of human presence. By bringing the noisy cars into town, Abernathy was practically begging the trife to gather and investigate with a mass of the demons that would flow through the burned out buildings like an oil spill.

      Hayden had fought his way through slicks before and had the scars to show for it. But his hands? They hadn’t been lost to the demons. Despite the danger of the trife, the worst threat out there was still other people.

      Hayden joined Sam Granderson, Chan, Wilks and a pair of the town’s volunteer militia members in the street twenty meters from the electric car. He stood with hands on his hips, inches away from the pair of revolvers beneath his coat and an ammo belt of quick load cartridges. He had access to more powerful guns. Wartime weapons like the MK-12 or P-50 plasma rifle and more modern versions like Proxima’s P-90. He could use them, but he had grown up with a revolver that carried stunner rounds, and he liked the feel of those guns in his hands. While the UWT was manufacturing its own version of the weapon because of its general simplicity and overall usefulness, most of his new deputies teased him over his antique guns.

      But only until they saw him shoot.

      The three loud cars were standard modboxes, big engines rising where there had once been a hood, armor plating wrapped around the front and reinforcing the sides. One of them had a cage on the trunk with a mounted high-caliber rifle, a man standing at the station ready to use it. One of them had no roof, replaced with a steel roll cage that allowed the three people not driving it to shoot in every direction. They all showed signs of wear. Dirt, rust, dents and trife bloodstains. It was how most highwaymen and random minor warlords moved around and threatened the less powerful population. If the UWT were going to annex Dego, Hayden would need to deal with this one sooner or later anyway.

      Sooner was fine with him.

      They rolled to a stop a few meters behind the electric car. Two of the passengers hopped out, a man and a woman in dirty roughspun probably picked up in Haven or maybe a town further south, where Hayden had yet to travel. They wore leather jackets lined with chains to help manage trife claws,  but unless it was made of Centurion metal any direct strike would cut right through. They carried old assault rifles. AK-47s, Hayden guessed.

      A third person climbed out behind him. It had to be Abernathy. He was dressed in a fairly unworn suit, wearing an old baseball cap and sunglasses. He didn’t look like a killer, but the coldest, most dangerous people rarely did. He eyed Hayden and his side for a few seconds before spotting Sam. Then he leisurely made his way to the car, taking a look inside. His people still with the cars had their guns ready, and Hayden made sure to visually measure the distance between himself and the guy in the cage. That gun could chew them all to meat in seconds.

      He didn’t want to get into an altercation. A lot of the tribes were easy to manage with promises of trade. The UWT had more than most, not that it made them invincible. The whole world was dangling at the end of a fish hook. It was only a matter of time before something came up for a bite.

      “Abernathy!” Sam shouted, waving to get the man’s attention.

      Abernathy didn’t look that concerned about the occupants of the car. He circled the front of it, checking it for damage. Hayden noticed how he paused at the side, running his finger along one of the roll bars.

      Satisfied, he started toward Sam and the others, his bodyguards slightly ahead of him. He walked like a man confident his shooters in the back wouldn’t miss.

      “Sam,” Abernathy said. It only took one word for Hayden to capture the southern accent. “What happened here?”

      “We’ve been trying to determine that ourselves,” Sam replied. “Some bad shit went down in Dego a few days back. Your people got caught in the crossfire.”

      “There wasn’t any crossfire,” Chan said. “The shooter was standing right in front of the car. Your people stopped, thinking they weren’t a threat.”

      “They thought wrong,” Wilks said.

      Abernathy shifted his attention to Chan. “And who is this?”

      “I’m Sheriff Hayden Duke,” Hayden said, stepping in front of Chan. “From the United Western Territories.”

      Abernathy stared at him, a hint of surprise and fear crossing his face. His eyes flicked to Hayden’s hands. “I’ve heard of you,” he said.

      Hayden knew the man felt threatened. His reputation was spreading. Good.

      “What are you doing this far south?” Abernathy continued.

      “The same reason you came north,” Hayden replied. “Trouble in Dego. Twenty-four dead back at Graves’ Saloon. Your four thugs over there. Twenty-seven in total, but only three travelers. Something like that gets attention. I don’t want them crossing into UWT territory.”

      Abernathy was still staring at him.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Hayden said.

      “Is that right?”

      “I can almost hear the gears grinding in your head. Can I get a signal to my sentry with the cannon to gun this asshole down before he guns me down? What kind of reputation will I earn if I can? How much UWT land could I capture?”

      Abernathy smiled nervously, face flushing. “I wasn’t thinking that.”

      “No?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t want any trouble. I came for my modbox is all.”

      “I hope so. You kill me; you have to deal with my wife. Trust me. You don’t want to deal with my wife.”

      Abernathy laughed. “No trouble. I swear.”

      “Then you’ll stay calm when I tell you I intend to bring Dego into the boundaries of the UWT.”

      Abernathy’s jaw clenched. His eyes shifted from Hayden to Sam. “What?”

      “These people deserve protection from what happened the other night.  They’ve requested mine, and I’m inclined to oblige. I understand you’ve been feeding on Dego. I’m not going to judge you for that, but I am going to ask you to stop. If your territory is close by, we can discuss compensation for the change in ownership, so to speak.”

      Abernathy’s face was getting redder with every word. Hayden’s eyes shifted to Chan and Wilks. They were ready for whatever came next. So was he. His hands moved slightly, getting into a better position to grab his guns.

      They shared a few seconds of tense silence. Then Abernathy exhaled sharply. “Fucking hell. I’m going to take my wheels and go. You can keep the corpses.”

      He started to turn to leave.

      “One second,” Hayden said. “You were examining something on the side of the rollbar. What was it?”

      “You noticed that from here?”

      “I’ve got good eyes.”

      “You must. There’s a gash in the steel. It wasn’t there before, and it didn’t come from a trife.”

      “Could it have been made by something about three centimeters in diameter?”

      “I would say yes.”

      Hayden decided to take a risk, dropping one of his hands into his pocket and withdrawing the medallion. He held it up in the sunlight. “Do you recognize this?”

      Abernathy glanced at it. Hayden knew by his reaction he did. “I’ve seen that a couple of times before. It’s some new religion or some bullshit like that. You know how that goes, don’t you, Sheriff? Somebody claims to be supernatural, and all the desperate sheep flock to him for protection.”

      Hayden smiled. Was Abernathy digging at him, or talking about himself?

      “Do you know where this so-called religion originated?”

      “No idea.”

      “The people who did this, one of them is strong. He might have hands like mine. He might be wearing powered armor, possibly homemade. Or he could just be a brute of a man. You see someone like that, you tell Sam, and I’ll make it worth your while.”

      “Yeah, right,” Abernathy said. “Good day, Sheriff.”

      Hayden nodded. He dropped the medallion back into his pocket as Abernathy started walking away, his bodyguards behind him. Hayden watched the warlord’s arm shift and noticed the gunner react.

      “Get ready,” Hayden said softly. “He’s going to be stupid.”

      The two deputies began moving laterally, spreading away from the center.

      “How do you—?”

      Sam was interrupted by Hayden’s elbow, which slammed into his chest and knocked him to the ground, even as Hayden was whipping the two revolvers from the holsters on his hip. Abernathy’s bodyguards were turning too, guns coming level as their boss dove for the cover of the armored car, likely feeling confident and smug in his betrayal.

      The mounted gun began belching flame, rounds zipping across the distance, the sentry’s aim a little high. The bullets whipped past Hayden as he lined up his shot and fired.

      The shooter collapsed inside the cage, the gun falling silent only moments after it had opened fire.

      Chan and Wilks had their rifles out by now and their attack cut down Abernathy’s two bodyguards before shifting to the guns in the back. The tide of the attack had turned in a flash, the warlord’s people unprepared for the quick loss of the cannon.

      Hayden walked toward the armored car, taking his time before shooting at the other combatants. Each round found its mark, chest wounds that left the attackers shouting in pain and giving up the fight. He hadn’t even made it to the car when the drivers of the other three decided they’d had enough. Engines roared as the vehicles made wide turns, front barriers smashing into the wrecks left on either side and rumbling away from the scene.

      “Ah, fuck!” Abernathy cursed from beneath the car.

      Hayden dropped onto his stomach, putting his oversized hand in front of his face. A trio of bullets pinged off it a moment later.

      “Why don’t you come on out?” Hayden said. “You’ve got no angle on me, and I think I already proved I can put the next bullet wherever I want it. Plus, your thugs are already on their way with their tails tucked.”

      “Fuck you, Sheriff.”

      “Come on now, Abe. It doesn’t have to be like that. I warned you, and you decided not to listen. Be glad I’m not making this personal. Throw the pistol out, and we’ll be good.”

      Hayden waited. The pistol didn’t come.

      “Sheriff,” Wilks shouted. “We’ve got to move. All this noise has attracted the wrong kind of attention.”

      Hayden sighed. Of course it had. “How far?”

      “Three klicks. We’ve got about ten minutes.”

      “Pozz.” Hayden shifted his hand enough to see Abernathy. The man was glaring back at him, a small handgun in his dirty fist. “You hear that? Trife are on their way. You’ve got two choices. One, own up to your loss and come with us to safety. Two, stay out here and try to stop a slick of trife from tearing you to ribbons with that peashooter.”

      Abernathy hesitated a moment. Then his hand shifted, and he tossed the gun out toward Hayden. He pulled himself out from under the car in silent protest.

      “That’s better,” Hayden said, standing up, holstering his guns, and grabbing the man’s arm in an unbreakable grip. “Chan, Wilks, gather the mayor and let’s get underground.”
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      Sam led Hayden, the others and their horses to the town’s public shelter. Like many other urban areas, it was located in an underground garage—in this case, a partially collapsed garage accessible only through a single entrance protected by a worn roll-up door.

      By the time they arrived, sentries with mallets pounded on old oil drums—the sound echoed through the streets—warning everyone to take to the underground. Many of the locals had their own shelters in buildings and in windowless apartments behind barricaded doors where they knew to remain quiet.

      But not all.

      A few dozen men, women and children in ragged or mismatched clothes were hurrying for the shelter, eager to reach it before the demons arrived.

      Hayden remained near the door with Sam, while Chan and Wilks led their mounts and Abernathy deeper into the shelter. Hayden had cuffed the warlord, not because he technically had any power to arrest him—there were no formal governments to make formal laws outside of UWT territory—but to ensure he didn’t cause any trouble during his stay. He hadn’t decided what he would do with him once the trife were gone. He had no jurisdiction in Dego. Sam was the town’s leader. He could figure it out.

      “Are any of these people my witness?” he asked, watching the townspeople enter.

      They hurried down the ramp to the first level of the garage, staying close together. All of them were armed with something. Hayden glimpsed a few knives, but mostly they had  homemade weapons like baseball bats and nail boards. None of it would save them if the trife got in, but at least they would die trying to defend themselves.

      Sam looked further down the street. “There,” he said, pointing to a girl near the back. She couldn’t have been more than twelve. “Ginny.”

      “She was in the saloon?”

      “She’s a fantastic pickpocket. But everyone in town knows it, so she only goes after the drifters. She was in the corner closest to one of them when the fighting started, but he never saw her there. She ducked under a table when people started to die.”

      “Smart girl.”

      “Mayor Granderson,” an older woman said, approaching the door from the other side. She had a set of reins in her hand, a young mare trailing behind her, fully saddled, with a pair of bags hanging from either side.

      “Lola,” Sam replied. “Say, where’d you get the horse?”

      Lola glanced back. “Oh. Minerva? I’ve had her for a couple of weeks now. Traded a drifter a roll for her.”

      Hayden raised his eyebrows, eyes shifting between Sam and Lola. The woman was probably in her fifties, with thinning white hair, wrinkled skin, and a mouth missing most of its teeth. Somehow, he doubted her story.

      “Lola,” Sam admonished. “Where did you really get the horse?”

      “I told you, Mayor.”

      “Lola, this here is Sheriff Hayden Duke from up north. He’s a lawman.”

      Lola looked at Hayden. “We don’t got law in Dego.”

      “You do now,” Hayden said. “I’ve already got one prisoner in handcuffs. Do you want to be my second?”

      “She’s mine, fair and square,” Lola said. “I didn’t do a thing wrong.”

      “Then why not tell the truth about where you got her?” Hayden asked. “She’s too healthy for you to have been handling her for more than a week at most.”

      “Or five days?” Sam said.

      “Or five days,” Hayden agreed.

      “Fine. This drifter left her with me to look after her while she went to the saloon. Told me her name’s Minerva and she’s a good girl. Then the drifter, she never came back. I can’t just let her wander around, so she’s mine now.” She looked pointedly at Hayden. “Legally.”

      Hayden nodded. “We’ll see. Don’t disappear. I want to search those saddlebags.”

      “They’re mine too.”

      “I’ll trade for whatever I’m interested in. Deal?”

      “Deal.” She smiled, leading Minerva down the ramp into the garage.

      “Do you think you’ll find anything useful in the bags, Sheriff?” Sam asked.

      “Pozz. I’d bet my life on it.”

      A few more of the town’s citizens trickled in. Hayden looked down the street for Ginny, finding her still trailing behind the others. She was watching them walk, sizing them up.

      “I thought you said Ginny only steals from drifters?” Hayden said.

      “She does,” Sam replied. He saw her too. “Usually.”

      Hayden wasn’t sure what the girl ever managed to grab. These people hardly had anything. Maybe a note or two from time to time.

      The people in front of her froze suddenly, turning to their left and screaming, trying to grab their makeshift weapons as a pair of trife burst from an alley, hitting the pair and knocking them down.

      “Shit,” Hayden said, already reaching for his guns. There must have been a group of scouts ahead of the main slick. “Chan, Wilks, my horse!”

      He didn’t hesitate or look back to see if they were complying. He rushed out into the street, sending a burst of rounds into the demons. He could see Ginny behind the action, frantically searching for somewhere to hide.

      “Sheriff, we need to close the door before the slick gets here,” Sam said.

      “I know.”

      “Sheriff!” Chan shouted.

      Hayden turned. Eastwood was already coming without the two deputies. He grabbed the saddle horn as the horse reached him, swinging  into the saddle. “Cover the door, keep them out and buy me some time,”he said, accepting the reins from Chan

      “Pozz that, Sheriff,” the deputy said.

      Hayden urged Eastwood forward in a fast canter. Another small group of trife appeared from the alleys on either side of the girl. Hayden wasn’t sure if the creatures would attack her or not. If she was still prepubescent, she was safe.

      He anchored the reins on the saddle horn and drew his revolvers. His aim wasn’t as sure mounted, and it took all of his rounds to drop three of the creatures. He expertly dropped one of the guns back into its holster, using his free hand to grab a speedloader and quickly rearm the other. He continued shooting, taking out three more of the demons as he closed on the girl.

      “Ginny!” he shouted, getting her attention, her eyes wild with fear. He noticed a trife in the shadows, ready to lunge at her, and wondered if he would make it to her in time.

      The trife sprang off its feet, flying toward the girl a meter off the ground. Hayden reached her first, Eastwood rearing and slamming the creature with his hooves, crushing its skull and sending its body tumbling to the pavement. The horse came to a quick stop.

      “Take my hand,” Hayden said, holding his free one out to the girl. She took it, and he lifted her easily, dropping her in front of him.

      He looked up, growling when he saw their time was up.

      A mob of trife at least a thousand thick was coming up the street, only half a block away.
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      Hayden wheeled Eastwood around, facing him toward the shelter. He caught movement from the alleys, the horse backstepping as the trife began to emerge.

      “I thought today would go a lot smoother than this,” he said.

      Ginny glanced back at him. “You do this a lot, mister?”

      “Too often.”

      Hayden holstered his other revolver. Reaching behind his back and under his coat, he detached his plasma rifle from its magnetic mount and swung it out into the open. He turned the selector from bolt to stream.

      “Okay, Ginny, I need you to duck down, and stay low on Eastwood’s neck, pozz?”

      “Pozz?”

      “It means yes, okay, understood.”

      “I get it. Pozz.” She leaned forward, gripping the horse’s neck.

      The trife were moving in both directions, some of them headed for the garage, the others coming for him. And the slick behind him was closing in fast.

      “Come on, Eastwood. Straight through,” Hayden said, his heels prodding him forward.

      Wilks and Chan started firing from the doorway of the shelter, taking out the first line of trife with a quick barrage. They stopped shooting when they saw Hayden burst forward, making his move toward the door.

      The trife hissed and turned toward him. He held down the trigger of the rifle, sending a stream of superheated gas out at the demons, blue flame spreading from the muzzle of the weapon and incinerating anything it touched. He was careful not to fire the rifle too close to Ginny or Eastwood as he swept the flames across his left flank. And then he switched sides to the right.

      He couldn’t hit anything in front of them, but Eastwood took care of that. The horse barrelled into the trife, knocking them aside or crushing them under his hooves.

      One of them escaped the destruction, reaching for Ginny. She screamed as claws raked her leg, cutting through her pants and drawing blood. Hayden leaned down slightly, slamming his augmented fist into the creature’s face, shattering it beneath the blow and driving it away. He kept firing on the other side, burning dozens of trife before they could get close.

      “Hold on!” Hayden shouted. Eastwood was pushing through the slick. Almost there. “Grab his mane and hold on tight.”

      Ginny did as he said. Eastwood took one last stride and jumped ahead, clearing the trife and breaking into the open. He galloped toward the garage, Wilks and Chan calling the horse in.

      Before they reached the garage door, Hayden shifted his weight, rolling off Eastwood’s flank and onto the ground, using his metal arm to break his fall and bouncing back to his feet. Unencumbered, he sent the plasma out in a wide spray as he backed toward safety.

      A few of the trife managed to get over the flaming plasma, while others headed for the buildings, easily scaling them and taking to the high ground to circumvent the barrier. Wilks and Chan cut the first trife down, keeping Hayden clear while he retreated.

      He made it to the door.

      “Lower it!” he said to the two sentries. They pulled on the sides, dragging it to the floor and sticking a pin in the bottom to keep it locked.

      “That isn’t going to hold them,”  Chan said, quickly reloading her rifle.

      “No,” Hayden agreed. “Sam, tell me you have a secondary barrier.”

      “On the way,” Sam said.

      Hayden heard an engine start. He looked back down into the garage as mounted lights blasted him in the face from the top of a loader. The machine was modified, the steel basket in the front extended to match the shape of the entrance.

      “Clear the way!” Sam said. “Cover the loader.”

      Hayden and the two deputies followed Sam and the sentries down into the garage. As soon as they were clear of the ramp, the loader started moving, rumbling up toward the door. The trife started hitting it, their claws sinking through the metal and beginning to tear it apart.

      Hayden switched the plasma rifle to bolt mode, aiming and firing single bolts past the loader and into the trife. Wilks, Chan and the sentries joined him, keeping the demons at bay.

      The loader trudged up the ramp, the bucket at the front rising on its hydraulics and coming level with the door, just as the first of the demons made it through. It hissed and scrambled to get around the vehicle, dropped a moment later by one of Hayden’s bolts.

      The loader kept moving until the bucket hit the mangled roll-up door, slamming it out of the way and stopping only when the welded wings of metal on the sides locked into place on either side of the frame. The driver put it in park and shut it down, climbing out with a big smile on his face.

      “That should hold them,” Sam said.

      Hayden lowered the plasma rifle. His heart pounded. Too close.

      “Don’t worry Sheriff,” Sam continued. “It’s not the first time we’ve had to replace the door.” He glanced at the rifle. “That’s some firepower you’ve got there. Do you think we can get our hands on something like that?”

      “Maybe in time,” Hayden replied. He shut the rifle down and swung it under his coat, attaching it to the body armor hidden beneath his shirt before glancing at his deputies. “It seems we’re stuck here for the duration. Let’s make sure we get everything we can. Wilks, see if you can raise Haven and pass along a message to Nat that I won’t be back to put Hallia to bed.” He paused, sighing. “Tell her I won’t be back for a few days at least. Something is going on here.” He looked at Sam. “Something new.”
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      “Damn, that hurts!” Ginny cursed as Jace poured some of Graves’ moonshine over the lacerations on her leg.

      “It’s going to hurt a bit more,” Jace grumbled. “Think of it as penance for all the times you lifted notes from the rest of your neighbors, you little shit.”

      “Screw you, Jace. I didn’t do it.”

      “Yeah, sure you didn’t.”

      “I didn’t. I only take from the passers-by. You know that.”

      Jace was leaning over her, ready to start closing the wounds, when Hayden and Chan approached.

      “What are you doing?” Chan said, eying the needle.

      “Stitching little miss sticky-fingers leg. Trife got her good.”

      “Did you disinfect that needle?”

      “Huh?”

      “Move aside,” Chan said, reaching into the pocket of her pants and withdrawing a small medical kit. “I’ve got a better way.”

      Jace stepped out the way, glaring at Chan at the same time he watched her open the medical kit and withdraw a sealed patch.

      “What is that?” he asked.

      “Healing patch,” she replied. “Adhesives will hold the skin together while agents in the gel promote proper tissue repair and prevent infection. It also contains numbing agents to reduce the pain.”

      “Where can we get some of that action?”

      “You’ll be rationed patches from our supply once you’re formally integrated,” Hayden said.

      “Where do you get them?”

      “We scavenge them from old military hospitals. Hardened bunkers the USSF secreted away during the war.” He told the lie with practiced ease.

      Part of his deal with Proxima was to keep their existence and presence on Earth a secret. The settlers that had left the planet two hundred years earlier saw most of the survivors as “de-evolved” and wanted little to do with their homeworld, except for use as a testbed for different research programs and as a limited trade partner. Hayden, Natalia and the UWT were doing their best to convince the Centurions that Earth was worth the investment of time, energy, resources and manpower. That if they could rid the area of trife, they could not only rebuild but thrive.

      It was a shitty situation that was going to get shittier before it got better. It was up to Hayden to keep his little piece of the planet on the right track until it did. Assholes like Abernathy didn’t help that cause. Neither did recent events in the town. Proxima had only become more reluctant to provide aid since their last envoy was killed in the line of duty. He still missed Bennett.

      Chan wrapped the patch over the cuts, gently pressing it onto Ginny’s leg, the adhesive holding it tight. “How does it feel?”

      “Better,” Ginny said. “Much better.” She looked at Hayden. “Thanks for saving my life. I shouldn’t have been so slow, but I just had my first period last month. I’m not used to the trife paying attention to me.”

      “You were eying the pockets of the pair in front of you,” Hayden replied. “They’re both dead now.”

      Ginny lowered her head. “Am I supposed to feel bad? Because I don’t. People die here all the time. Graves’ place got massacred a few days ago. That wasn’t my fault either.”

      “It’s better to feel bad,” Hayden said. “We’re all in this together, and we’re stronger as one people.”

      “Kumbaya,” Jace said. “You’ve been living high and mighty too long, Sheriff Duke.”

      “You know who I am?”

      “Of course. We had a storyteller through here a month back, talking about how you killed a Goliath with your bare, albeit metal, hands.”

      “That never happened.”

      “No, but you still came into town with advanced weapons and advanced medicine. Maybe you’ve forgotten what it’s like to live out here.”

      “Maybe. But I remember what it’s like to drive the trife out of an area and secure it so they don’t come back.”

      Jace opened his mouth to speak, thought better of it, and wandered away.

      “Pleasant fellow,” Chan said.

      “You made him look bad.”

      “I didn’t do anything but stick a patch on. I’m sure he’s doing the best he can.”

      Ginny grunted. “Jace? That balding old perv thinks he’s a doctor because he read a few medical handbooks and knows how to sew. He would have stitched me up like a pair of jeans.”

      Chan couldn’t keep herself from laughing. Hayden shook his head. “I take it you’re an orphan?”

      “I’m a child of Dego, Sheriff,” she replied. “The community raised me after the trife killed my mom.”

      “Which one of them taught you to pick pockets?”

      “Randall,” she replied. “We split the take, and then I traded my half for a bed and a full belly. Nobody gives anyone anything for free out here. Not even to kids. You’re going to pay one way or another, and it beats the hell out of prostitution.”

      “There are child prostitutes in Dego?” Hayden asked.

      “Not officially, and nobody will admit to it. Survival, Sheriff. That’s the order of the day for all of us.”

      Hayden nodded. He didn’t believe the people of Earth had de-evolved like Proxima claimed. They had gone into survival mode, and after two centuries it had changed them. In some ways for the worse, but he didn’t believe the damage was irreversible. He wouldn’t be here if he did.

      “I’ll start digging into that after I finish with this,” he said. “Sam tells me you were in the saloon when the massacre occurred.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Can you tell me what you saw?”

      “What’s in it for me?”

      Hayden smiled. “I saved your life, for starters. And you aren’t going to lose your leg.”

      Ginny smirked. “Fair enough.” She took a breath to prepare her story. “So, I’m in Graves’ place, like I usually am. Making the rounds, staying out of sight. We had a new drifter in from the south, this little guy, olive skin, short black hair. He’s dressed better than any of us, and he rented one of Randall’s rooms, which don’t come cheap. He kept to himself mainly, but I overheard him tell Randall he was waiting for a friend. Whatever. People meet up in Dego sometimes, no big deal.

      “Anyway, he’s sitting in the corner, out of the way. Most folks in the place, they don’t even notice he’s there. I know he’s got wads, so I figure if I can get a pinch on him I’ll make out like a force. Good for me, good for Randall, good for Dego, you know?

      “So I’m moving into position when this other drifter walks in. A woman, kind of pretty. I could tell she was well-traveled because her face was sun-kissed and her hair was bleached from the rays. Plus, she was carrying like a hundred guns to go with a bow and quiver. Ronin. That’s what Randall always called visitors like that. People who roam the landscape and make notes doing odd jobs wherever they find them, maybe doing some scavenging along the way. Anyway, she cased the room before she went over to Randall to chew the shit. I couldn’t hear the conversation, but he brought her some water, and I think she was renting a room. She had wads too, and I remember thinking it was going to be a killer night if I could pick them both, you know?

      “I’m about to put the moves on the little guy when a third drifter comes in. To say that guy looked like a Goliath is an understatement. Biggest human I’ve ever seen, long scraggly hair and a beard, looked like he just came down from the mountains somewhere. He had a rifle, and he didn’t hesitate to use it. He started shooting at the ronin, but she got under a table and out of the line of fire. Randall wasn’t so lucky.

      “So then the patrons, they realize these assholes mean trouble, and they don’t like trouble. The best defense is a good offense, right? They rise up, ready to take out the trash. They start blasting the brute at the door, shooting him in the chest, the gut, the legs. Sheriff, this guy took it like he was bit by horseflies. Like it was just annoying. Then he starts shooting up the place.”

      “Are you sure the rounds were getting deep?” Hayden asked. “I’ve heard some botters will  insert metal plates under the skin.”

      “I don’t know about that, Sheriff. All I know is he took a beating and didn’t flinch. And when the crowd started getting close, the little guy got into the action. He had these…I don’t know what to call them…things. They... “ She stopped and then reached into a pocket. “I lifted one of them before I got the hell out of there. I figured it might be worth something.” She held it up.

      “May I?” Hayden asked, reaching out for it. Ginny handed him the weapon. It looked like a miniaturized spear, made of a dark metal he had seen once before, used as the outer hull of an alien starship.

      “When I pulled it out of Hannah Jun, it was much longer. It shrank once it lost contact with her.”

      Hayden turned it over in his hand. He pressed his fingertip against the point, which sank into the hard metal as if it were skin.

      “Sharp,” he said. “I’ll trade you for this. How much do you want?”

      “Two hundred notes?” Ginny asked.

      “That’s a lot of scrap,” Chan said.

      “It’ll keep me housed and fed for a year.”

      “I’ll give you the equivalent in chits.”

      “UWT?”

      “Pozz.”

      “Randall said UWT chits are more valuable than notes. Okay. It’s yours.”

      “Keep talking,” Hayden said. “The brute started shooting up the place, and the little guy started killing with these.”

      “That’s right. Then the ronin tried to make a run for it. She got out the door. Oh, and she blew half the brute’s face off. It still didn’t slow him much, Sheriff, so I don’t think he had plates under his skin.”

      “Good thought.”

      “Yeah, she tried to lock them inside, probably thinking everyone else in here was already dead. I was hiding in the corner just hoping they wouldn’t notice me. Then the big guy grabs the gate with one hand and just boom, shoves it open. One handed, and he didn’t have a metal fist like yours. And then they chased the ronin out into the streets. I only know what happened after that because Sam told me.”

      “Sheriff,” Chan said. “Other than the four thugs in the car, there weren’t any other bodies outside the saloon.”

      “I know. Which means all three of them probably got away.” Hayden stood and scanned the people in the garage until he found Lola and Minerva. “Except I have a hard time believing the ronin would have left her horse and her saddlebags behind.”

      “You think they killed her and took the body?” Chan asked.

      “It’s possible. We won’t know unless we find them.”

      “We don’t even know what direction they went.”

      “Ginny said the small man was up from the south, probably waiting for the brute. I bet they headed back south.”

      “That’s way outside our jurisdiction, Sheriff.”

      “Technically, it is. But it sounds like the brute took lethal damage and walked away. It could be he got his hands on some experimental Space Force meds, but I’ve never heard of anyone surviving the meds for more than a few days. If he’s still alive, I want to know how. Ginny, thanks for your help. And for this.” He held up the microspear. “Chan, pay the lady. I’m going to talk with Lola.”
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      Hayden left Chan and Ginny behind, crossing to where Lola was sitting. He could still hear the trife banging at the loader bucket, unable to pierce the thick steel. It would take them a few more hours to give up and move on.

      The older woman perched on the hood of an old car, half of it already broken down for parts. Minerva was standing calmly beside her, content enough with her current situation.

      “Sheriff,” Lola said as he neared. “I saw what you did for Ginny. That’s a right selfless thing, to risk your life for someone else’s.”

      “I’m not unique in that.”

      “Around here you would be.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “An optimist, eh? That type doesn’t tend to survive all that long. But you look like the kind of man that bucks trends.” She laughed, the sound throaty and harsh.

      “Do you mind if I take a look at the saddlebags?”

      “What do you expect, Sheriff? I’m an old lady.” She laughed at her joke.

      Hayden smiled. “At least you have your sense of humor.”

      “Something’s got to keep an old nag like me going.” She kept laughing.

      Hayden approached Minerva, lifting a hand to her let her take an introductory smell. “Hello, Minerva,” he said softly. “You’re a pretty girl, aren’t you?”

      The horse whinnied.

      Hayden moved to her saddle, taking the bags from it and placing them on the hood of the car next to Lola. “You didn’t look through them?”

      “No, Sheriff. I didn’t want anything out of place if the owner came back. I’ve seen a lot of drifters over the years. She was different.”

      “Different how?”

      “It was her eyes. There was no fear in them. Only determination. What happened at the saloon, that was no accident; I tell you that. She was looking for trouble, and she found it.”

      Hayden opened one of the bags and began removing items from it. An old compass, an even older paper map of the United States, handgun magazines, Space Force Marine MREs, rope, duct tape. It was standard equipment for a traveler. He started putting everything back.

      “Hey, what’s that?” Lola asked, picking up one of the MREs and looking at the label. “Thanksgiving Dinner.” She laughed. “Not much to give thanks for, is there?”

      “We’re still alive. That’s something.”

      “Is it?” She tore open the MRE. The dehydrated meal inside was still edible, even after all the years. She took a bite. “Not bad.”

      Hayden finished packing the first bag and opened the second, taking out the contents. A notebook, a few pencils, arrowheads, a few changes of clothes, a folded piece of paper, and a small metal rectangle that he recognized immediately as a hard drive.

      “Smart,” he said, smiling.

      “What’s that, Sheriff?”

      “How much do you want for the whole bag?” he asked.

      “How much is it worth?” Lola replied, her mouth full of Thanksgiving Dinner.

      “Two hundred chits?” Hayden offered.

      “Are you low-balling me, Sheriff?”

      “Three hundred then.”

      “Deal.”

      She held out her hand. Hayden shook on it. He could offer as many chits as it took. The UWT operated the factory producing the small metal discs, which meant as long as the trader was willing to accept that they held value, he effectively held infinite wealth.

      “You can go talk to Deputy Chan about payment,” Hayden said, pointing to the deputy, who was still sitting with Ginny. “She’ll settle up.”

      “Thanks for being fair. I know you could have taken it all from me.”

      “That’s the old way. I’m trying to bring something better to this world.”

      “You’ve got a convert in me, Sheriff.”

      Lola slipped off the hood, taking Minerva’s reins and guiding her to Ginny and Chan. Hayden put most of the items back in the saddlebag. Everything except the hard drive, the notebook, and the folded paper.

      He only spent a moment examining the drive. It had a small connector in the back, and he was reasonably sure Natalia or one of the Botters back in Sanisco would know how to plug it in and access it. He just had to get it to them. He dropped it in the bag and picked up the piece of paper, unfolding it.

      He looked down at the photograph. It was old and faded and creased from the fold. A young girl was standing in a sterile-looking hallway beside an older man, lean and muscled and wearing a Space Force uniform. They were holding hands, suggesting the man was her father. There was no means to print something like this today, and there hadn’t been for at least a hundred years. So why was the woman carrying it? Was the girl in the picture a relative? It wasn’t uncommon for survivors to possess pre-war heirlooms, some as simple as the tab from a soda can.  

      He put the photograph in the bag and picked up the notebook. He opened it to the first page. It appeared to be as old as the photo and well-preserved. Someone had written a note on the inside:

      To Gracie,

      It used to be that I dreamed I would give you the world. But the world is taken from us, so my promise now is to try to win it back for you. Until then, let this book be the home of your hopes and dreams, and maybe one day they will all come true.

      Love,

      Dad

      Hayden smiled at the note before flipping through the pages. The earliest entries revealed the age of the author, simple stick figures and poorly written letters giving way to more advanced penmanship and thoughts as he got deeper in.

      He stopped halfway, when the writing in the notebook suddenly changed. In place of paragraphs of diary entries was a roughly drawn symbol, identical to the medallion he had taken. Beneath it, a word circled multiple times that had one meaning to him but seemed to mean something completely different in association with the symbol.

      HUNGER

      Hayden stared at the symbol and the word for nearly a minute, emblazoning both on his mind. He needed to get the hard drive back to Sanisco. Back to Natalia. She would help him figure out what all of this was about.

      It’s what she was best at.

      He glanced over at the loader when a particularly hard strike caused the machine to tremble. He watched it for a moment. The trife were making one last-ditch effort to get inside, and then they would move on.

      Once they did, so would he.
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      Isaac gathered all of his collected belongings, hurrying from the MP station to the front doors of the facility. He was traveling as light as he could and had taken only what he could justify he might need: Jason’s backpack, of course, stuffed with the laptop and a change of clothes. A pair of M007s, an MK-10 rifle and the shotgun. A satchel carrying as much ammo for each of the weapons as he could find, along with a med kit and a few MREs. He strapped a combat knife to his leg over his utilities, and wore Davis’ boots and a beanie he had found in the station to cover his bald head. He also had a thick green poncho rolled and secured to the backpack with a little bit of rope. He could survive cold and wet, but who wanted to?

      Whatever he took, he was probably missing something. He was an experienced Marine and he had some survival skills, but it wasn’t his strength. As SRT, he was deployed inside military bases handling internal affairs, not learning to piss on a rag and wrap it around his head to keep from becoming dehydrated.

      He hoped it wouldn’t be that hard to survive. Grace’s message had suggested the world out there wasn’t empty of other people. That somehow humankind had managed to eke out an existence despite the trife. As long as he had enough firepower and wits to outthink the trife, he should be able to move around without too much difficulty.

      Move where?

      Grace suggested he find her or Cyrus. She alluded to classified experiments that had been conducted, and the alien creatures he had seen in the hidden lab.

      And something more.

      Something worse.

      She had also stated that Major Salk wasn’t in control of his faculties in those days. Not entirely, at least. If Cyrus had put her into stasis because he didn’t trust himself not to kill her…what the hell had they done to him? Was he under the control of an alien parasite?

      It didn’t seem possible. Grace had spent nearly five years in the complex with her father before he had put her in stasis. If Cyrus was the enemy, why had she stayed with him? What were they both trying to accomplish?

      There were answers on the laptop. Isaac was sure of that. Answers he hoped would point him in the right direction. He would settle for any direction. The world was a big place. Wandering wasn’t going to help anything. He just needed the means to charge the computer. The motor pool had a small solar array behind it. They had used it to charge some of the smaller transports.  Might it still be intact after all of these years?

      Two hundred thirty-six. Isaac continued to struggle with the idea. It was a long, long time. How much had humankind invented in the two hundred thirty-six years before the trife?

      How much had they lost after?

      Not everything. Not if there were still people out here. But a lot.

      And it seemed that something else wanted to take what little they had left. Something dark and dangerous that had somehow made him kill the scientists.

      Something had made him do it, hadn’t it? He hadn’t just decided to kill a bunch of innocents at random.

      He had to believe that. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself otherwise.

      Isaac approached the doors leading out of the complex. Standard glass sliding doors were positioned behind secondary safety doors, armored and heavy. They were both open more than a meter. Cool, dry air blew in from outside, bringing a certain amount of dirt with it. The dirt had piled up against the back wall of the space, coating the receptionist desk and muddying the framed photograph of an F-16 that hung behind it.

      A dozen or so trife corpses were strewn around the room. They were old and decayed, crumbling in places. The remains of a battle fought a long time ago. How many of these had Cyrus killed?

      He found the fading footsteps in the gathering sand a moment later. Small feet. Grace. The depressions were almost gone. Another year and he would never have seen them. Would they continue outside and tell him which direction she had gone?

      He doubted it but followed them anyway, keeping the MK-10 level and ready to fire. There were still trife around. He neared the two doors, slowing to look outside. Morning light filtered in through the gap, and the landscape beyond was as brown as he remembered it. The complex was in WFN, Utah, as his fellow Marines had called it. West Fucking Nowhere. It was about ten klicks outside the Dugway Proving Grounds, in an unmarked complex mostly buried in the side of a mountain. The only thing visible from the air was the small motor pool building, whatever military vehicles happened to be parked there at any given moment, and a tiny airfield and hangar that existed solely as a satellite imaging decoy for the nearby compound.

      He might as well have literally been in the middle of nowhere.

      He reached the doors, pausing to listen for a moment before continuing ahead. He stopped again as he cleared the security door. A body was slumped against the rusting metal. Not a soldier. The remains of their clothing suggested jeans and a leather jacket. A hunting rifle lay on the ground beside them. He didn’t look recently deceased, but he didn’t look as worn as the trife inside. Had he been poking around the area when Grace came out of hibernation? Did she do this?

      He had a hard time thinking of her as more than Cyrus’ little girl. But since then, she had seen and done things that no child should have to see or do. Her path was violent and deadly, and the evidence of that was right there in front of him.

      His eyes shifted from the dead man to the tire tracks a few meters away. He walked over to them. A motorcycle with a sidecar, if he had to guess. By the depth, the sidecar was loaded down with something. The dead man’s worldly possessions, maybe? Was he some kind of scavenger? This wasn’t the sort of place anyone happened upon by accident. Especially not after the end of the world.

      But it did explain how Grace had left, and it did give him an indication of the direction. East. It didn’t mean much. Dugway was a small town outside the Proving Grounds. It had once been home to close to a thousand people. Now it was likely deserted. If he were Grace and he had just emerged from the compound for the first time in two hundred years, he would be looking for any sign of the current state of the world as he could find. A small town might not be a great start, but it was a start.

      He turned around, looking back at the face of the compound. It had been his home for so long. Now it was just another tomb, like so many places since the war had started. His boy had died there, along with too many others. Cyrus Salk may or may not have been at fault for his actions, but he still bore accountability. So did the scientists behind the BFD.

      What had they done?
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      Isaac crossed the hard brown earth from the complex to the motor pool—little more than a drab concrete building with a rusted metal roof. The garage door was equally rusted. The few windows in the building were shattered, and somebody had spray-painted a harsh message on the crumbling cement walls:

      SCREW THE USSF

      Isaac recognized the faded yellow spray as caution paint normally used on some of the floors inside the compound. Whoever had written the expletive had come from inside, or at least had gotten the paint from inside. He couldn’t imagine anyone stumbling across the facility and venturing inside just to mark a wall.

      He made his way to the small steel door beside the larger roll-up and grabbed the handle, intending to yank it open. The door didn’t give when he pulled, the knob refusing to turn. It didn’t make sense for it to be locked.

      He tried a few more times, thinking maybe it had rusted shut. It started to give on the fourth pull, but on the fifth the knob snapped off completely, leaving him with nothing to use for leverage.

      He gave up on the door and targeted the garage door instead, getting his fingers under the bottom and lifting. It took a little more force than he expected, again probably because of rust, but he managed to get it moving. He lifted it just far enough to slip beneath, not wanting to leave himself boxed in when there could be trife nearby. The demons preferred darkness, but if they spotted him or heard him, they would come.

      He took his backpack off, leaving it outside, so he could fit beneath the door. Then he dropped to his stomach, leopard crawling his way through the opening and into the garage.

      His stomach churned when he looked up.

      Light was filtering in from the broken windows and a crack in the metal roof above, seeming to focus on the center of the space, and the pile of centuries-old corpses resting there. There had to be a hundred or more, each of them in a similar state of decay, their flesh and muscle already gone, their bones dark, their clothes in tatters. They were of all different sizes and ages. Including children.

      Isaac hopped to his feet, turning away as his eyes watered. He had assumed the civilians were gone because the building had been evacuated after the explosion.

      He had assumed wrong.

      They had died. All of them. Murdered? Caught in the blast? Poisoned by the smoke that followed? Had they died out here or had the bodies been carried out? Did Cyrus have anything to do with it?

      Isaac felt sick. He braced himself on the garage door with his free hand, coughing out a small bit of vomit. There was no smell, not after all this time, but just the thought of all of these people he had known so well left in here to rot was more than he could handle.

      He turned back toward them. All of the vehicles that had been stored in the pool were long gone. Maybe the solar array worked, but Isaac was beginning to think coming in here was a horrible idea. He didn’t want to disturb the dead to charge the laptop, and the odds the array had survived the years were slim anyway. It was better to let everything remain as he found it. He could follow the motorcycle tracks east and maybe come in contact with survivors in Dugway. If not, he would have to decide whether to head for Terra, the next closest small town or go north to I-80 and start following it west toward Reno or east to Salt Lake City.

      Whichever direction he went, none of those places were all that close. They hadn’t called this place West Fucking Nowhere for nothing.

      Isaac went back under the garage door, and then pulled it back closed before picking up the backpack. He slung it over a shoulder, looking off toward the east. The terrain was flat between the mountains, shades of brown broken by strokes of green brush. At least it was morning. He would have a good eight hours of daylight to travel by, more than enough to reach Dugway proper. Even if the town were abandoned, maybe he would get lucky and find an old powerwall or something that had held its charge and could juice up the laptop.

      If not, he would get it powered sooner or later.

      His adventure, if it could be considered an adventure, was only beginning.
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      It took Isaac six hours to reach Dugway at a steady but easy jog along an empty, abandoned road whose pavement was cracked, pitted with age and covered with a layer of film from the storms that often blew through.

      The weather was cool but comfortable. The landscape unexciting. Hills and brush, brown plains, and more hills, brush, and brown plains. Davis had always joked that people could go colorblind out here, and not even know it. Isaac was beginning to feel it.

      It was afternoon when Isaac reached the town, first laying eyes on a tiny strip mall at the end of the limits. On first appearance, it was like a time capsule. Whatever scavengers had come through hadn’t thought much of the offerings. The windows were unbroken, the siding unmolested. It was filthy, of course. A dense layer of dirt made seeing through the glass a challenge.  But Isaac could make out the signs hanging behind them. Dry cleaning. Nails. The basics.

      A single car rested in the parking lot. It had probably been there for two hundred years. The world had already been falling apart when he arrived in the area, reassigned from the middle east. He had never seen the town as it was before the invasion. But he didn’t remember the car.

      Isaac walked over to it and tried the door. It opened with a loud grinding of rusted hinges, and he paused to look around, always wary of trife. There had been no sign of them since he had left the facility, which he found unusual considering how many he had come across inside the compound. They had to be sourcing from somewhere. It was possible they had a nest near the complex’s reactor. But if that were true, they should have been on the move with him. It was also possible they were rooted in the mountains to the west, and he was inadvertently going around them. The trife didn’t care much for the cold. They could manage, but it slowed their reproductive cycles, however it was the demons reproduced.

      All Isaac knew was that they multiplied faster than the military could knock them down. A hundred trife could turn into a thousand within a couple of weeks, and a thousand could turn into a million almost as fast. He remembered the wire when they had dropped the first nukes on them. VICTORY, the headline had claimed. They had knocked out a few million of them with one blast, so they started dropping tactical nukes too many places.

      The nukes killed the trife they hit. But then a funny thing happened. The ones they didn’t hit moved into the affected zones, and they reproduced even faster. It had seemed to Isaac and many of the scientists as if the trife had been specifically designed as a weapon against humankind. Even the virus that preceded the trife keyed off the human genome, more violent and unstoppable than anything that had come before.

      Isaac tried to jump off the train of thought before it could reach its destination, focusing his attention on the supermarket a little further ahead. He remembered being home on leave when Olivia got sick. He remembered taking her to an already overwhelmed hospital and begging them to prioritize her because he was in the service. He remembered what the tired nurse had said. He would never forget.

      “Son, I’d be happy to move you to the head of the line. But I’ll be blunt. We don’t know what this is, we don’t know how to treat it and we don’t have any way to make people more comfortable. The only thing we can do is take the mortally ill and help them to their final rest. If that’s what you want for your little girl, I’ll see what I can do. But if I were you, I wouldn’t give up on her just yet.”

      Isaac had left the hospital with Olivia and the hope she would recover. The mortality rate wasn’t one hundred percent. There was still a chance.

      Instead, he spent the next few days watching her die.

      Isaac growled under his breath, fighting to get out of his own head. The memories were still so fresh. Two hundred years felt like a blink in the stasis pod, and everything that came before had just happened to him, even if the world had long forgotten all of it.

      He reached the market’s parking lot. There were a few more scattered wrecks here, and the market’s glass door had been shattered. Isaac considered bypassing it, but he had only brought a dozen or so MREs to keep his pack light. Was it possible anything had survived this long? Was canned food still edible?

      He made his way to the entrance, his boots crunching on the broken glass. He led with his rifle. Light was filtering in through dirty windows, casting the market in a brownish haze. As expected, a lot of the shelves were barren, picked clean either during the initial invasion or by later scavengers. He could see some of the shelves still had things on them, and he considered whether or not he should explore.

      He had decided earlier he would head north toward I-80, and then pick a direction when he got there. Salt Lake City was closer, but at the same time he was more likely to find more survivors where the populations had always been greater, which meant California and the coast. As long as he stuck to the old interstate, he had an easy path across the mountains.

      The third option was to hit SLC first and then backtrack toward Reno. But he hated the idea of doubling his effort unless he could find transportation somewhere that would make the trip a little easier. Besides solving the mystery Grace had left him, he still had an obligation to report everything he knew to Command.

      If there was still a Command.

      He figured he had about four hours of light remaining on the day. He could cover another fifteen kilometers or so in that time, but would that benefit him? If he crashed in Dugway, he could rise bright and early and get halfway to the interstate by nightfall. It was impossible to avoid spending nights in the elements. The fewer, the better.

      Decision made, he headed further into the market, maintaining his level of alertness as he crossed through the aisles. The canned foods were all gone; the shelves marked for them barren. So were the boxed items like cake mixes, pancake mix, and the like. Bags of flour had been spilled onto the floor, the bugs that had gotten into them left as shriveled up black specks on the dusty tile.

      The Dugway market carried more than food. It was more of a general store, and at one time stocked everything from beans to lingerie. That was mostly what Isaac discovered. Nightgowns and cocktail gowns, no designer labels or anything especially fancy out here, though there were a couple of items on consignment that may have been worth a little more. There was no need for little black dresses and high heels in this world.

      He reached a pair of swinging doors leading into the stockroom in the back. He traded the rifle for an M007 and the flashlight before moving into the unlit rear.

      He flashed the flashlight over the space, which was still relatively intact. Dozens of boxes were emptied and tossed aside, but there were still a number of palettes arranged in rows. Enough supplies to keep the town supplied for a week or two at least. Whoever had survived the virus hadn’t lingered here, and if they had, they were most likely killed by the trife. The military wasn’t able to provide support for small towns like this one.

      He walked between one of the columns, checking the boxes. One of them was marked as boxes of pasta. He smiled. All he needed to do was find some water and a heat source. He found another box marked as cans of soup. Now that he could use.

      He reached for the top box, freezing when something fell further away, crashing onto the floor with a solid thud.

      He spun, weapon up and flashlight forward, hurrying to the edge of the palette and finding the source of the noise. A box had toppled and broken, and dark liquid was spilling out through it.

      Isaac swung his light across the space, stopping again as it flashed on multiple sets of eyes. A pack of coyotes stared back at him, ragged and thin. Hungry.

      They had to be desperate to stand up to the flashlight. He could shoot at them, but the noise might be more dangerous than they were.

      “Get out of here,” he said, starting with a lower voice. He stepped toward them and growled. They continued to stare at him. “Go!”

      His shout didn’t have much of an effect on them. They started to spread out, coming closer. He had never seen coyotes act like this before.

      “Go!” he shouted again, taking another step toward them. They backed up, but then came forward again. Afraid, but unwilling to back down.

      Isaac glanced to the side, spotting a compactor against the wall. A few palettes were arranged near it in increasing height, close enough that he might be able to get from them to the top of the machine. He didn’t want to surrender the ground to the coyotes, but there was no real benefit to making more noise to either shoot them or scare them off.

      He started backing up, keeping himself facing the animals. Then one of them broke from the others, rushing at him with teeth bared.

      He hit it with the flashlight, smashing it in the side of the head. It tumbled away, yelping at the sudden pain and backing off. Isaac made it to the boxes and hopped up as the rest of them started rushing to the defense of the first.

      He went from one palette to the next and the next. He holstered his gun and tossed the flashlight onto the top of the compactor, and then he leaped, reaching for the side of the machine. The coyotes stopped at the edge, growling as he pulled himself up.

      The flashlight was at rest facing the back of the machine. Isaac realized immediately he wasn’t the first person to jump up there.

      A sleeping bag was pressed against the wall, zipped closed and covered with random effects. Blankets, a handful of old books, a propane stove, a small metal pot, empty food cans, a lighter, and a few other assorted odds and ends. It seemed like it had been left that way intentionally. Was the owner still here somewhere? Was he coming back?

      There was only enough space for Isaac to rest on his hands and knees. He looked back at the coyotes, who seemed satisfied they had chased him away. They retreated from the top of the boxes, vanishing into the darkness.

      It was the strangest encounter with an animal he had experienced.

      He crawled forward to the sleeping bag, glancing at the books. Old science-fiction novels. If only the authors had known then what was to come. Life imitating art. He looked through some of the other items around the bag, pausing when he dug out a pair of rusted dog tags, bearing a name and the eagle and star logo of the Space Force.

      CPL. JAKE WEST

      Was the person who lived here a Marine? Did that mean Space Force was still around? He began to get excited, hopeful he had stumbled across something of value. Maybe Corporal West could help him when he came back.

      He unslung the backpack, putting it down and using it as a pillow.Turning out the flashlight and making himself comfortable, he intended to stay awake until the owner of the space returned.

      He was asleep in minutes.
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      The next morning found Isaac on the road again, headed north to meet up with Interstate 80. The person whose nest he had found had never returned, leading Isaac to believe he had gone out one day and never came back. Either something had scared him away from the area or he was dead.

      Based on his experience so far, he was leaning heavily toward dead.

      He got up early, while the sun was still making its way across the plane of the Earth and casting the landscape in a beautiful orange glow. Like the loner, the coyotes were nowhere to be seen. He got back underway with little fanfare, accepting the rest of Dugway was likely deserted, and he needed to try his luck somewhere bigger. So many cities had burned during the war. First from the nukes, and then the fiery napalm that proved more effective at cutting down large numbers without the unwanted side-effects. He didn’t think Salt Lake City or Reno were on the list of former targets. When the military had been forced to prioritize, of course, greater numbers drew a greater response. New York, Chicago, LA. Those were cities they had concentrated their resources on.

      Even if he didn’t find people, he was still hopeful he would find transportation. A car. A motorcycle. Hell, he’d settle for a bicycle or a horse. Anything to speed up his progress. Being alone in the middle of nowhere gave him too much time to think, and thinking always drew him back to the family he had lost.

      It wasn’t only his family. Everything else was gone too. Everyone he had ever known. Everyone who had been born at any point during his lifetime. All of the people on the planet were entirely new and had been born during the time of the trife. They had never known the planet any other way. On their Earth, they had always been the inferior species.

      Three hours at a steady walk placed Isaac ten kilometers north of Dugway, walking along the straight, flat remains of the small road servicing the Proving Grounds. The blacktop was crumbling and pitted with brush poking through in random places and the painted markings so faded he could barely make them out . Rolling brown hills rose up on either side of him, expanding into more rocky mountain terrain as it drifted into the distance. A few birds flew by overhead, and he had spotted a deer crossing the road an hour back.

      Otherwise, he was utterly alone.

      He spent a little time thinking about the explosion, Grace’s note, the science team behind the BFD and Major Salk. It was like each topic was the piece of a puzzle, and he tried to get them all to fit together in his mind. Why had Cyrus put him in the hibernation pod? Why had he killed all of those scientists? Why hadn’t there been any evidence of an explosion when he woke? Who had killed all of the civilians?

      He could almost see himself moving the pieces around, trying to make it work. The biggest piece right now was the laptop. Until he could plug it in and see whatever it was Grace urged him to see, he was flying blind, a small piece of wood adrift on a present reality he still couldn’t completely accept.

      The road ahead maintained its flat, vacant appearance for almost another hour. Then something began to materialize into view through the haze rising off the surface. It took Isaac another ten minutes to get close enough to identify it. An RV. Someone had gotten stranded out in West Fucking Nowhere. He could guess their fate.

      He picked up his pace, planning to explore the wreck for anything he might be able to use. If nothing else, it was a temporary distraction from the monotony of the trek. A break in the routine would do his head good.

      He slowed as he got within twenty meters of the RV. It had been an older model before the war, a square block on wheels, with fake wood grain running along both sides and mingling with the heavy rust in the sheet metal. An old barbecue grill was in the road beside it, having once been anchored to the side of the machine but succumbing to oxidation and time. He noticed the license plate too. A Nevada vanity plate that read “Ace.”

      Isaac walked toward it, drawing his M007 and keeping it trained ahead. He figured the first time he got careless or sloppy would be the time there was a real threat and he wound up dead. Better safe than sorry.

      He reached the side of the RV, moving cautiously along it toward the open door on the side. He went around the corner gun first, aiming it up into the vehicle, pointing it at an empty seat with a stained shag pink cover, behind a large steering wheel wrapped in fake leather. A single playing card was taped to the windshield. The Ace of Spades.

      Ace had been dead for hundreds of years. It reminded Isaac how impermanent life was. How fragile. How easy to forget. When he died, nobody would remember him either, win or lose.

      He went into the back of the RV, searching the drawers and storage areas. He found large clothes for a heavyset man, some toiletries and other basics. Nothing he wanted. He saw a few decks of cards still wrapped in cellophane under one of the seats. He took two of them and shoved them in his backpack. If there was a barter system out here, he would need something to barter with. He found a few porno magazines with the cards. He considered taking them too, figuring they might be worth a lot to the right person, but couldn’t bring himself to put them in Jason’s bag.

      It only took a few minutes, and then Isaac returned to the front of the vehicle. The keys were still in the ignition. There was no harm in trying to see if the vehicle would start, so he dropped into the driver’s seat and gave the key a turn. Nothing. He stood and headed back outside, ready to be on his way.

      He dropped to the road and turned north.

      Movement out of the corner of his eye caused him to react instinctively, ducking his head to the side as an arrow hit the RV, sinking into the metal with a sharp crack.
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      Heart suddenly racing, Isaac scrambled for the front of the vehicle, desperate to get around the corner. He dove forward, rewarded for the effort when a second arrow hit the RV just above where his head had been. He rolled to the side, getting behind the bumper and staying low.

      What the hell?

      He had kept a cautious eye on the hills beside the road, more for trife than for humans, but he should have seen that someone was nearby. How had he missed noticing?

      He swapped the pistol for the rifle, keeping his back pressed against the RV’s grill. He took a few breaths to steady himself, and then came up, using the hood as both cover and balance for the weapon. He swept his gaze across the landscape. Nothing but dirt and brush.

      Vibration on the RV’s hood got his attention, and he suddenly heard light footsteps. He pivoted, backing away from the vehicle as a form appeared over the roofline, bow in hand, arrow already drawn and pulled. He dove forward again, staying low as the arrow whistled over his head, sinking into the dirt behind him.

      The feet were approaching, his attacker bounding onto the hood. Isaac only barely had time to look up as he swept the rifle’s muzzle across the metal and into his assailant’s legs, sweeping them away. His attacker bounced off the edge of the hood and fell to the ground.

      Isaac was over the woman in an instant, rifle cocked and ready. She started to rise, realized she had lost, and slumped back to the dirt.

      “Wool,” she said, keeping her head down.

      “What?” Isaac replied, confused. He couldn’t see her face, but she sounded young.

      “Wool,” she repeated. “You took my copy of Wool.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about. You tried to kill me.”

      “Because you took my book, damn it,” she said.

      Isaac almost laughed, except someone trying to kill him over a book wasn’t all that funny. He stepped back, keeping the rifle on the woman. “Get up. Slowly.”

      She did, gathering her legs and standing up facing away from him. She was wearing faded jeans and a long coat with a fur-lined hood that hid the rest of her. A quiver rested above the coat, while her bow sat on the ground.

      “Turn around,” Isaac said. “Keep your hands out where I can see them. Slowly.”

      “Why? Just kill me.”

      “What? Why would I kill you?”

      “I was going to kill you.”

      “And I’m not all that pleased about that.”

      “So you should kill me.”

      “Look, miss. I don’t know how things work in your head, but I can guess what it might be like out here. I don’t work that way.”

      “You’re crazy not to. You’ll get yourself killed.”

      “I’m not so easy to kill.”

      “I noticed.”

      “Turn around.”

      She did, turning slowly like he asked. She was thinner than she needed to be considering how much food was left in the market. Pale skin, a freckled face, brown hair that fell to her chest. She was wearing a heavy sweater under the coat and had a knife hanging from a belt over her left hip and a revolver over her right.

      “That’s better,” Isaac said. “I take it that was your house I slept in last night?”

      “I would have let you go if you hadn’t taken anything.”

      Isaac nodded. “That was my mistake. When nobody came back, I assumed the place was abandoned. I’m going to lower the rifle now if you think we can get through this without somebody having to die.”

      She smiled, leaving big dimples on her cheeks. “I can do that.”

      “Good. I don’t really enjoy killing people.” He lowered the rifle and then pulled Jason’s bag from his back.

      “Then what are you doing out here? This is no man’s land.”

      “And you aren’t a man, right?” Isaac said.

      She laughed. “I didn’t mean it that way. I mean this area isn’t safe. Well, you’re probably okay here, but if you head too far north you’re going to be in a world of hurt.”

      “Tell me about that,” Isaac said, opening the bag and grabbing the book.

      “Tell you about that? How did you get out here without already knowing about the Interstate? What the heck were you doing in Dugway anyhow? Nobody goes there.”

      “You went there. You decided to stay.”

      “Because nobody goes there. And because the market is still stocked enough to feed me for the rest of my life. Food is scarce around here. So is water. Fuel. You name it.”

      “Fuel? For cars?”

      “No, for UFOs. Yes, cars. Where did you come from?” Her eyes dropped, scanning him for the first time and taking in his uniform. “That’s military issue, right? I’ve seen a few of the Growlers with that kind of outfit. Yours looks brand new.”

      “Not exactly,” Isaac replied. He held out the book. “Here. I’m sorry I stole it from you.”

      “Are you for real?” she asked, taking the book and clutching it to her chest.

      “My name is Isaac.”

      “Ike? I like it.” She laughed.

      “Isaac,” he corrected.

      “Ike. Got it. I’m Rain.”

      Isaac decided not to correct her again. Amanda had always called him Ike. His squad called him Sarge or Sergeant Pine. He wasn’t used to hearing that name.

      “Rain?” he asked.

      “Yeah. Like raining arrows of death down on my adversaries.” She laughed. “Not really. I was born during a drought. My tribe, they just wanted some damn rain. It was the best they could do.”

      “Your tribe? What happened to them?”

      “The Growlers took them out. That was fifteen years ago now, I think.”

      Isaac stared at Rain, trying to guess her age. “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-seven. I know what you’re going to ask me. My sister, Lucia, took me out of there before the Growlers arrived. She was with one of their soldiers, and he let it slip they were cleaning house to have a straight claim to the territory.”

      Isaac struggled to imagine a twelve-year-old girl out here alone. But things were different now. The survivors were accustomed to surviving. “What happened to your sister?”

      “Junk, the head of the Growlers, he figured out what she had done and took her. I’ve been in Dugway since.” She held up the book. “This one was Lucia’s. That’s why I chased you down for it. I wouldn’t have shot at you, but I’ve never met a traveler who didn’t shoot back.” She paused, still taking in his appearance. “There’s something off about you. I just can’t quite figure it out.”

      Isaac shrugged. “I’m just passing through. I need to find somewhere to plug in electronics. I don’t suppose there’s anywhere like that around here?”

      “Not in Dugway, that’s for sure. Unless you want to head over to the secret mad scientist lab outside the Proving Grounds. That place has power, but it’s creepy as anything. I never had the guts to go in there. Too many trife around. And too many bodies. You’re a long way from a power plant, Ike. Best bet is going to be Howl.”

      “Howl?”

      “That’s Growler territory. Keep going north to the old highway. Somebody’s bound to pick you up, assuming they don’t kill you first.”

      “Just for being out here?”

      “Are you kidding? For that rifle you’re carrying. That piece looks brand new. It’ll fetch a fortune in the market. But yeah, the Growlers will hit anyone they can catch. They don’t care. It’s not like there are any laws but the ones they make.”

      “It’s good to know. Do you think there’s any way I can get into Howl and charge my computer without getting killed?”

      “Get in without any of the Growlers catching you. Rules are different on the inside. They have to be or nobody would trade with Junk, and there are still things they need. Food for one.”

      Isaac nodded. “Got it. I appreciate the advice. I’ll be careful when I reach the Interstate. Is Howl east or west?”

      “East, near the lake.”

      Isaac understood now. Howl was at least a portion of Salt Lake City, likely renamed by the head of the Growlers. He looked at Rain for a moment, trying to decide how much he wanted to reveal. She was here alone. She had followed him for hours for a memento. And he had a good feeling about her.

      “What?” she asked, noticing the way he was eying her.

      “Can I be honest with you?” he asked.

      “So long as it doesn’t involve anything having to do with sex,” she replied.

      “It doesn’t. You know the mad scientist lab?”

      “Of course.”

      “That’s where I came from.”

      She tilted her head, confused. “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s a long story. The short version is that I’ve been sleeping for over two hundred years. I was woken up when the power ran out.”

      She kept staring at him. “Did you get hit on the head or something?”

      Isaac took off the beanie, showing her his bald head. “It’s called a stasis pod. It held me in hibernation. You can’t go in with hair. It messes with the sensors. There was another person who came from inside, who was sleeping too. A woman. Her name was—”

      “Grace,” Rain said, her expression shifting to surprise. “I met her. She gave me the bow.” She pointed back to it. “Said it belonged to her father.”

      “You met her?”

      “Yeah.”

      “She was riding a motorcycle at the time?”

      “Yeah. It had a sidecar stuffed with barter crap. She gave me a couple of books from it in exchange for some food. She told me she was looking for her dad. Is that you?”

      “No,” Isaac replied. “Her father left the lab before we went into hibernation.”

      “But she was looking for him? Wouldn’t he be dead?”

      “He should be dead. He isn’t.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know. Something happened in the lab, in the middle of the trife invasion. Something escaped. Another alien, I think. Grace’s father, Cyrus, he put me in the stasis pod. I think so I could live long enough to do something about whatever he knew was coming. Maybe even to find him and kill him.”

      “That doesn’t make much sense.”

      “No. Not much has since I woke up. I’ve got a laptop that belonged to one of the researchers. I want to get it running so I can learn more. I’m also looking for Grace. Do you know where she went?”

      “She was headed north too.  She never told me she came from the lab, but I always wondered. I saw the scavenger go past Dugway and out that direction, and then she came back with his bike. I guess she killed him, but she was nothing but kind to me.”

      Isaac couldn’t imagine Grace killing someone like that, but he had seen the evidence. “I need to find her and her father. I need to figure out what this is all about. And I need to get in communication with Space Force Command.”

      The last statement caused Rain to laugh. “Space Force Command? The only place you’ll find that is in one of my books. I’m sorry to break this to you, Ike, but whatever society you knew before, it’s gone. All of it is gone. No military, no states, no country. Just pockets of people trying to live out their lives without becoming victims. Not only to the trife. It’s hard living out here. That’s why I found somewhere to be alone.”

      Isaac nodded but didn’t speak. He had worried Space Force was gone, and Rain had confirmed it. It made the idea of finding Grace and Cyrus less appealing. What was the point of solving the mystery if there was nothing anyone could do about it? Everything he had ever loved was lost. Everything he cared about or believed in. Gone.

      Promises and purpose. That’s what he had. He needed both to keep going. He promised Amanda he would continue fighting for the freedom of the world. It didn’t matter how much time had gone by. The world wasn’t free. Not even close. And if Cyrus had added to that threat, he wanted to be the one to stop him.

      For Jason’s sake.

      Because even if Cyrus wasn’t in his right mind when he killed his son, whatever had seized control of him was still responsible, and it was going to pay.

      “I need to get going,” Isaac said. “It sounds like I might want to travel the Interstate at night, which means I have some ground to cover to time it right.”

      “The trife pass through at night. Every night. They know travelers get caught out in the open sometimes.”

      “I know how to deal with trife. From the way you shoot that bow, I’m betting you do too.”

      “I can deal with the few who wander into Dugway. But I only have a dozen arrows, and I have to recover them afterward.”

      Isaac offered his hand. “It was nice to meet you, Rain. Even under the circumstances. I wish I had more time to pick your brain about the state of things.”

      Rain didn’t take his hand. She continued staring at him, her mental wheels in motion.

      “What is it?” Isaac asked.

      She smiled. “I was just taking inventory of my life. I’ve been hiding out here for so long, and I have to be honest, it gets lonely. And lately, it’s felt pretty damn pointless. Then you show up, you take my book, and you drag me all this way from home.” She paused again. “Well, you don’t know much about how things work out here. And you didn’t kill me or try to assault me when you could have. That’s makes you a good man as far as I’m concerned. I’m coming with you.”

      “Rain, I appreciate the offer, but you really don’t have to do that. I’m a trained Marine. I know how to protect myself.”

      “Maybe you do. But whoever you’re looking for, you’ll do better with a guide.”

      “You haven’t been outside Dugway since you were twelve.”

      “The world changed once. It hasn’t changed at all since. Sometimes I almost feel like it’s just waiting for something to happen. Like the end isn’t really the end, you know?”

      Just because it’s over doesn’t mean it’s the end.

      The words echoed in Isaac’s head. “I know exactly what you mean.”

      “So what do you say?”

      “We need to cover a lot of ground. I can’t afford to fall behind.”

      “Please, Sergeant. I’ll leave you in my dust.”

      “I didn’t bring enough rations for two.”

      “Bow. Arrows. Rabbits and squirrels. And I know how to make almost smokeless fires.”

      “You’re sure you want to come with me? You hardly know me.”

      “And you hardly know me. But we haven’t killed one another so far.”

      Isaac smiled for the first time since he had come out of hibernation. “If you want to come, I’m not going to stop you.”

      “Good.” She turned away from him, scooping up the bow and recovering the arrow in the ground. Then she went past him to the arrows sticking into the RV. They were a little harder to get loose, but she managed. Then she stood beside him, staring at the road ahead.

      “Nervous?” Isaac asked.

      “A little. It’s been a long time.”

      “You can change your mind whenever you want.”

      “I won’t. This is serendipity.”

      “Then let’s go.”
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      Hayden held fast to the side of the helicopter as it descended between two of the taller buildings currently under refurbishment. Wood scaffolds ringed the outsides of the structures, helping to support them as the damage to their topmost floors was slowly repaired, the new rooftops capped and sealed and the load-bearing walls reinforced.

      The workers paused to watch the helicopter, still amazed by the machine, and then waved when they saw who was in it.

      Hayden waved back at them, glad to be home. He had returned much sooner than anticipated, the discovery of the hard drive changing his original plans. Once the trife had cleared Dego, he had left Wilks and Chan in charge of things in town while he rode Eastwood hard to Haven. From there, he boarded the chopper and made the quick jaunt back up to Sanisco.

      The helicopter touched down in the center of the former intersection. A quick look around revealed an immediately visible difference between Sanisco and Dego. For one, the citizens here wore new clothing spun on machine looms in factories that had been shuttered centuries earlier. Once they had gotten the trife out of the reactor and the reactor back online, a whole world of opportunity had opened up to them.

      For another, there was no sign of fear, worry, famine or poverty among the population. Everyone who was able to work was given a job. Everyone who was sick received medical attention. The farms Hayden had flown over provided more than enough food for everyone. It wasn’t a utopia or a paradise by any means, but it was a step in the right direction, made possible through careful control of the surrounding trife population.

      Hayden jumped out of the chopper, ducking until he ran out of range of the rotor downwash.  Deputy Kisha and a few bystanders were waiting to receive him. The civilians greeted him with casual fondness, while the Deputy stood at attention.

      “Sheriff Duke,” she said.

      “Kisha,” Hayden replied. “Where’s Nat?”

      “I’m sure she would have been here if she knew you were coming. I thought you said you would be a few days?”

      “That was the original plan, but I’ve got something I need her to take a look at.”

      “It must be technical.”

      Hayden smiled. “You could say that.”

      Kisha held out a closed hand. Hayden put his beneath it, and she dropped a silver star into his palm.

      “Thank you,” he said. He pinned it to his coat, tapping it to activate the comm. “Natalia Duke.”

      It took the system a few seconds to connect to the right communicator. The LED on the badge turned green, and her voice filled the air around him.

      “Hayden? Are you local?”

      “I’m at the landing pad,” he replied. “Just dropped in from Haven.”

      “I thought you were tied up for a few days? You solved the problem already?”

      He chuckled. “I wish. No, I think we’re just getting warmed up. One of the suspects left behind an old hard drive. Pre-war. I was hoping you could get into it so we can start to suss out what all of this is about.”

      “What have you got so far?”

      “Three suspects took out twenty-seven townspeople in a saloon, and one of them dropped four thugs in an armored car. One of the shots was taken at three meters through a small slit in an armor plate and into the target’s head. I don’t know if I could have made that shot.”

      “Of course you could,” Natalia said. “That’s a lot of bodies.”

      “Tell me about it. Where are you?”

      “I was taking a break with Hal. Do you want me to bring her down?”

      “You know I would like that, but we don’t have time. I need to head back to Dego as soon as you recover the data. I’m nervous that either the suspects will make a return trip for the stuff they left behind or they’ll leave a trail of bodies from here to wherever they’re going. Either way, I’m not in favor.”

      “Sounds lousy. I’ll kiss her for you and be right down. Wait for me in the lab?”

      “You’re the boss.”

      Hayden tapped the star to disconnect the comm.

      “Kisha, I promised Dego we would take them under our wing. Can you talk to Deputy Sheriff Shane? I need him to help me plan resourcing.”

      “He isn’t going to be happy, Sheriff. He already thinks we’re overextended.”

      “We are overextended. But I have trouble saying no to people in need.”

      “That’s because you’re a good man.”

      “I do my best. That’s all. I’ll be in the lab with my comm active if anyone needs me.”

      “Yes, Sheriff,” Kisha said.

      Hayden hurried to the building directly in front of the helicopter. The skyscraper was in surprisingly good shape, intentionally bypassed by Air Force bombings during the war and now used as the UWT’s main base of operations. That didn’t mean it was without damage. Events had left the upper floors burned out and abandoned, the newer offices moved much lower in the building. The accident had been their own fault. They had gotten too proud of what they had achieved. Fate cut them back down to size.

      He climbed the few steps to the glass doors, which opened automatically ahead of him. A few of the people inside turned to see who had entered, offering waves. He was a reluctant celebrity, his work in securing the city turning him into a near folk hero in the region.

      He didn’t care much for any of that. When he said he was doing his job, he meant it. He had been born and raised to be a sheriff, like his father and his father’s father before that. Everything else was a side-effect.

      He headed directly to the lift, stepping in the first one to arrive.

      Natalia was already inside.

      “Going my way, stranger?” she asked.

      “Always,” he replied.

      They matched one another’s smiles before sharing an embrace and a kiss. The lift doors closed and the cab descended, dropping two levels to the underground garage where Natalia had founded her research lab.

      “What’s the word on Dego?” she asked.

      Hayden shrugged. “I offered them protection a couple of months ago. They said no. Now this happens and they’re practically begging.”

      “Isn’t that how it always goes?”

      “Not always. Lavega was quick to sign on.”

      “They had a serious trife problem.”

      “We still have a serious trife problem. It’s just a little farther from home. Any news?”

      “Not in the forty-eight hours you were gone. I think this is a new record for you. Most of your bigger jobs keep you out for weeks.”

      “I’m not counting this one as having started yet. All we’ve got are a lot of bodies and the testimony of an eyewitness who’s A: twelve; and B: a thief.”

      “So what makes you say it’s something different?”

      “The thief said one of the suspects took about twenty rounds and a few hits with a crowbar and an augmented fist and not only didn’t fall over, but took off after one of the other suspects when she made a run for it.”

      “Adrenaline?”

      “Possibly, but we didn’t recover a body that matched his description. And then there’s this.”

      Hayden reached into his pocket and withdrew the microspear at the same time the lift stopped and the doors opened into the lab.

      “That metal looks like—”

      “Yeah. Alien made.”

      “The Others.”

      “The eyewitness claimed the tip extended once inserted, able to breach deep through vital organs to add to the overall killing potential.”

      “That’s ugly, Hayden.”

      “The Others don’t do things pretty. The problem is the rest of the account doesn’t line up with what we know about them. Only the weapon.”

      They stepped out of the lift. Hayden barely paid attention to the lab itself. He had been in it dozens of times. Wooden tables had been constructed to carry dozens of computers of various vintages and styles, attached to monitors that were mounted against the concrete walls. Other electronic equipment was organized throughout the space. Most of it was pre-war, scavenged from the surrounding area or acquired via trade. Most of it had been non-functional at the time, painstakingly put back into service through the efforts of Natalia and her engineering team.

      The team was with her in the lab, and they offered Hayden quick greetings as he followed Natalia to one of the tables. She stopped there and held out her hand.  “Hard drive?” she requested.

      He reached into his coat pocket, digging past the journal until he found the gray slab. He handed it to her, and she turned it to look at the connector.

      “USB-D,” she said. “Phelps, can you find me an adapter for a USB-D drive?”

      One of the lab techs looked up and nodded. “Sure thing, Governor,” he replied, setting to the task.

      “I hate when they call me that in here,” Natalia said. “I’m ready for the elections.”

      “Why? You’re going to win.”

      “Only because Malcolm’s dead.”

      “That’s on me.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I just wish I could focus on two things instead of a thousand. Maybe three.”

      “What are they?”

      “Wife, mother, engineer—in that order.”

      “You’re a fantastic wife, mother and engineer.”

      “I would be better if I wasn’t also a Governor, a judge, a jury, a mediator and so on.”

      “I know. We’re setting the groundwork. Hold on for a year. Things will be different.”

      She nodded. Phelps came back holding a short wire. He handed it to Natalia.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Good to see you back already, Sheriff,” Phelps said.

      “I wish I were staying,” Hayden replied. “But thank you.”

      Natalia turned back to the computer on the table. “Not this one.” She plugged the connector into the drive and went to a different station. A laptop rested on the table, the eagle and star logo of the USSF glowing on the partially-opened lid.

      “What’s the difference?” Hayden asked.

      “That one doesn’t have a USB-D adapter. It was made a couple of years before this one.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “No. Why do you think I collected so many? The tech was constantly changing and evolving. All the way up to the zap ports you’re more accustomed to.”

      Natalia opened the lid and waited a moment for the login screen to appear. She quickly typed in a password and was delivered to a basic interface. She took the plug connected to the drive and stuck it into the side of the laptop.

      “Let’s see if this thing still works.”

      It took a few seconds before a small window opened, showing a series of folders.

      “It works,” Natalia confirmed. The folders were named in series of random characters, leaving no way to guess the contents. She tapped on the screen to select the first one. A password box opened and she sighed. “Of course it’s password protected.” She turned to Hayden. “This might take a little while.”

      “I was afraid you would say that. What’s a little while?”

      “Could be hours. Could be weeks. It depends on how complex the password is.”

      Hayden rubbed his forehead beneath his hat. “I don’t think we can wait weeks, love.”

      “I know.” She stared at the screen for a moment. “I have an idea.” She closed the window and went to the menu to shut down the computer.

      Hayden laughed. “I don’t think turning it off is the solution.”

      She punched him playfully in the arm. “It isn’t. But we have to restart to get to the BIOS.” She tapped on the laptop’s keys until another screen appeared, a blue screen with white text and a series of options. “If the drive is military issue, we should be able to check the BIOS to get its serial number.”

      “How will that help?”

      “We have a database of equipment serial numbers we recovered from up north.”

      “And you think it would be in it?”

      “There’s a chance. It was a consolidated list of over a billion serials. I don’t know what Proxima planned to do with it.”

      “That depends on who on Proxima had access, doesn’t it?”

      “Absolutely. There.” She pointed to a series of letters and numbers, scanning them with her eyes a few times. “I’ve got it.”

      “Show-off.”

      She hurried to another machine. It had come from Proxima, little more than a small black cube with a projected interface floating at eye level above it and a projected control surface in front of it. Natalia tapped on the floating control surface, quickly switching menus and entering the serial number.

      The search happened faster than Hayden could blink. Even better, it returned a result.

      CX121223982123XXYNMSSD-DPG-ARD

      “That doesn’t help,” Hayden said.

      “Cross-reference, my love. Cross-reference.” She worked the control surface like a pro, bringing up another query screen and entering “DPG-ARD.”

      Dugway Proving Ground - Advanced Research Division

      Dugway, UT 84022

      “That’s the place,” Natalia said.

      “I don’t suppose you have a mapping system that can show us where that is?” Hayden asked.

      She kissed him on the cheek. “You already know the answer to that.” She hit the control surface again, bringing up an old map of the United States and entering the address. The map zoomed into the area, a satellite image that revealed next to nothing. She zoomed it out until she could add one pin on Sanisco and one on Dugway.

      “That’s not close,” Hayden said.

      “About twelve-hundred kilometers.”

      “Too far for the helicopter.”

      “You could take the tanker. Carry extra fuel in the back and you’ll have the range. Or I could call for the Goliaths.”

      It was one of the many things Hayden loved about Natalia. There was no question of whether or not he would go twelve-hundred kilometers into dangerous, uncontrolled territory to follow a single, vague clue that might help him figure out the situation down south.

      Only how he would get there.

      “The tanker is too valuable to risk in the wilderness. We haven’t gotten over the mountains that way. I’m tempted to take another ride on a Goliath, but let’s save them for dire emergencies.”

      Natalia nodded. “Horseback, then?”

      “It’ll take longer, but I think that’s the way to go.”

      “I’ll contact Bale in the stables and let him know. How many deputies are you bringing?”

      Hayden shook his head. “I don’t want to risk anyone else on this. If we’re pushing out to Dego we need every officer we have.”

      “Maybe we could ask Nathan for help? He has a starship.”

      “No. This is my problem. He’s got his own. I can travel faster and stay safer alone.” He could see she wasn’t pleased with the idea. “Don’t worry, Nat. I’ll be careful as can be. I know how to steer clear of trouble.”

      Natalia laughed. “Hayden, you steer clear of trouble like a dog steers clear of table scraps.”

      “I am what I am.”

      “I know, and I love who you are. Do you have time to hug your daughter.”

      “Always.”
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      Eastwood was still in Haven, so Hayden wound up with a black stallion Bale had named Zorro, after an old superhero who dressed in black and wore a black mask. Hayden didn’t know the reference or where the stable manager had gotten it, but it seemed to fit.

      He had taken the last two hours to get properly outfitted for the journey. After a short visit with his daughter, he had headed to the armory in the law office on the floor above the research lab to gather his equipment. A suit of Space Marine Tactical Combat Armor went under his long duster, with a pair of ammo belts crossing one another from his shoulders and a third across his waist, along with his standard revolvers. He was tempted to bring a plasma rifle, but he didn’t want to draw too much attention or make himself a target. The odds of him crossing that much of the landscape without running into anyone with limited morals were low.

      He did bring a third handgun. A laser pistol, silent, invisible, and deadly. They only had three of them in the entirety of the UWT. The weapons were some of the last produced by the USSF before the planet was abandoned, their production limited and their batteries even harder to come by. Carrying it caused him to reconsider the plasma. The laser pistol was practically priceless. He decided against it a second time. The gun was also much more comfortable to conceal in a shoulder holster beneath his duster.

      Deputy Kisha and Bale had also loaded Zorro with a pair of saddlebags filled with food bars and MREs. Road rations. The only other thing they packed was a medium-range transmitter. Used at the top of the mountains, it would allow him to call for emergency pickup in the helicopter from within the machine’s range.

      “What happened to Nat?” Hayden asked on arrival, looking for his wife. They had split at the lift to the tower’s sublevels. She had said she had something for him.

      “I’m here,” she said, rushing in behind him. She was holding something in her hand. “Sorry, you mentioned the journal earlier, and I couldn’t resist taking a peek at the symbol.”

      “Does it mean anything to you?”

      “Not yet. My guess is that it's alien writing.”

      “Mine too. Maybe it means ‘hunger?’”

      “Because it was written underneath? It’s not safe to assume.”

      “Pozz. I expect you’ll have it all figured out by the time I get back.”

      “Don’t get your hopes up. I told you it could take awhile.”

      “For a normal person, maybe. Not for my super-genius wife.”

      “Shut up.”

      They both laughed. Then Natalia held out the object in her hand.

      Hayden glanced down at it. “Sunglasses?”

      “Sort of. Not exactly.” She turned them over, showing him a small bulge at the back of each arm and a thin wire leading to each of the lenses. “I broke down a tactical helmet for parts. CPU is here.” She tapped the bulge on the left side. “Battery here.” She tapped the bulge on the right side. “HUD is here.” She tapped the top of the lenses. “It’ll respond to the movement around your eye, just like a standard helmet, and link wirelessly to the laser pistol. No sensor feedback, but the nano-cameras will help pick out targets within your line of sight, and the lenses themselves offer infrared and night vision, and of course UV protection.” She smiled. “Sunglasses. I also loaded the map into them with both markers.”

      He took them. “What was I just saying about my super-genius wife?”

      “I just want you to come back.”

      “I always have.”

      He took her in an embrace, sharing a silent moment with her. Then he put the sunglasses on. “How do I look?”

      “Badass, Sheriff,” Bale said, coming in behind them. “Zorro is ready to go, sir.”

      “Thank you, Bale,” Hayden said. “How do I turn them on?”

      “Tap the battery. You should get about fifty hours out of it, so don’t leave it on full-time.”

      “Thank you, love.”

      He leaned in to kiss her. She put a hand on his cheek. “Stay safe out there, Sheriff.”

      “Pozz that. I should be back in two weeks.”

      “You better.”

      He kissed her one last time, and then followed Bale out of the stable, to where Deputy Kisha was standing with Zorro. The horse noticed him coming and huffed out a greeting. Hayden patted his flank. “Nice to meet you too.”

      He climbed into the saddle and took the reins, turning his head to look back at Natalia as she emerged from the stable. He tipped his hat to her.

      “Good hunting, Sheriff,” Kisha said.

      “Let’s hope so. I’m not even sure what I’m hunting for.”

      “Well, I hope you find it, whatever it is.”

      Hayden smiled. “Me too. Is Shane handling the expansion?”

      “Yes, Sheriff. That’s why I’m here instead of him.”

      “Pozz that. I have faith in both of you.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff.”

      Hayden nodded, looked back at Natalia one more time, and then urged Zorro into a trot.
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      The beginning of the journey out of Sanisco was uneventful. Hayden was still inside UWT territory, which meant there was little danger of trife or gangs along his path. Instead, he crossed over kilometers of farmland, staying the night with a local in a recently renovated farmhouse. The renovations didn’t leave the home looking much prettier than it had before, but they did provide a roof less inclined to leak and supports less inclined to buckle. The indoor plumbing was traded for outdoor plumbing by necessity, a lack of convenience Hayden didn’t envy.

      The end of the second day brought Hayden to the 80 connector, and the UWT checkpoint located there. A small village had sprung up around the checkpoint, where a rotation of a dozen armed deputies kept watch over the clearest road leading into the UWT. Dozens of tents surrounded the APC and solar array used to charge it, and Hayden spent the second night with his law officers telling them about Dego and his mission east. They volunteered to go with him, but he turned them down and was on his way the next morning.

      Zorro kept an easy gait into the foothills of the mountains east from Sanisco, following the 80 north. The old highway was still in decent shape considering its age, the pavement cracked and pitted in places; passable overall. Weeds and brush stretched up from the wider cracks and had also taken over the shoulders, the grass tall and wild. More vegetation surrounded long-abandoned cars of people who had been desperately trying to escape the inescapable. First the sickness. Then the trife. If that wasn’t bad enough, the trife carried a second disease. Less virile than the first, but if the trife who bit or scratched the person didn’t kill them, the bacteria often did.

      Hayden slowed when he sighted the remains of border towns, run down and outwardly deserted as he walked through them, guiding Zorro and ready for trouble. He spotted signs of scavengers, travelers and resident survivors tucked into the spaces between buildings or pushed toward the town outskirts. Recently made garbage, an area with a shovel and a rank smell, worn clothes hanging from short lines behind the buildings. He walked with one hand holding Zorro’s reins, the other resting beside the opening of his coat, ready to reach under it to grab a revolver. Bale got the horses accustomed to gunfire so they wouldn’t bolt at the sound, but Hayden would send Zorro away if needed. Horses were too valuable to lose to idiots.

      He was fortunate through the third day. Zorro was in elite health and well-trained for long distance travel, and he dismounted the horse as he came upon a small rest stop along the 80. An old motel sat half-collapsed on the left side, a gas station and a small brown stone building with a filthy sign that read “California Highway Patrol” on the right. A half-dozen eighteen wheelers sat in the parking lot, rusting away. Somebody had managed to tip over the trailer of one of them, and all of them were opened and scavenged. The people took just about everything, even when it had little survival value. Small keychains. Stuffed toys. Anything. It could all be used for barter in connecting towns.

      “What do you say we hole up in that one?” Hayden asked Zorro, pointing toward the Highway Patrol building. “Sounds like my kind of people.”

      Zorro responded with an ambivalent nicker.

      “I’m in charge here,” Hayden replied. “We’re going in there.”

      He was wearing Natalia’s sunglasses, and he tapped the battery to activate them. There were cameras mounted in the corners of the lenses, and the software in the processor was able to identify every object it could see with vision exponentially better than his own. At least, that’s what Nat had explained. If the building were boobytrapped, the glasses would help him see it. If there were someone concealed nearby, it would help him see that too.

      Zorro snorted.

      Hayden froze in place, looking in the same direction as the stallion. The HUD in the lenses was slightly distorted because of the shape of the glass, but it outlined a form in red, thirty meters away at the far end of the parking lot.

      Trife. It was motionless. Watching. A scout. Either there were people already here or people stopped here often enough it knew to wait for them. He swept his eyes across the area, looking for the dead. Trife killed people almost as if they had been programmed to do it. They didn’t kill for food, and Hayden was fairly sure they didn’t do it for fun. They also didn’t harm anything that wasn’t human, horses included.

      At least there was that upside.

      He returned his attention to the Highway Patrol building. He didn’t want to wantonly kill trife just because they were there. And where there was one there were always more. A quick scan of the building told him it would be safe. What windows it had were intact. So was the door.

      He glanced back at the trife. He was willing to bet it had seen him. It was waiting for the others. Hayden had no way to know how many others. Scouting parties usually ranged from six to one hundred, depending on whether there was a nest nearby and how big it was. He couldn’t guess where there might be a nest. Smaller population centers meant fewer people. They also meant fewer trife. This rest stop was about as small as you could get, and the surrounding area wasn’t much bigger.

      “We’re going in,” Hayden said. He walked toward the Highway Patrol building as if he hadn’t seen the trife. He reached the door and breathed in, the smell of old meat and booze filling his nostrils. Someone had been here recently. Were they still inside? “Wait here.”

      He dropped Zorro’s reins. The horse didn’t go far, wandering to the nearest grass and lowering his head. Hayden again looked in the direction of the trife..

      It was gone.

      “Damn it,” he whispered, putting his ear to the door. He didn’t hear anything. He couldn’t linger, not if the trife was coming around. He lifted his head, listening for a moment. They were moving through the trees.

      Closing in.

      “Fuck it,” he said, grabbing the door handle. It wasn’t locked. He exhaled with relief. Whoever else had used this place to sleep for the night had gone.

      He pushed it open, moving inside.

      He was greeted by the sound of guns being readied to fire.
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      Hayden’s left hand moved toward his revolver.

      “Don’t,” a woman said from beside the door, behind his right shoulder. A second person on the other side of the door pushed it closed.

      Then they locked it.

      “What the hell do we have here?” the man directly in front of Hayden said. He was a scrawny thing, a long narrow beard hanging from his chin. His face was scarred on the right side, and he was wearing old military utilities.

      Hayden sighed silently. Just his fucking luck.

      “Are you even human?” the woman behind him asked, noticing his oversized hand.

      “My name is—”

      “We don’t give a shit what your name is, dickweed,” the man said. “You chose the wrong place to try to spend the night.”

      “He’s got a horse out there, Billy,” the man over Hayden’s left shoulder said. A second woman was standing next to Billy. They were both pointing nondescript pistols at him.

      Billy laughed. “This is our lucky fucking day, ain’t it? You know what a horse will fetch in Howl, Cicily?”

      “No,” the woman next to him replied.

      “At least five hundred.”

      “Lucky fucking day is right,” she agreed.

      “I don’t want any trouble—” Hayden started to say.

      “Too late for that, asshole,” Billy snapped. “You walked right into it.”

      “Why is he wearing sunglasses when it’s getting dark?” the other man said.

      “I don’t know,” Billy replied. “But I like ‘em. I’ll take those too.”

      “Billy,” Hayden said, pausing to see if he was going to be interrupted again.

      “Yes, mister?” Billy replied in a condescending voice.

      “We have two choices right now.”

      “Really? We have fucking choices? No. You don’t have a choice, shitbag. You’re going to hand over your sunnies. You’re going to hand over your weapons. We’re going to search you and take what we want. And then, if you behave, we’ll let you go.”

      “There are trife out there,” Hayden said.

      All four of them started laughing.

      “ You don’t say,” Billy said, clearly amused with the predicament.

      “We have two choices,” Hayden repeated, surprised his calm voice wasn’t cueing the idiots in on his potential to harm them.

      “Fine. This is a fun game. What are the two choices?”

      “One, you let me walk out of here untouched and with all of my gear.”

      “Not going to happen,” Cicily said.

      “Two, I kill all four of you and make this world a little bit safer for innocent travelers.”

      “Also not going to happen.”

      “There aren’t any innocent travelers, douchebag,” Billy said. “Everybody on the move is looking for something. Something they’ll take from you if you’ve got it. Like your horse.”

      “Two choices, Billy,” Hayden said. “I didn’t come here to kill anyone. I came here to get some sleep and wait for daylight.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you then.” The smile faded from his face. “I’m done being amused. Kill him.”

      Hayden felt the rounds from behind hit the back of his armor, the glasses registering the hits in his HUD. He felt Billy’s shot strike his right arm, which he got in front of his face in plenty of time to protect it, the man’s intention telegraphed by his expression. He was already lunging forward, his oversized augmentation moving in a backhand that connected with Billy’s face, breaking his jaw and throwing him halfway across the room. He reached out with his other hand, grabbing Cicily and pulling her toward him, in time to bring his right back and drive it into her chest. He heard her sternum break beneath the blow as she was thrown back against the wall.

      He spun around, revolvers already drawn, bullets still hitting the armor. The small caliber of the old pistols couldn’t come close to penetrating. He fired two rounds, one from each gun. They hit the two idiots in the same place in the chest, knocking them both down.

      He turned around again. Billy was still alive, his face a twisted mess. He was crawling toward his gun.

      “Don’t,” Hayden said.

      Billy stopped.

      Hayden walked over to the man, crouching in front of his face. “How the hell have you survived out here as long as you have? A man comes into your ambush. He’s got two metal arms, and he isn’t the least bit panicked about being surrounded. What does that mean to you?”

      “Mmmmfffffk,” was all Billy could manage.

      “Then the man—who isn’t panicked I remind you—is kind enough to offer to leave, knowing there are trife outside. Not throw you out, but walk away. And that still doesn’t trigger any kind of warning in your head?”

      “Mmmmmmkkkklll.”

      “I didn’t want to kill anyone today. I don’t like killing people, even idiots like you and yours. But you don’t have the instincts or the intelligence to survive much longer out here anyway.” Hayden put the revolver to Billy’s head. “And I gave you two choices. You passed on the first one.”  He pulled the trigger. Billy’s body dropped to the floor. “And I’m a man of my word.”

      Hayden stood over Billy, sighing as he returned his guns to their holsters and checked Cicily to ensure she was dead. It would have been cruel to leave her alive with the damage his blow had caused. She was. He stood in the center of the small lobby while the trife began to bang on the door, the gunshots convincing them it was worth trying to enter.

      He wasn’t happy. He hadn’t wanted to kill them. They were stupid, but they were also young. If they ever wandered into the UWT, maybe they could have been converted. A lot of travelers already had. It was a wonder what a feeling of safety could do for the savage in people.

      He left them where they lay, moving past the front desk and through a door into the back. He found a few small offices, a bathroom, and a single cell with a worn mattress on a rusted bunk. A quick search of the desks uncovered the keys. Hayden took them and returned to the holding cell, entering and pulling the door closed. He reached through the bars to lock it and then retreated to the bunk. He took off his boots and laid down on it, lowering his hat over his face and closing his eyes.

      “Idiots,” he said under his breath, still angry with the way things had gone down. He hoped Zorro wouldn’t wander off too far and would return with his signal, the way Bale taught the horses in Sanisco.

      “Goodnight, Nat. Goodnight, Hal. I love you both.”

      Angry or not, he was asleep within minutes.
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      Rain turned out to be the best thing that could have happened to Isaac.

      Not because he was a man and she was a woman, and the rules of attraction suggested their shared danger should blossom into a romance. The wounds of his losses were still too raw for him to even think about that. But she offered him a break from his grim memories, and in the times when his mind did wander, an ear to listen helped clear his psyche. The other members of SRT had been his buds, but as their sergeant, he could never have shown them his weakness. He’d had to keep it bottled up, the pressure building.

      Was that why he had killed the scientists? Had he snapped?

      He didn’t think so. He had to believe that if that were the reason he would still be broken. He was pretty sure he wasn’t broken. Still, there were times when he questioned whether or not any of his present experience was real.

      Based on the toppled and rusted signs he had noticed along the route, they were headed north along the highway he had learned was State Road 196. It was a barren road—hardly any vehicles were left rotting at the side of it—remaining that way even as they began to near Interstate 80. The landscape had remained the same for the entire trip—brown, dull and boring—but Isaac was getting used to it. And boring was better than trife. Besides, Rain was providing enough color to make the palette bearable.

      “That was the last book I read,” Rain said. “I don’t know. I would put it somewhere between Animal Farm and Brave New World.”

      “Which of those two did you like better?” Isaac asked.

      “Hmmm. Tough call. I’m going with Animal Farm.”

      “I remember reading that book in High School.” Isaac paused. “About two hundred fifty something years ago.”

      She laughed. “What is that like? I mean, I’ve read books with setups like that, where someone is asleep for a long time and they wake up and everything around them has changed. But this is reality.”

      “How many books have you read?”

      “I don’t know. Dugway market was stocked with used paperbacks, and I found a small collection at the Proving Ground. Oh, and I got some from the houses around town. Five thousand?”

      “That’s a lot of books.”

      “A lot of them were romance. I guess that’s the most popular genre? I read them, but they aren’t my thing.”

      “My wife, Amanda, she used to read clean romance. She called the other stuff trash.”

      “I read a couple of those. It brought up too many bad memories.”

      Isaac glanced over. He couldn’t see Rain’s face past the hood of her coat, but he could almost visualize her expression.

      “To answer your question,” he said, quickly changing the subject to get her away from  her morbid thoughts. “I don’t think it’s like your books. The trife were winning the war. Governments around the world were falling apart. We were all working together to build these starships that would take us to distant worlds where we hoped we would be safe. Then I wake up, and it’s really just a continuation of that, just fast-forward a little. But the technology hasn’t changed. The landscape hasn’t really changed. It seems a lot more dangerous, but that’s to be expected, I think.  Maybe if I were one of the researchers instead of a Marine, I would be more uncomfortable out here. But really, what I needed more than anything was someone to talk to. Companionship.”

      Rain stopped and turned to him, smiling. “I think I needed that too. I spent fifteen years holed up alone in Dugway, either hunting, exploring or reading. Books are good company, but they can only get you so far. When Grace came along, I thought maybe she would stick around and we could be friends, but she took off without a word. Now there’s you, and you aren’t like any of the men I’ve met. You’re strong, but instead of using that strength to take advantage, you use it as part of your kindness. I didn’t think that existed here. And maybe it doesn’t. Maybe you’re the one person who can hold onto that goodness because you haven’t been living in hell.”

      “I hope that’s not true. There have to be other good people out here, or the world really is doomed.”

      “If they’re here, I don’t know where to find them.”

      “You haven’t exactly gone very far. Howl to Dugway is about one percent of the country.”

      “True. But the sample is large enough for a variance within five to ten percent of accuracy.”

      “So that would mean only ninety percent of the people out here are assholes.”

      Rain laughed. “Ten percent isn’t a whole lot.”

      “It’s enough to change the world. I believe that.”

      “Maybe that belief will rub off on me.”

      “I hope it does.” Isaac stopped talking, scanning the landscape around them for signs of trouble. The path ahead was opening up, and he could see the connection with the interstate in the haze ahead. “Do you know if the ships ever launched? If humankind ever got off the planet?”

      “I don’t know. If anyone had a chance to escape, I hope they made it.”

      “Me too. Yeah, it’s a little weird being out here knowing how much time has gone by. At the same time, it feels like it could be ten years or twenty years based on how things have remained stagnant. It’s creating this strange disconnect between my eyes and my brain. I...”

      Isaac stopped talking when Rain put up her hand. Her head whipped over to face him. “Of all our damn luck. We need to hide.”

      Isaac hadn’t seen anything. But he heard it now. A soft rumble in the distance. “Growlers?”

      She nodded. “Coming down the road.” She pointed to a small ditch off the side of the road. “There. They won’t turn off the interstate. We wait for them to pass, and then we can be on our way.”

      They ran to the ditch together, sliding into it and dropping onto their stomachs as the pitch of the engines increased. “They aren’t worried about trife?” Isaac asked.

      “There aren’t that many out here. Never too many for them to handle.”

      Isaac and Rain remained in place while the sound of the cars grew louder. Isaac could barely see over the edge of the ditch to the Interstate, still almost half a kilometer ahead. He spotted the vehicles when they emerged from behind the hills.

      One was a modified van, long and square with spiked chains wrapped around the sides and an equally vicious set of spines in front. A gun position was welded to the top, right behind what looked like mounted sirens. Two people were lashed in behind iron armor, rifles in hand.

      The other vehicle was a sporty looking car, not as heavily armored. Its paint was faded, the bottom was lined with rust.The wheels and suspension had been switched out for something bigger, lifting it higher off the ground. There were at least three people in it.

      “Shit,” Rain whispered behind him. “They brought the paddywagon.”

      “Paddywagon?” Isaac said. That was old slang.

      “The Growlers send it out when they’re looking to pick up strays for the slave market.”

      Isaac flinched at the word. “Did you just say slave?”

      “Yeah. Slavery is alive and well out here, Ike. If somebody’s buying, then somebody’s selling.”

      The statement sent a chill down Isaac’s spine. He realized things had gotten bad. But not this bad.

      The two vehicles approached the intersection. Isaac noticed right away they were decelerating.

      “Why are they slowing?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. There’s no way they can see us from there. Maybe there’s an obstacle they need to get around.”

      The lead car started to turn, and for a moment Isaac thought maybe Rain was right.

      But it kept turning until the front of the machine was facing 196. Its engine howled as it began to speed up, darting ahead of the less agile paddywagon.

      It was coming right at them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “That’s not right,” Rain said.

      “Get your head down!” Isaac snapped, grabbing the back of her hood and pulling her down. He pressed himself as tight against the ground as he could, while at the same time removing the rifle from his back. He slid it across the dirt to Rain. “Do you know how to use this?”

      She nodded. “Not this model, but guns, yeah.” She took the offered weapon, keeping it close to her side.

      Isaac took the shotgun off his back, turning slightly on his side to prepare it. “If they stop nearby, we stay here until they get on top of us. As soon as you see their upper half, you shoot. No questions, no hesitations.”

      “Will do.”

      The lead car continued toward them, covering the distance in a hurry. The engine noise echoed around them, softening as the car slowed. Isaac didn’t know how the Growlers had seen them from a distance, but it was apparent they had.

      The paddywagon was trailing behind, unable to move as fast. But it was coming too.

      “Ike, if that thing gets too close we won’t stand a chance. We either fight back now or let them take us.”

      A wave of guilt washed over Isaac. He had let Rain tag along, and their first interaction with others was going to go as badly as possible.

      “Lesson one about the badlands,” Rain said. “Don’t hesitate.”

      Then she was moving, scrambling up the side of the ditch. Isaac couldn’t see the Growler car, but he heard her start shooting and then the vehicle screeched to a stop.

      The sentries on the paddywagon had seen her pop up and they gathered at the front, weapons coming to bear. Isaac broke out of his momentary lapse and lunged up the side of the ditch, keeping the shotgun in one hand and pulling his sidearm. Rain was in front of him, a steady stream of rounds forcing the passengers in the lead car to leap out the opposite side, the driver already dead. She rushed toward the vehicle in a suicidal charge.

      The men on the paddywagon started shooting, the moving vehicle and distance leaving them with terrible aim. Bullets pinged off the car and whizzed over Rain’s head as she took cover behind the sportscar.

      Isaac paused, facing the van. The metal grill on the front of the vehicle obscured most of his view of the driver, but not all. He aimed and fired, squeezing off two rounds that must have hit the driver, because the paddywagon veered suddenly and started to slow. The gunners on top were thrown off balance, vanishing behind their armored sandbox.

      Isaac returned his attention to the lead car. One of the Growlers tried to come out to shoot, ducking back down when Isaac’s barrage nearly took him in the head. Isaac dropped the emptied pistol to the ground, grabbing a magazine for the rifle and tossing it at Rain at the same time he vaulted to the roof of the car.

      “The wagon!” he shouted on the way up, taking the shotgun in both hands, rolling across the roof and down to the other side. He made another rotation and then came up, firing the gun without aiming. He heard a scream in front of him and saw the Growler go down.

      The second passenger was to his left. The third to his right. Taken off-guard by his aggressive maneuver, they were still trying to spin to face him. He pivoted on his knee, unleashing the second round of gunfire into the Growler on his left. Then he rushed the one on the right, barely managing to smack his gun hand with the shotgun before the weapon went off.

      Isaac grappled with the man, shoving him back against the car. The Growler scowled, struggling to hit Isaac at such close range.. The Growler was young, eighteen at the most, with an angry red tattoo taking up the half of his face missing an eye. It was probably the only reason Isaac wasn’t dead.

      He growled and leaned in, trying to bite Isaac’s nose. Isaac head-butted him, pulling him forward and then slamming him back into the car again. Then he threw a hard right hook that smashed into the tattoo and knocked the Growler to the ground.

      Isaac looked past the car. Rain was shooting at the men in the van while retreating toward Isaac’s position. Each side was taking quick shots at one another; the gunmen entrenched behind their armor and Rain about to be safe behind the car.

      She joined Isaac a moment later, staying low. She glanced down at Growler. “He’s marked.”

      “What does that mean?” Isaac asked.

      “Junk’s top people get marked. Junk’s going to be pissed when he finds out this one’s dead.”

      “He isn’t dead.”

      Rain laughed. “That might be worse.” A few rounds hit the side of the car.  “What do we do about the wagon?”

      Isaac dropped the satchel off his back and unzipped it, pulling out another magazine for the rifle and handing it to Rain. He zipped it and left it on the ground while she reloaded.

      “How’s your aim with the bow?”

      “Just call me Lady Robin Hood.”

      “You missed me.”

      “No, I gave you time to get out of the way.”

      “Okay, I’ll draw their fire. You arrow them.”

      “Arrow them?”

      “Whatever the hell it’s called. Ready?”

      She pulled the bow down off her back and grabbed two arrows, propping one of them against the car, tip down. Then she nocked the other and drew it back. “Ready.”

      “Five seconds, and then you shoot.”

      “Got it.”

      Isaac stayed low to the back of the car. The gunners in the wagon had stopped shooting. There was no point for any of them to waste ammo if they couldn’t see their target.

      “Start counting,” Isaac said, bursting from the back of the car at a sprint. The Growlers had proven to have shitty aim so far. He was counting on that holding true.

      He heard the rounds skip off the pavement nearby, and a few of them whip past the back of his head. He counted to five with Rain, his count a little faster than hers. When the bullets got too close, he threw himself to the ground, covering his head with his arms and making himself a smaller target.

      He didn’t see the action behind him, but within the span of a few seconds both guns stopped firing.

      Isaac stayed in place for a few seconds before rolling over. When he looked at the paddywagon, both shooters were slumped over the steel, arrows piercing their hearts. Rain was still standing behind the car, admiring the shots.

      Isaac got up, quickly checking himself for damage before returning to Rain’s position. “Nice shooting.”

      “Nice running,” she replied with a smile. She shook her head. “I can’t believe we just killed seven of these bastards. Just the two of us.” She paused, lowering the bow and turning away. “I think I’m gonna puke.” She did a moment later, vomiting on the ground beside the unconscious Growler.

      “Keep an eye on him,” Isaac said, nodding at the kid. He grabbed one of the dropped rifles and circled the car, walking toward the van. He kept the gun trained on it, just in case.

      He made it to the driver’s side. The driver was slumped against the side. One of the rounds had clipped his neck, cutting an artery and causing him to bleed out. He pulled open the door, using the inside as a step to get onto the roof past the spikes. He checked the gunners to ensure they were dead and then yanked the arrows from their bodies for reuse.

      He climbed back down, returning to where Rain was waiting with the Growler. When he had left, the man with the tattoo was still alive. Now, his head was slumped forward, a stain of blood on his shirt fed by a cut throat.

      “What did you do?” Isaac asked.

      “What he would have done to us, first chance he got,” Rain replied. “Lesson two, Ike. Don’t be fooled by an innocent face. In this case, mine. I might have gone into hiding when I was twelve. But I killed for the first time when I was nine. I know how the badlands work, and I’m not letting them take me down.”

      Isaac stared at her. It was his fault for only looking at her as a bookworm and a victim. “Lesson learned,” he replied.

      She smiled. “Good. Now let’s see if they have anything worth keeping.”

      “They have one thing,” Isaac said, tapping the side of the car.

      “We can’t drive into Howl in a Growler car, Ike. Junk will have our heads for killing his people, especially this one.”

      “We can get close though, right? Gain some distance, save some time?” Isaac looked down at the kid again. His eyes landed on the tattoo, and he paused. There was something familiar about it.

      “Yeah, so long as there aren’t any other sorties on the way. But I’m voting for the paddywagon. It’s got better protection and better defenses.”

      Isaac didn’t hear her. He knelt beside the Growler, grabbing his hair and picking up his head so he could see the full tattoo.

      “Ike? What the hell?”

      Isaac’s heart thumped in his chest, his breath freezing in his throat. He had no idea what it meant, but he did recognize the tattoo.

      It was the same symbol Cyrus had drawn on Grace’s pod.
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      Rain got her way. After pulling the bodies off the paddywagon and cleaning off the driver’s seat, they were on the move within an hour. Isaac had to admit it was the better choice. In the back of the van, they found two extra containers of diesel, refined fuel that shouldn’t have lasted as long as it had. Or perhaps it was newer than it should have been.

      The back of the van also had a bench seat on one side and a reinforced bar lined with metal handcuffs to restrain whoever they managed to capture. The other side was more comfortable.  A trio of hide bucket seats. Isaac suggested Rain ride along there or in the passenger seat so they could talk, but she was acting much more anxious since the fight. As if it had awakened something in her that had been dormant for a long time.

      She was up in the gunner’s nest, strapped to anchors in the metal to prevent accidentally falling out should he need to stop short or take a hard turn. She had left him alone with his thoughts again, but he had other things occupying his attention.

      Most importantly, the dead kid’s tattoo had left him hesitant to go to Howl. If the Growlers were associated with Cyrus in some way he might be walking into trouble bigger than he could handle on his own—or even with Rain’s help. But what if Cyrus was there? What if he was Junk? Could he really be that easy to locate? Was Grace there with him? Could he kill Major Salk if it came down to it?

      He knew he could. The problem was that he still needed answers. He had a feeling the mystery was bigger than Cyrus. That the enemy was bigger than Cyrus. Maybe it had used the major to escape. Maybe it was still using the major in some capacity. But after two hundred years, if it was still in operation it had to be thinking bigger than a classroom full of children.

      If not, that was just pathetic.

      He wasn’t sure he wanted to get those answers to the east. Howl sounded like a nasty place, and even if he managed to charge the laptop and access the files on it, he was confident he would be doing so from behind enemy lines.

      But he had to know if Cyrus was there. The tattoo was the sign he had asked for when he left the research facility. It was the clue that had literally been pressed right into the kid’s face. It meant something, and it was his duty to find out what. It didn’t matter if Space Force was gone. It didn’t matter if he was the last true Marine on the planet. He’d promised Amanda he would keep fighting.

      They headed east on Interstate 80. Howl was a two-hour drive from the connector with SR196, a trip that was less challenging than Isaac expected. It was clear that there had been a time when cars had littered the roadway, abandoned when they had run out of gas or broken down,  where drivers had succumbed to the virus or the vehicles were assaulted by trife. The organic evidence was mostly gone after so much time. Even the bones of the dead had broken down into their fundamental elements, leaving only much more slowly decomposing metal, glass and plastic behind.

      Those cars had all been moved to the sides of the roadway and not always gently. Looking at the damage as they drove past, Isaac could picture big trucks with large iron bulwarks welded to their fronts slamming into the obstructions and throwing them violently aside.

      The road itself was in decent shape, evidence of recent repair visible at the worst spots where asphalt had been replaced with a mixture of small stones and concrete. It was a little less even, but it was better than some of the larger potholes he needed to slow to avoid.

      They pulled off the Interstate five klicks outside the Growler checkpoint. Isaac guided the van off the northbound exit, to a series of dirt mounds which were all that remained of a never-completed housing project. He found a larger pile to hide the vehicle behind, putting it out of sight from three directions. If they needed to get out of Howl in a hurry, the van might be their best or only hope.

      Isaac grabbed his gear from the passenger seat. Jason’s backpack, the satchel full of ammunition, his rifle, and shotgun. Then he hopped out the driver’s side, leaving the door open for Rain.

      She used the ledge to climb off the roof, smiling as she hopped down. “We made good time.”

      “We made it before dark,” Isaac replied. “I’m happy with that. But we still have a few klicks to go. How was the ride up top?”

      “Different.” Her face was red from the wind, but it made her look more alive. Whatever was bothering her earlier, it seemed to have subsided. “It was getting a little cold.”

      “I suggested you ride with me.”

      “I know. I needed a little time by myself. I enjoy your company, Ike, but it’s not as easy to transition from being a hermit as I thought. No offense.”

      “None taken. I’m glad you’re feeling refreshed. I need you here more than anywhere.”

      “That’s sweet, I think.”

      “So how do we get into the city from here?”

      “Fortunately, I know the way. This is the direction I came when I got out.”

      “You were in Howl when your sister got you out?”

      “Not exactly. After I escaped during the raid, Junk rounded up the people he thought were responsible for warning my tribe. Including my sister. I know because I circled back looking for survivors. They brought her here, so I followed.” The brightness faded from her face. “They sold her in the slave market. I tried to get to her. They almost captured me. That’s when I went into hiding. Lucia saved me so I would survive. That’s what I decided I should do to honor her memory.”

      “Do you think she’s dead?”

      “I hope she’s dead. It’s a better mercy than being a slave. I escaped this way. It was stupid luck that saved me. Or serendipity. Anyway, I know the way back.”

      Isaac nodded, jaw tight. He regretted asking the question and bringing Rain’s memories up again. Even so, he needed more. He didn’t want to ask earlier because of her mood. He couldn’t afford to wait any longer.

      “Rain, do you know if the tattoo, the mark on the kid’s face, has any significance outside of Junk’s gang?”

      “I don’t know. Like I said, only his top people get them. Junk’s tattoo covers his whole face. It’s like a club or something. A lot of the tribes and gangs have tattoos or brands. They mark their people so they can identify one another. In the slave market, if you have a concealed brand you’re pretty much worthless. But tribes will buy back their people sometimes. And sometimes they use the brand to make sure they don’t take a slave who’s one of their own.”

      “That’s horrible.”

      “A lot of things are worse. Believe me.”

      He did.

      “Why are you so interested?” Rain asked. “Does it have significance to you?”

      “It does. But I’m not sure how or what it means. Grace’s father drew it on her hibernation pod before he left the facility. I don’t know if that’s what she was supposed to look for, or if it was a warning or what. I’m hoping maybe Cyrus is in Howl. Or maybe he’s Junk. If not, I’m hoping for another lead to find him.”

      “What happens when you do?”

      “Find out what he’s been doing the last two hundred years, and then kill him.”

      She smiled. “Seems like a decent plan.”

      “I keep putting one foot in front of the other. It’s all I can do.”

      “It’s all any of us can do. Fucking trife. Follow me.”
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      Isaac and Rain took a long route around the outside of the city, sweeping to the north and then east through a former industrial park. The buildings were plain and simple and mostly still intact, though like everything else, the years had covered them in a layer of dirt. A few had partially collapsed walls. A few others looked as though they had been part of a war. Rain said they had. The area was often used for bloodsport, where the Growlers would release some unsuspecting prisoner and then hunt them down. Other people came out to the area to drink, smoke or have sex. It was the dark place outside a different dark place. While Junk didn’t make many rules, it was the place people went to break them.

      Which was how Rain had escaped. This part of Salt Lake City was deserted most of the time. No people. No trife. If you could get through the maze of office buildings without being spotted and make it behind the dirt hills they had left behind you were home free.

      Isaac and Rain spotted a few people among the buildings. A ragged man and woman headed into one of the structures. A group of teens betting on fistfights between two other offices. It was quiet otherwise, and they made it to Growl proper without incident, circumventing the checkpoint entirely.

      “Why don’t they have guards watching the entire perimeter?” Isaac asked.

      “Most people who pass through have stuff they want to buy or sell. Local tribes. They want Junk to know they’re here. They want him to know what they have. The better their trade, the less likely he’ll take their territory.”

      “Like he did to your people?”

      “Yeah. We had a bad growing season, and our scavengers were taking longer to find items worth trading. Junk thought we were getting lazy. He decided his people would be more productive.”

      “Do you think they were?”

      “I doubt it. Does it matter?”

      “No.”

      “If you’re looking to power up your laptop, you’ll want to head across town to the airport. The solar array out there is still functional. Junk uses it to charge whatever batteries he has. It won’t come cheap, though.”

      “I didn’t expect it would. Do you think this rifle will settle?”

      “Probably. It’s in much better shape than anything else like it that I’ve seen.”

      “I want to get a look at Junk too. I want to make sure he and Cyrus aren’t the same man.”

      “Junk isn’t two hundred years old.”

      “How do you know?”

      Rain glanced at him. She didn’t refute the challenge. “The airport is his main base of operations. You won’t be able to get in to see him, but you might get a glimpse of him coming back from the market. It’s been a long time, but back then he used to scour the incoming prisoners for people he thought he could use. That’s how he got new Growlers back then.”

      “What happens here at night, when the trife come?”

      “The trife don’t bother Howl.”

      “What? That’s impossible.”

      “There aren’t any nests nearby. They rarely make an appearance out here.”

      “They were in Dugway, but they’re not out here?”

      “Your secret base had a reactor. They probably have a nest there.”

      It was the only reasoning that made sense except for one thing. “The solar array produces heat and energy. The trife should be all over that.”

      “Any of them that try to get through the city are killed. It’s not like they get slicks here. Not since the war. What does it matter, other than to know you’re safe as can be.”

      “I’m looking for a man who may be immortal because he has an alien inside him. What if that alien is related to the trife? What if that alien can keep them away?”

      “Then more power to it,” Rain replied. “Junk’s rules might be harsh, but if the choice were between his survival or being overrun by trife, even I’d want the bastard to live.”

      Isaac conceded the point. If the other aliens could keep an area clear of trife, maybe they weren’t all bad.

      “How do we get to the airport?”

      Rain smiled. They were nearing the end of the industrial park where an east to west intersection was located. When they reached it, she pointed. “It’s an airport. It isn’t hard to find.”

      Isaac laughed when he saw the airport less than a kilometer distant. “It looks like there’s a river in the way.”

      “There’s a bridge, though you can’t get to the airport without going through a checkpoint. It’ll take us a couple of hours to reach it on foot.”

      “Roger that. Do you think Junk will recognize you?”

      “No. I was twelve. He probably thinks I’m dead if he thinks about me at all. I was just another orphaned kid to him. Only valuable as a slave.”

      Isaac glanced over at Rain. He knew there was more to her origin story than she was willing to say, but he got the sudden feeling Junk’s role in her early life was bigger than she was letting on.

      Was she here to help him?

      Or was she here for revenge?
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      It was beginning to get dark by the time Isaac and Rain approached the checkpoint leading into the airport. They only had another hour or two before the shops inside were shut down for the night, including the charging station and some of the vice markets. According to Rain, slaves, weapons, alcohol, drugs, fuel, and vehicles were all handled within easy reach of Junk and the Growlers to ensure they always got their fair share.

      The checkpoint consisted of a pair of smaller electric modboxes with a single seat for a driver and a mounted weapon that Isaac recognized as an RG-5—a miniaturized railgun that was still in development when he was put into stasis. A Growler stood behind each of the powerful guns, dressed in Space Marine combat armor, including helmets. The armor was also a different design than the last he had seen, sleeker and more advanced. He had missed so much.

      Two female Growlers stood at an automated gate between the cars. They were dressed enticingly, in short skirts and bra tops despite the chill in the air. They weren’t very comfortable. They also didn’t have a choice.

      At least, Isaac didn’t think they did, until he noticed the small red tattoos on the side of their necks, matching the one on the man Rain had killed earlier. They were two of Junk’s top underlings. A closer look revealed they were packing advanced weaponry against their backs, held by a magnetic strip connected to their tops, only a quick pull away.

      One of the women seemed to be in charge because she came forward as they neared while the other watched them with eagle-eyes. Isaac glanced past her toward the airport. All he could see from their position were two huge parking lots, occupied by a few hundred smaller tents and a number of larger ones. The bigger tents had signs hanging above them or beside them, LEDs flashing the name of the shop. Food, booze, and drugs for the most part.

      “Fifty chips or something to trade,” the woman said, talking to Isaac as if Rain wasn’t even there. She already had her eyes on his rifle.

      “That’s my trade,” he replied, flicking his thumb back to it.

      “Let’s see.”

      He pulled it from his back and held it out to her. She took it, expertly examining it before handing it back.

      “That’s a cherry piece,” she said. “Where’d you get it?”

      “Dugway,” he replied.

      “There isn’t anything good left in Dugway,” the other woman said, overhearing him.

      “There is if you know where to look.”

      The second woman came forward, unconvinced. “You’re not a scavenger. You don’t have enough worthless shit with you for that. A wanderer? Or a mercenary?”

      “That rifle’s too fresh for him to be a mercenary,” the first woman said. “That shotgun looks pretty clean too.”

      “Wanderer, then,” the woman decided. “It seems like it’s your lucky day to find a gun like that lying around.”

      “I guess so.”

      “Is she with you or for trade?” the first woman asked, pointing at Rain.

      “With me,” Isaac replied.

      “Too bad,” the second woman said. “She’s cute. Junk would like her.”

      “Not for sale, but thanks. I assume the rifle is enough to get me in?”

      “You assume right.”

      She backed up to the gate and pressed a button to open it. “Enjoy your stay,” she said.

      They started through the checkpoint. Then the second woman moved in front of them to block their way.

      “Hold up,” she said. “You came from Dugway?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Isaac replied.

      The woman flinched at the response. Hadn’t anyone ever called her ma’am before? “You didn’t pass any cars on your way, did you? We sent a team out this morning to patrol.”

      “No. We’ve been in Howl since yesterday. Out in the industrials.”

      “It can be dangerous out there.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “I bet you can.” She moved aside. “Go on.”

      Isaac and Rain continued along the road past the checkpoint and over the river. He got a closer look at the smaller parking lot and the businesses inside. It reminded him of a flea market, only the people in it all looked as if they were making shady deals even when they were just sitting there. Shifty eyes, tense postures, quiet voices.

      “The place you want is past all of this,” Rain said. “Unless you’re hungry?”

      “I am, but I think anything in this place would make me sick. I’ve got MREs. I’ll share once we’re out of here.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      It took a bit more walking to reach the airport’s primary terminal where the real trade was taking place. The terminal was mostly intact, though all but one door had been sealed and barricaded. Isaac wasn’t sure if it had been done to defend against the trife or to make the place easier to police. There were two more Growler guards at the door who stopped them when they arrived.

      “We need to scan everything on you,” one of them said. “Your weapons, your bags. Everything that isn’t clothes or permanently implanted.” He pointed to an x-ray machine.

      Isaac was hesitant to hand over Jason’s bag, but he didn’t have much choice. He put all of his gear on the machine and let them scan it. They didn’t seem concerned about any of what he had brought with him.

      “Come on through,” the other Growler said, directing him through the stand-up machine. Isaac went through without raising the alarm.

      “That’s a nice piece,” the guard told him as he retrieved his gun. “You’ll get the best price for it at Oscar’s. He sells directly to Junk.”

      “Thanks for the tip,” Isaac said. He turned back to Rain, still on the other side of the machine. She didn’t look too eager to step through it.

      “Come on, darlin’. Your man hasn’t got all night. Oscar’s is closing in an hour.”

      Rain glanced at Isaac and then stepped through.

      The machine beeped.

      “Hold on. Back up. Take off the coat.”

      She did, tossing it on the belt. She was wearing a long sleeve sweater beneath. She stepped through the machine. The alarm went off again.

      “What are you hiding?” the Growler asked, getting annoyed.

      Rain sighed, grabbing the right sleeve of her sweater and pulling it up. Isaac stared at the mechanical arm she revealed. It was fairly basic. Metal bones, pins, and rods containing synthetic musculature connected somewhere on her shoulder, while the other end merged into a human-looking, flesh-colored hand.

      Isaac knew about the work the USSF was doing on advanced prosthetics. It was one of their most valuable assets considering how many soldiers were losing limbs to the trife, and how few bodies they had to fight the war. He had never actually seen one before. The facility was in a low impact area, and while he had helped fight off a few attacks they had never been under critical threat.

      He was surprised to see it on someone here and now when so much tech had been lost. Why hadn’t Rain told him?

      Probably because it was none of his business. If she had lost her arm, there was probably a story involved. And he didn’t think the trife were responsible for her injury.

      “Augment, right arm,” the Growler said. The other guard handed over a colored piece of tape. “You put this on the back of that hand. Any of the guards sees it off that hand, you get shot on sight. Understood?”

      “Yeah,” Rain said. She lowered her sleeve and grabbed her coat, pulling it back on. Then she took the tape and stuck it to her hand.

      “You can go,” the guard said. “Oscar’s is toward the end, near the slave market.”

      “Thanks,” Isaac said. “Rain?”

      She was staring straight ahead, her expression dark and furious.

      “Rain?” he repeated.

      She snapped her head to the side, glaring at him for a moment before softening up. “Yeah. Right. Let’s go.”
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      “What was that about?” Isaac asked once they were out of earshot of the Growlers.

      “Ike, I know you mean well, but I don’t want to talk about it, okay?”

      Isaac nodded. “Okay. If you change your mind—”

      “I got it.”

      He waited a few seconds before speaking again. “Can I ask you a technical question about your arm?”

      She hesitated before responding. “What?”

      “How do you keep it powered?”

      She smiled. “There’s a battery embedded in the control ring that connects the organic muscle to the synthetic. There’s also a processor that digitizes the neural impulses, so the arm does what I want.”

      “Doesn’t it run out of power after a while?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then how do you keep it charged?”

      She glanced over at him. Then she sighed. “That’s why I didn’t want you to know about it. I forgot about the damn metal detector. It’s been a long time, you know? I recharged it at the research lab.”

      “In the MP Station?”

      “What’s that?

      “Military police. Desks, camera feeds, guns.”

      “There weren’t many guns.”

      “And you didn’t come with me because of serendipity, did you? You came with me because the power was dead, and your arm is going to die eventually without it.”

      “Not just my arm. Both of my legs.”

      “What? You said you were twelve when you left the area.”

      “I may have exaggerated a little.”

      Isaac stopped, staring at her. She smiled sheepishly, her face flushed.

      “Ike, can we not do this in public?”

      “I don’t know, is there somewhere private we can talk?”

      She moved in close to him, leaning her head up to get close to his ear. “I know you feel betrayed. If you give me a chance to explain I will. But not here and not now. The short version is that I was burned in a fire when I was twelve, second and third-degree across my body, especially bad on my right arm and my legs. It hurt all the time. When I was old enough, Lucia talked Junk into paying for the augments to take away the pain. After I was strong again, she helped me escape.”

      “I thought Lucia was sold as a slave?”

      “Not exactly.”

      Isaac lowered his head. He had no idea what to believe.

      “Ike, please listen. I watched my parents die, tied to a chair and burned alive, just like they tried to do to me. But the ropes were weak, and they gave out before the fire could take me. I crawled out of there, and into a drift of snow. That’s where Lucia found me. She never warned our tribe Junk was coming. She wouldn’t do that to her husband. When she saw me like that was when she realized what she had done.”

      “Her husband? Are you telling me your sister is here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Won’t she recognize you?”

      “I doubt it. It’s still been ten years, and I’ve hardened being out there alone.”

      Isaac looked away from her, noticing that people were starting to stare at them. He took her arm and started walking with her again. He didn’t know what he should do. On the one hand, he wanted her company, and he needed a guide. On the other, he couldn’t trust her. Not now. Not when half of what she told him was a lie. But what kind of lie? She had led him here. She had gotten him close to a battery that could charge his laptop and her augmented parts. She had killed the Growlers who had come after them. Her history wasn’t any of his business in the first place, not as long as it didn’t interfere with his mission.

      “Is there anything you think I should know that may impact what we’re doing right now?” he asked.

      “No,” she replied.

      “Then we’re good as long as it stays that way.”

      She smiled. “You’re the best, Ike.”

      He still wasn’t convinced this wasn’t a mistake, but looking around he could see how many people had traded their civility for vice. There were numerous stalls set up along the market hawking everything from guns to girls and boys, and enough patrons browsing to keep them all in business. The world needed humanity. He would hold onto his with an iron grip.

      They made it to the end of the terminal. Oscar’s was the last stall on the right, directly ahead of a large round space where the gates were located and where passengers had once departed for flights all over the world. There was an airliner parked at one of the gates, a massive electric model, new at the time the trife arrived. Now it was as old and worn on the outside as everything else. Even so, he could see the light through the half-closed windows.

      “Junk’s home away from home,” Rain said, noticing where he was looking.

      Isaac swept his gaze across the rest of the terminal. A stage had been constructed in the back, and a scared boy was standing on it, flanked by a pair of Growlers carrying machine guns.

      “I have one hundred chips,” a gruff voice said from the side of the stage. “Can I get more?”

      “One-twenty!” someone shouted.

      “Surely he’s worth more than one-twenty. Eleven years old, a fine physique. Good muscle tone.”

      Isaac turned away, face burning, jaw clenched.

      “I told you,” Rain said.

      “It’s different to see it in person.”

      “Just don’t look. We can’t stop it, the two of us. There are a dozen armed Growlers nearby, and more on call if anyone makes a scene.”

      Isaac lowered his head. The boy up there was Jason in his mind. He couldn’t stand there and do nothing.

      “Ike, come on,” Rain said.

      He looked into her pleading eyes. He let her pull him away, over to Oscar’s. There were already a few people at the counter, looking over weapons even Isaac didn’t recognize. They must have been developed and issued after he had gone into stasis.

      “Can I help you?” the kid behind the counter asked. He was tall and muscled, with brown hair cut close to the scalp.

      “I’m looking to trade,” Isaac said, forcing the words out.

      The man glanced over Isaac’s shoulder.

      “MK-10, right? That one looks pretty nice from this angle.”

      Isaac pulled it from his back and put it on the counter.

      “You’ve fired what? A hundred rounds from this thing?”

      “That’s a good estimate.”

      “On-board processor will confirm, but I can tell by the smell of the barrel. I’ll give you fifty chips for it.”

      Isaac had no basis to understand what a chip was worth, other than you could get an eleven-year-old with a good physique for a little more than double that.

      “Are you high?” Rain said. “How many MK-10s do you see with a hundred rounds on them, Oscar?”

      Isaac looked at the kid again. This was Oscar?

      “Fine. One hundred.”

      “Do you believe this shit, Ike?” Rain said. “The Growler at the front said you could give the best price because of your relationship with Junk. And don’t tell me Junk doesn’t want a weapon like this.”

      “Junk does want a weapon like that,” a voice said from behind.

      Isaac and Rain both turned around. A man was standing there, dressed in a pair of black pants and a black vest over a white shirt. He was middle-aged, with dark hair and a goatee. Handsome, but with a hint of deviousness and malice in his demeanor. He had a woman with him, a little older than him, thin at the hips but curvy at the top, her gold dress accentuating her assets.

      “Who are you?” Isaac asked.

      The man laughed and extended his hand. “My name is Jun Kurosawa. Most people around here call me Junk.”
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      Isaac glanced down at Junk’s hand, trying to decide if he was going to shake it. This man wasn’t Cyrus Salk. Not even close. He was just a less than moral asshole who had somehow gained a bit of power.

      It didn’t matter, anyway. Rain decided for him.

      “I know who you are, you son of a bitch,” she said, lunging toward him. She closed her augmented hand as she did, a small blade springing from her wrist. The attack took Junk by surprise, and Rain was able to get the blade into his throat before anyone could react.

      Isaac was almost amused by the next thing that came to mind. When had she removed the colored tape?

      The strength of the augmentation allowed her to drag the blade through his neck, slicing deep and through the carotid artery. Blood began to spray from the wound, bathing the nearby patrons as he stumbled backward.

      “Lucia,” Rain said. “It’s me, Rain.” She grabbed the woman’s wrist. “It’s time for us to go.”

      Isaac heard shouting behind them, followed by sudden slow-motion chaos all around. His eyes landed on Lucia’s face. She looked horrified, and she yanked her wrist away.

      “What have you done?” she said, turning her back on Rain and falling beside Junk.

      “Don’t fucking move!” Oscar shouted, grabbing Isaac’s rifle and turning it on Rain. “I’ll blow your fucking head off.”

      Isaac glanced from Oscar to Rain and back. He had two seconds to decide which side to take. But would the Growlers even consider he wasn’t an accomplice in the assassination when he had brought Rain into the terminal?

      He grabbed the rifle, shoving the stock back into Oscar’s face and then yanking it from his hands as the young man fell back in pain. He pivoted, aiming at the first armed Growler he saw and taking him out.

      “Lucia, did you hear me?” Rain said, standing over her sister. “It’s Rain. I came to set you free like you set me free.”

      Lucia’s head whipped around on Rain. “Who asked you to come here? Who told you I wanted to escape? You ungrateful bitch. I saved your life, and this is how you repay me?”

      Junk was on the floor, still bleeding heavily. Lucia was in the process of wadding his vest and trying to put pressure on the wound. More Growlers were charging from every direction, and it seemed some of the other patrons wanted in on the action.

      “Damn it, Rain,” Isaac said. “We have to go. Now!”

      He grabbed her arm, yanking her up.

      “I wanted to save her,” Rain said, tears in her eyes. “I wanted to kill that fucking bastard.”

      “You killed him, and now everyone in here wants to kill us. Nice plan. Let’s go.”

      Rain stopped resisting, joining him as he made a run for it, charging down the terminal. Shots rang out behind them, rounds coming too damn close and causing him to grab Rain again and throw her to the side, sending them both crashing into a stall. People cursed and shouted as they banged into them. Isaac ignored them, jumping back up. Rain got up too, quickly grabbing her bow and stringing an arrow.

      “You won’t get those back,” Isaac said.

      “It won’t matter if we’re caught.”

      She fired, the strength of her right arm allowing her to put a lot of power behind the shot. The arrow crossed the distance, striking its target with enough force to knock the Growler back onto the floor, the shaft sticking out of his chest.

      She already had another one ready, and she found a second target and loosed the arrow, taking that one out too.

      Isaac focused on their path ahead. More Growlers were coming. Someone grabbed him by the shoulder, spinning him around. A bearded man with alcohol-laden breath.

      “Who the fuck you think you are knocking into me?” the man slurred.

      Isaac punched him in the head, getting him off. Then he swung around him, just in time to let the big drunk absorb the enemy fire. He ducked low, returning fire and taking out two of the guards.

      Isaac and Rain continued running. Another patron tried to grab her, but she jumped up on augmented legs, snapping out her opposite foot with enough force to break his jaw and send him flopping back. She landed smoothly, picking up speed and loosing another arrow that scored a direct hit.

      Isaac could barely believe what he was seeing.

      He ran forward while aiming backward, hesitant to fire into the crowd. Most of the bullets whipped past him, but he heard a crack behind him and winced at the idea that one of the rounds had put a hole in Jason’s bag and damaged the laptop within.

      He’d had one chance to separate from Rain, and he blew it.

      They continued forward, but more of the assembly was overcoming its shock and getting involved, chasing from behind and pushing Rain ahead. Leading with her augmented hand, she slammed it into one man while kicking another, sending both sprawling. Someone tackled Isaac from the side, and they both tumbled to the ground. A misplaced shot from one of the trailing Growlers took the man out. Isaac jumped back to his feet, taking aim and letting one round fly.

      The Growler fell.

      “We’re almost there. Hurry!” Rain shouted.

      Isaac looked forward again. The exit was up ahead, and there was just enough open space left to give him hope they might escape. He sprinted along the terminal, so concerned with getting to the exit he didn’t notice the gunfire had stopped.

      The barriers behind the rest of the glass face of the terminal pulled back. A pair of spotlights shined through the front into the building, connecting with Rain first and then Isaac. Rain came to a sudden stop. Isaac followed a moment later, pulling up beside her.

      The two cars with the mounted railguns were positioned ahead, ready to blow them to bloody pieces.

      “Ike, I’m sorry,” she said. A few more guards gathered in front of them. “I had to. She’s my sister. And he…” she trailed off, tears coming to her eyes.

      Isaac didn’t need her to finish the sentence. Junk’s thugs had tied Rain to a chair and burned her house down around her and her family.

      He stared ahead at the guards. They weren’t approaching, and nobody was telling them to drop their guns. Why?

      He heard it a moment later. It was a murmur at first that echoed from the back of the terminal, working its way forward like the rev of an engine. He recognized the people were chanting something, and the word became clearer as the chant grew louder.

      “Shurrath! Shurrath! Shurrath!”

      “What the hell is Shurrath?” Isaac asked.

      “Beats me,” Rain replied.

      They both turned around. The crowd was parting. Someone was coming.

      The volume of the chant increased.

      “Shurrath! Shurrath! Shurrath!”

      It had reached a fever pitch when the front line of people moved aside.

      Lucia was walking toward them.

      Junk was walking beside her.
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      A day and a half after leaving the Highway Patrol station, Hayden reached the outskirts of a fairly large city. He had woken that morning to a group of a dozen trife outside his cell, waiting quietly for him to stir. The demons didn’t like to kill people in their sleep. There was no honor in that. They became active when he opened his eyes, giving him a moment to sit up before hissing and trying to reach through the bars.

      It wasn’t a fair fight. He grabbed them by the throats, breaking their necks or suffocating them while their claws scraped ineffectively against the metal shells of his replacement arms. It only took a few minutes to finish them off, and then he hurried past the stench of the decomposing bodies and outside, calling for Zorro.

      As he had hoped, the horse hadn’t gone far. He hurried back to Hayden, and they were on their way.

      It was mostly clear riding from there—travel during the day, a silent and dark camp at night— allowing Hayden to work through the puzzle as best he could. What was the connection between Dugway and the alien symbol? What was the relationship between the symbol and the word in the notebook: Hunger?

      He still had those questions in the back of his mind as he continued east on the 80. There was a steady line of old houses and a heavier infestation of dead cars on either side of him. He could see taller buildings rising in the distance. They looked to be in decent shape, absent the bent and naked steel girders, bare walls and crumbling upper levels common in Sanisco and Haven. He could guess why. The city wasn’t a significant population center. The United States military didn’t have the resources or the ordnance to be everywhere and had chosen their targets based on priority.

      This place hadn’t been a priority.

      A few minutes later, he passed a rusted, dirty green sign bent at an awkward angle. He guided Zorro over to it to get a better look, wiping some of the grunge off with his hand.

      WELCOME TO RENO

      Reno. That had to be the old name of the place. Maybe the current name, if nobody lived here. Sanisco used to be San Francisco. Haven used to be Los Angeles. Ports was once called Portland. People now either didn’t know the original names or didn’t care. New names for a new world.

      He kept riding, the city filling in around him, slowly transitioning from smaller homes to a denser layout of larger buildings and storefronts. The ground level was nearly identical to the other cities Hayden had been through. Broken windows, abandoned cars, lots of garbage and debris strewn across silent streets. Evidence of scavengers having passed through in search of items to trade. It would be similar inside the stores, apartments, hotels and casinos he spotted from Zorro’s back.

      There were no immediate signs of trife though he did notice scratch marks along the walls of the buildings as proof they had been there at some point. If there were a power source nearby, they could be in the area still. It kept him more cautious. It was one thing to run into a slick in the wilderness. It would be much harder here where the demons could easily surround their target before launching an attack.

      Hayden activated his sunglasses, sweeping his head left and right and up on occasion, trusting the system’s AI to call out any trife it identified while he rode at a steady pace. The sound of Zorro’s hooves made an almost hypnotic cadence against the asphalt.

      A few more minutes passed. A series of bridges appeared  ahead, crossing over the 80. One of them had collapsed, leaving a pile of rubble in his path. He veered Zorro off the road, navigating down an embankment to a smaller secondary street, also blocked off by debris. He continued to the next street over, concerned with the placement of the blockades.

      It almost seemed intentional.

      Instinct told him to draw his laser pistol. He pulled it out  of the shoulder holster under his coat and activated it, connecting it with the glasses. A small targeting reticle appeared in front of him, projected a meter out into his field of view. He kept the pistol in his hand but didn’t aim. Not until he had something to aim at.

      The next street was clear, but curiosity drove him one block further south where he came across a sunken road that vanished into a tunnel. The bridge that should have carried him over it was out.

      “If this isn’t intentional, this is the biggest coincidence of structural damage I’ve ever seen,” he said.

      Zorro snorted softly, responding to the sound of his voice.

      “Back the other way, I suppose. Stay alert, Z.”

      Before he could change Zorro’s direction, his sunglasses began to vibrate on his face. He didn’t know why at first. The HUD was clear. Then he turned his head a little more until he was looking back at the tunnel.

      A red outline appeared on the first trife to emerge. And the second. And third. But the system quickly became overwhelmed as an entire slick of demons began pouring out of the darkness and clamoring in his direction.

      Hayden gritted his teeth. He had been expecting an ambush.

      Not a tidal wave.
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      Hayden wheeled the horse back in the direction they had come and kicked him in the sides. “Go, Zorro!”

      The trife moved at full speed, bounding with their strong back legs and then planting their long arms and pulling the legs through. Some ran straight at him, while others climbed the walls of the sunken street to cut off his escape.

      He regretted his decision not to bring a plasma rifle as Zorro accelerated away, needing only minimal direction from Hayden to break into an all-out gallop. They flew back down the street with the trife behind them, the horse slowing to turn down the cleared road and then darting ahead.

      Pressing his thighs tight against the saddle, Hayden used both hands to steady his aim. He fired his laser pistol at the targets the glasses marked for him. Each time he put a demon in the reticle and hit the trigger, an invisible pulse burst from the weapon and burned a one-centimeter diameter hole through the impact point, usually the head. The creatures dropped one after another, but he could only fire so fast.

      They charged across the city, headed for the tall building near the center. Hayden could see the demons on his right as he passed each of the buildings, trying to split the difference to catch up. Some of them were already ahead, having scaled the buildings to race across the rooftops. They leaped the fifteen to twenty-foot breaks between the structures as if the open gaps were nothing to them.

      Hayden backhanded the first to jump off a roof at him, breaking its neck. It hit the ground with crushing force. He shot the second one to come at him, barely getting the pistol aimed and fired before Zorro came up short to let one of the demons land in from of him. The stallion reared, his hooves smashing down on the creature  before he leaped over its lifeless body and again broke into a run.

      Hayden’s heart raced along with the horse’s hooves. There were so many trife coming, he barely needed to aim to shoot them. He couldn’t believe this area could even support them all. There had to be a nest somewhere in that tunnel or close to it. And there had to be a powerful reactor active somewhere in the city for them to feed on.

      Damn it. He knew better than to get too comfortable.

      They thundered across the asphalt, reaching the intersection beside a hotel and casino, according to the sign. If he could get inside he might be able to find somewhere to hide. Noticing an opening to a parking garage at the corner—always a great place to hide—he turned Zorro toward it.

      “Whoa!” he shouted, yanking on the reins and bringing Zorro to another abrupt stop.

      The trife had gotten to the other side of the street and were closing from the north. He wheeled the steed around again, continuing west, blasting a few demons with the laser pistol as they attempted to give chase. The trife were getting too close, lunging at him and nearly getting their claws into Zorro’s flanks. The horse managed to find another burst of speed, and they raced ahead.

      Hayden spotted a bridge across the roadway, an extension of the casino lined with large, intact windows. It might be his only chance.

      He holstered the laser pistol, batted a trife away from Zorro with his oversized right hand, and then grabbed the saddlebag with the comm equipment, slinging it over his shoulder. He took a few short, shaky breaths, wondering if he was desperate or just plain crazy.

      He kicked out of the right stirrup and shifted all his weight to Zorro’s other side to get his right foot up under him and braced on the saddle. Keeping hold of the reins and saddle horn, he pulled himself up into a squat on the saddle, glad the off-balance in his weight hadn’t bothered Zorro enough for him to break stride. Balancing himself was iffy as it was, each of the stallion’s strides threatening to throw him off.

      This was definitely crazy, he decided, guiding Zorro slightly to the left to better align himself with one of the windows in the rapidly approaching structure. When the moment to jump came, he let go of the reins and pushed off. Leading with his oversized augmented hand, he threw a quick, powerful jab at the glass and smashed through. He grabbed onto the frame with each metal appendage and held on, his body continuing to swing forward to slam into the outside of the building with enough force to knock the air out of him. There was no time to hang there, catching his breath.

      He pulled himself up as Zorro ran on without him, the trife immediately losing interest in the riderless horse.

      They changed directions, some scaling the buildings on both sides of the street to get to him while others leaped from the ground, trying to grab his legs. He kicked at their hands as he pulled himself through the jagged glass. His body broke out more of the glass as he pulled himself through and onto the floor. If not for his combat armor protecting him, he’d be a bloody mess.

      A trife tried to follow him through, and he kicked it in the face, knocking it back.  Pulling his  revolver, he shot the next one as he fought back to his feet. He quickly scanned the room. Lined with gambling machines resting on faded green carpet, the smell of cigarette smoke still lingered impossibly in the air.

      A pair of dark wood doors at each end of the walkway closed off both venues. Hayden broke to the left, knocking over the slot machines to delay the trife as they began to pour in. They leaped over the overturned slot machines. One trife tripped over a machine. The rest covered ground quickly. He started shooting, emptying his revolver in a hurry while taking out a handful of demons.

      He reloaded in seconds, reaching the door and pushing through. He stopped there, looking back in search of a lock. There wasn’t one. A trife came through, greeted with the business end of a revolver against its face.

      Hayden squeezed the trigger.

      The trife’s head vanished, and a trife behind it also screamed in pain, hit by the shot.

      Hayden spun back, finding a door on the left and one ahead. He chose the one on the left because it was closer, navigating around the gambling tables to reach it.

      The trife piled through the two doors behind him, still in hard pursuit. One of them managed to land on Hayden’s back, yanking his hat from his head as it tried to get to his neck. He grabbed it, throwing it over his shoulder and into the wall.

      He made it through the next door, which was one of a few leading into a theater, where tables sat on multi-tiered platforms descending toward the stage. A wood and cardboard set was still exposed up front, designed like the bow of a large boat. Pieces of it had rotted or collapsed at some point, leaving debris strewn away from it.

      Hayden ran down the steps toward the stage. The trife gave chase, slowed by the width of the single door. Hayden fired on them as they came through, able to take out two or three with one powerful round.

      It would only slow them down. There were hundreds in pursuit.

      Hayden reached the stage, vaulting up and rolling on his shoulder to his feet. Getting behind the set and finding the backstage area, he slowed to look back. He needed to get the demons off his ass.

      He holstered the revolver and grabbed his laser pistol, using his eye muscles to access its interface. There was one thing about the weapon that made it stand out above everything else the USSF had designed.

      It doubled as a bomb.

      He found the overload in the menu and activated it. A countdown started in the corner of his glasses. Ten seconds. He flung the pistol away, sliding it across the stage. It came to rest behind the frame of the boat.

      The trife reached it a moment later, rushing by it without slowing. Hayden was already on the move, running down a narrow corridor past the backstage dressing rooms and watching the count on his HUD.

      Three…two…one…

      He reached a far door, yanking it open and throwing himself through just as the pistol’s  overloaded battery exploded, detonating with enough force to send a wall of fire into the backs of the pursuing trife and destroy the entire theater. The building shook, rumbling from the impact.

      Then it was over. Hayden sat on the floor, facing the door with both revolvers drawn and aimed. He waited for something to come through.

      He might not have gotten all of the demons—and Natalia was going to be pissed he wasted one of their few laser pistols—but at least he bought himself some time.
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      Hayden got to his feet, shaking off the adrenaline and nerves, his heart rate beginning to slow a little. He had almost no idea where he was, and he definitely had no idea how he was going to continue. Zorro might not go too far, but how would he find the horse surrounded by trife?

      That was a problem for later. The demons were still nearby. They would be looking and listening for him, using their enhanced senses to locate him in the building. If he could find somewhere to hunker down—if he could wait them out—then he might be able to sneak through the city without being seen.

      He had done it before.

      What he didn’t understand was where all of them had come from and why they had reacted so violently to his approach. Trife hunted humans, but they didn’t usually send a thousand after a single man.

      And then there was the fact that the road was blockaded to send travelers down the street he had taken. It could have been an old barrier, erected years before and forgotten. Maybe when the trife had arrived in the city.

      But the aliens needed energy to survive. Heat. Radiation. Anything, including the sun. That would keep them alive. They required a surplus to multiply. The more energy they could access, the more hunters their queens could create. The military was slow to take down the power plants. They needed the output as much as the trife did. By the time they were ready to shut them down, it was too late.

      If there were that many trife here, either there was a power source nearby or they had chosen to settle here to wait on travelers. The deputies at the UWT checkpoint he had passed told him the roads had been quiet for weeks. No one coming or going. They weren’t even there to watch for wanderers. They were there to look out for trife.

      Did it have anything to do with Dugway?

      He didn’t want to think it did. It added complexity to an already complicated situation. A brute who couldn’t be killed. An alien symbol. An exotic weapon from a race he was already too familiar with and who he’d rather not interact with again. A hard drive that had led him all the way out here. And now this.

      He walked along the back hallway. It was behind the general access areas, a private space intended for waiters, maids, security and other employees so they could get from one part of the casino to the other without interrupting the flow of the crowds. He passed a few storage rooms still filled with cleaning equipment and other miscellaneous items that had little value to outside trade markets. He passed a couple of backroom offices and a security station.

      He paused there and doubled back, returning to the small room and stepping inside. A single red LED had caught his attention.

      It was lit, which meant the building had power.

      There was a reactor nearby after all.

      Hayden sat at the station and tapped on the keyboard controlling the security system, surprised when the black and white displays ahead of him blinked on. A dozen displays were showing a dozen different areas of the casino. His eyes swept over each of them, expecting to be looking through a film of dust and age. He wasn’t. The cameras at the other end were clean and functional.

      Someone still lived here. But who? Hayden reached up to lift his hat and scratch his head, only then vaguely recalling he had lost it. It didn’t matter. What did was that someone controlled this building. Was it a single survivor, or a whole group?

      He wouldn’t worry too much about one person. A group was cause for concern, for his own safety and theirs. He had led the trife into the building. But if this security station was functional, any others must be too.

      It could be dangerous to stay. It might be dangerous to leave. He deactivated his sunglasses, conserving their power, and leaned back in the chair, considering. If someone was living here, they might be able to help him. What were the odds of that? Most of the people he ran into outside the UWT were lost souls desperate to survive. Their goodness was locked away, buried so deep it wouldn’t get them killed. But not everyone was as stupid as Billy and his crew. Not everyone was so unwilling to listen to reason.

      And since he had let the trife in, it was his responsibility to warn whoever was in here. Otherwise their deaths would be on his conscience. He had enough death tormenting him already.

      He scanned the feeds again, inspecting them for clues on the whereabouts of the building’s occupants. He didn’t see anything that stood out, but he did find a feed for a section of hallway with a lift at the end. He wasn’t sure how to get there, but there had to be a schematic showing the positions of the cameras somewhere.

      There were a few drawers beneath the displays. Hayden opened them, digging through ancient papers until he found a laminated sheet with a coffee stain in the corner. A layout of security quadrant C. It showed more feeds than he could see right now. There had to be a way to switch them. He looked down at the keyboard and tried pressing the number keys. The feeds changed accordingly, this time showing him a set focused on the gambling tables. He knew the location by the dead trife strewn across the floor, partially visible through the cameras.

      He tried again. The feeds showed more hallways. Two of them showed two groups of trife moving slowly through the corridors, searching. Ten or so per group. Scouts. They were still looking for him.

      He matched the cameras up on the schematic. One of the groups was between him and the lift.. When they saw him, they would communicate his position to the others, and the rest of the slick would move in again. That was more in line with how the creatures often hunted. It was a relief to Hayden to see them acting predictably in this instance.

      He got back to his feet, thankful for the short rest. He drew his revolvers, reloading them from the individual rounds on his ammo belt. He also took the time to stock his rapid loaders. A lot of his people didn’t like the revolvers because of how long it took to resupply.  Until he showed them how with the rapid loaders and enough practice he could reload and start shooting again faster than they could exchange a magazine.

      That done, he gave the schematic another look before folding it and putting it in his pocket. Then he headed back out into the corridor, following it to a door at the end. It would bring him out a few turns away from the lifts and allow him to take the trife almost by surprise.

      They would hear him coming, but when they came to investigate, he would be ready.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Hayden turned the knob of the door as slowly as he could. The latch clicked softly, and he used his shoulder to push the door open just a few centimeters to look through the open crack. The corridor was clear. He activated the HUD again, putting the glasses on the floor facing the crack. He reached for his revolver, bringing it back to hand. Once that was done, he continued shoving the door the rest of the way open, putting himself completely behind it. He winced when it squeaked and whined substantially enough that it was sure to attract the trife.

      Reaching for his revolvers, he brought them up beside his head and closed his eyes, listening. The trife moved almost silently, their light frames helping them tread softly across most surfaces. He never heard them coming, but the processor in his glasses identified them, vibrating against the floor to warn him they were close. He counted to five, giving them time to pile into the corridor. Then he took a step back, shoving the door closed in front of him and revealing the assault.

      The trife hissed at his sudden appearance, not expecting him to be standing in the open doorway. Not expecting him to be ready for them. He straightened his arms and began to shoot.

      Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!

      The slugs roared from his revolvers, slamming into the trife, blowing through the first one and hitting the second. They were on the ground, the walls, the ceiling. It didn’t matter. Hayden had done all this before. He knew where to shoot. Five rounds, that’s all it took. Two from his right hand, three from his dominant left. The creatures howled in pain and collapsed, falling into a line less than a meter in front of him.

      He smirked, twirling the pistols on his fingers before slapping them back into his holsters. It was a showy move, but no one was watching.

      Then he opened the door again, reaching for the glasses.

      They were still vibrating.

      He  drew his guns again.  The trife moved into view, and the front six closed on him. Only six? He emptied the right revolver into them and nearly depleted the left one to cut them down. He  holstered both, pivoting to face the trife coming at him from the other side of the corridor.

      The quick reaction saved his life.

      He got an elbow up as the trife lunged at him from the ceiling, blocking its claws and stopping its momentum. A sharp kick sent it tumbling back, the other demons splitting around it. Two of them came in together, and he backed away, keeping his arms up to catch their claws. Then he shoved back, the strength of his augmented arms throwing them into the wall on either side and clearing him for a moment. The last trife dove toward him, and he dropped to his knees, using his hand to push it over him and throw it to the other side of the hallway. The three in front of him were recovering, and he grabbed the revolver from his left holster and rapid-fired three rounds, killing them.

      Out of bullets, he spun on the last trife, catching it by the throat only a second before it would have slashed his neck. Its mouth snapped centimeters in front of his face, revealing its long, sharp teeth. Claws slashed his arms, tearing through his coat. He squeezed his hand closed, crushing its neck before dropping its corpse.

      Hayden heaved a sigh of relief, quickly reloading his revolver. He was clear, at least for now, but he put his sunglasses back over his eyes to verify he had handled the threat. He looked at the pile of dead trife around him, knowing he wasn’t safe yet. The demons communicated in a style that seemed almost telepathic. No doubt the queen knew what had happened here. She wouldn’t be happy.

      He stepped over the downed trife and hurried for the lift. He tapped the controls, smiling when they lit up and he heard the mechanisms moving behind the closed doors. Now he just had to figure out where the people who lived here were hiding.

      The penthouse was always a good guess.

      The lift arrived, the doors sliding open. Hayden stepped inside. The smell of perfume greeted him, sweet and earthy. Someone had been in the cab only minutes ago.

      Wearing perfume?

      He assumed a woman. She was lucky she hadn’t crossed the trife.

      He reached for the button to go up and then paused. The lift had risen to meet him. The woman had gone down. He was only on the second floor. She either went to the first or she had gone underground, into the parking garage.

      Wearing perfume?

      It was strange, but he had seen plenty of strange things in the small communities he had explored across the areas of the former United States. Plenty of horrible things too. Things he couldn’t afford to let stand. He was a lawman in a world without laws.

      He was going to change that for the better. It was how things had to be if they could ever hope to win the planet back from the trife.

      Even if he had to do it one overly perfumed woman at a time.

      Hayden hit the button to go down. He kept his guns holstered, but he positioned his coat so he could grab them with ease should the need arise.

      The lift opened at ground level. He stepped out of it and sniffed. Nothing. She hadn’t come out here. He glanced out through the glass-doored entrance to the building, noticing there were still a number of trife lingering outside. Why weren’t they coming in to get him?

      He was curious, but he wasn’t going to complain. He stepped back into the lift and pressed the button to go to the parking garage, deciding to start at “P4,” the bottom level.

      He rode the lift down, leaning against the faux wood backing. He stood up straight when the lift stopped and the doors slid open. He stepped out, eyes quickly sweeping the area.

      Spotting a man tied to a chair, his slowing heart rate jumped again. He ran forward, ducking behind a cement support column before he could be seen.

      What the hell was going on here?
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      “Open your eyes.”

      Isaac heard the command somewhere in his subconscious, spoken calmly but firmly. He didn’t respond to it. He was tired. He wanted to rest.

      “Open your eyes.”

      The voice was a little more insistent, but he didn’t care. He wanted to sleep. To dream. To be in a different, better place. If only for a little while.

      Someone slapped his face.

      “Open your eyes!”

      He did. He was looking directly into Lucia’s face. She didn’t look much different than when he had seen her in the market. She shared the same bone structure as her sister. A heart-shaped face, moderate cheekbones, a narrow jaw. Blue eyes. Her hair didn’t have the hint of red Rain’s did, and she had age lines around her eyes and mouth. He breathed in, wrinkling his nose. She smelled strongly of perfume.

      “That’s better,” she said.

      “Where am I?” Isaac asked, trying to move. Finding he was bound in place.

      He glanced down and to the right. He had ropes around his wrists, his chest, his ankles. Tied to a chair. He shifted his attention to the location. A large room, mostly dark. A few candles were flickering in tall holders nearby, providing all of the light. He couldn’t see the walls. The ceiling was concrete as was the floor.

      “Shurrath has been waiting for you,” she said.

      “Shurrath? You mean Junk?” He remembered how the people were cheering the name.

      She laughed. “No. We are servants of the mighty one.”

      Cyrus?

      “What do you mean waiting for me?”

      “The long slumber. He knew you would awaken eventually. We were to wait for you. To watch for you. We knew Rain would bring you to us.”

      Rain? Had she betrayed him?

      “I see the look on your face, Sergeant. No, my sister didn’t betray you. She had no idea we were waiting.”

      “That’s why you sent me there,” Rain said suddenly, her voice right behind Isaac’s head. “That’s why you told me it was safe in Dugway. You bitch.”

      Isaac could sense her anguish. He wanted to be angry with her for putting him in this situation, but he found he couldn’t. She had brought him to Howl because she wanted to free her sister from the man who’d murdered their family.

      Except her sister didn’t want to be free.

      “I needed someone I could trust,” Lucia said. “Someone who would do anything for me.”

      “You gave me new limbs so you could use me,” Rain hissed.

      “It wasn’t perfect. You let Grace get away.” Lucia returned the anger with a heavier dose, rising from her crouch. She was dressed in a simple white robe that draped over her entire body, leaving no flesh exposed beneath her head. She swept around the chair to Rain. “Shurrath wanted her too.”

      “Who is Shurrath?” Isaac asked.

      Another man materialized from the shadows. His head was shaved, and the same alien symbol Isaac was becoming too accustomed to seeing adorned his entire face. He wore a similar robe to Lucia’s and carried a small canister in his hands. Others moved in with him, men and women in black robes, all of them with the alien symbol tattooed somewhere on their faces.

      “Shurrath is the way through the darkness,” the man said. “The only way to survive what’s to come. I am Kalith. I will be your guide during the integration.”

      “What’s to come?” Isaac said. “The trife already destroyed humankind.”

      “No. They haven’t destroyed it. Only culled it. The weak from the strong in preparation.”

      I hunger.

      Isaac’s mind flashed back to the only words Cyrus spoke after he massacred the children. After he killed Jason.

      “Preparation for what?”

      “The war with the trife is over, Sergeant Pine. But a new war is beginning. A more personal war that will see humankind saved or destroyed for good. By following Shurrath, we can be saved.”

      “If you were waiting for me, then you knew I was in hibernation. Did Major Salk tell you that?”

      “Shurrath relayed the message.” Kalith closed his eyes. “I can sense him even now. He knows you’re here with me. He’s very pleased.”

      “Why didn’t you wake me earlier? Why didn’t you kill me then?”

      “Kill you?” Kalith said, smiling. “Why would we want to kill you? You were placed in hibernation for a reason. Your years were too valuable to waste on the transition. Given the opportunity, you were saved for a more opportune moment, where your strength will be of most benefit.”

      Isaac stared at the man. Had Cyrus put him in hibernation to save him? Like you would stick a steak in the freezer to keep it longer?  

      “I don’t understand. Save me for what?”

      “You’re special, Isaac. But you probably don’t even know it.”

      “I know I gunned down a room full of scientists,” he spat bitterly. “Does that make me special?”

      “Yes. But not in the way you think. The explosion wasn’t what you think.”

      “How do you know about the explosion?”

      “Because Shurrath knows. Because Shurrath was there. It was he who put you in the stasis pod. He who extended your life. He wasn’t ready for you yet.”

      “Is Cyrus Salk still alive?”

      “Not in the way you think.”

      “The research behind the BFD. The aliens.”

      “You’re getting warmer,” Kalith replied. “We can’t survive on our own. Not anymore. We must all serve a master. The question then becomes, which master will we serve?”

      Lucia had been behind Isaac. He could smell her as she changed her position. She came back to stand beside Kalith.

      “She’s ready,” she said.

      “Ready for what?” Isaac asked.

      “Shurrath requires followers to help him in the days ahead. Survival of the strongest, and you are very strong, Sergeant. When the enemy came through the gate, you resisted the manipulation. You stopped the others before they could do irreparable harm. Very few can resist.”

      “Who is the enemy?” Isaac asked.

      “You will learn.”

      Isaac glanced at the canister. He wasn’t entirely sure what was in it, but he was willing to hazard a guess. A small, black alien creature like he had seen in Dugway. Only this one would be alive. Something had possessed Cyrus. Seized control of him. Maybe not completely, but enough to make him do things he would never have done on his own.

      And Shurrath wanted him too.

      Not only him. Shurrath wanted Grace. Had he put her in hibernation for the same reason? Had their pods opened at different times because Shurrath didn’t want them to team up against him?

      Grace should have warned him. But how could she? Which part of the history belonged to Shurrath, and which part belonged to Cyrus?

      It didn’t matter now. He was tied to a chair. Trapped. Captured so easily, it was almost embarrassing.

      “Don’t fear the khoron, Sergeant,” Kalith said. “She will make you a better version of yourself. Stronger. Smarter. Able to see the world in a way you never have before.”

      Junk turned the cap on the canister, opening it. A moment later, a small, black creature crawled out to the edge of it. It reminded Isaac of a shrimp, with long tendrils that reached out ahead of it and nearly invisible legs underneath. It was barely the size of his thumb.

      And he was terrified of it.

      “This one isn’t for you,” Lucia said, putting her hand to the side of the canister. The creature crawled out onto her palm, resting there.

      Isaac tried to swallow. His heart was pounding, his body chilled. This was a nightmare turned real. Was this what Cyrus had gone through? Had the researchers behind the BFD implanted one of these things in him? What was the name on the computer again? Valentine. Had she done this?

      “Rain killed your husband in the market,” Isaac said. “I saw it.”

      “A fatal wound for any normal human,” Lucia agreed. “That is one of the benefits of a khoron. You will see, my friend.”

      “I’m not your friend.”

      “You will be.”

      Lucia carried the creature past him. Was she about to force it on her own sister?

      “What the hell is that?” Rain said behind him, her voice as frightened as he felt. “Lucia, please. I don’t know what’s happening, but please don’t.”

      “It will be better this way, Rain. We can be together again. Sisters like we were before. You’ll be a powerful weapon for Shurrath like you were before.”

      “I always thought you were training me to help me survive on my own.”

      “In a sense.”

      The chair behind Isaac began to shake slightly as Rain tried to squirm out of it. He realized they must have taken her augmentations away, leaving her with only a single arm to fight back with.

      The second khoron climbed out of the canister and into Kalith’s hand. He passed the canister to one of his lackeys and approached Isaac, dropping to a knee in front of him.

      “The khoron will pierce you with a tendril to paralyze you. Then it will burrow into your flesh. Its tendrites will link with your nervous system, and you will be joined. There will be a period of confusion for both you and the khoron. I will guide you through it. Enjoy the experience, Sergeant. It can be pleasurable if you let it.”

      “Fuck you,” Isaac said, growing angry. He pushed his wrists against the ropes, straining to break free.

      “Resistance only makes it hurt more,” Lucia said. “I was frightened when Shurrath enlisted me in his war. But my life has only improved with my khoron’s guidance.”

      “You buy and sell children.”

      “For the good of Shurrath. It’s our mission to prepare the people.”

      “Bullshit. You enjoy it.”

      “I admit, I hunger for their fear just as I’m enjoying the taste of yours.” Lucia breathed in. “A meal worth savoring.”

      “A meal worth savoring,” Kalith repeated, breathing in deeply. Then he put his hand out. The khoron passed from it to Isaac’s shoulder. Isaac could see it from the corner of his eye, two tiny black eyes looking back at him with a horrifying hint of intellect.

      Behind him, Rain started screaming and then fell silent. Paralyzed.

      He would be next.

      A loud cough from somewhere behind them took everyone in the room by surprise, including the khoron. It froze in place as Kalith rose and spun. The other members of the cult spun with him.

      Isaac could barely see the newcomer in the shadows. He was lean, his chiseled face lined with stubble. He was wearing a long duster and hard body armor beneath, crossed with a pair of ammo belts and a third around his waist. A pair of sunglasses hid his eyes.

      Sunglasses? How could he even see anything?

      He was holding a pair of antique revolvers, aimed at Kalith and Lucia.

      “Am I interrupting?” he asked.
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      Hayden’s eyes shifted beneath the sunglasses, his hands making tiny adjustments to keep his aim accurate. He had found a safe spot behind a column to hide. He had heard every word Kalith had said to the man tied to the chair.

      It answered a lot of the questions he had left Sanisco to search for. It also left him with new ones. Namely, what kind of alien was Shurrath, and what did the man mean when he said there was a new war starting on Earth?

      This was his planet, damn it.

      “And you are?” Kalith said, maintaining his calm.

      “Sheriff Hayden Duke.”

      “Sheriff?” Kalith replied, amused. “There are no laws anymore, Sheriff. Only those the strong make to keep the weak in line.”

      “Works for me,” Hayden replied. “I don’t tend to take too kindly to seeing people tied up, and I especially don’t take kindly to it when they’re about to become hosts to alien parasites.”

      Lucia said something a little too low for Hayden to hear. Kalith’s smile grew. “Oh. You’re the one who got the children all riled up. I thought the shaking meant the end of you. But you made it all the way down here? Is that why you call yourself Sheriff? Another strong man making rules for the weak among us.”

      “I call it doing my job. I don’t lord over the people. I aim to pick them up. To put the world back the way it was before.”

      “There is no going back, Sheriff,” Kalith said. “Shurrath is the way forward. We could use someone like you.”

      Hayden grinned. “I bet you could.”

      “This is none of your business,” Lucia said. “You can walk away. Forget you ever saw this.”

      “Forget I saw it? Ma’am, this is the reason I’m here.”

      Hayden noticed the alien creature on the man’s shoulder start moving across it, toward his neck. It was a tricky shot, but his eyes didn’t lie. He squeezed the trigger. The round passed within centimeters of Isaac’s shoulder and face, causing his eyes to widen in shock. It also hit the alien square, the force sending its remains splattering onto his cheek.

      Lucia cried out in surprise.

      “You’ll pay for that,” Kalith said, face beginning to twist with anger.

      “I’m pretty sure it’ll be worth it,” Hayden replied. He fired again, catching the second alien parasite as it prepared to burrow into the girl’s neck, with similar results.

      “No!” Lucia shouted.

      The other men and women pushed their robes aside, reaching for weapons hidden beneath them. Hayden didn’t hesitate, shooting each of them in the gut and knocking them down. Kalith lunged at him, falling short when he caught a bullet in his chest.

      Lucia pulled a knife, screaming as she charged. Hayden used his arm to block the blade, pushing back against it and spinning her to the side. She caught herself nimbly, turning and lashing out with her foot. It caught Hayden in his protected stomach, the surprising strength of the blow nearly knocking him over. He stumbled back two steps, jerking sideways as her fist whipped past his face. He backhanded her in the side, knocking her away from him. She started getting up.

      A bullet kept her down.

      Hayden reloaded as he ran to the chairs, and then holstered his guns and grabbed his knife. He knelt in front of the man, cutting at the ropes.

      “Sheriff Hayden Duke,” he said.

      “Sergeant Isaac Pine. Sheriff, forget me. Help Rain. Those people aren’t going to stay down.”

      “Then I need you first,” Hayden said. He got Isaac’s left arm free, looking back at the people he had shot. A couple of them were twitching. The man in the white robes was starting to get back up. “Here.” He handed Isaac the knife.

      “Do you know how to stop them?” Isaac asked.

      “I have a theory. Can you put these on, and tell me when they buzz?” He didn’t wait for Isaac to respond, putting them on his face. Then he reached into his pocket and withdrew the alien weapon.

      “What is that?” Isaac said.

      “My theory,” Hayden replied, keeping the weapon close to his chest and waiting.

      “Three marks,” Isaac said, looking at the HUD. “Nine, eleven, and two.” He paused a few seconds. “Two!”

      Hayden spun, surprised when it grew warm in his hand. He stabbed the dark alloy microspear out without looking, sinking into the chest of the man at two o’clock. The weapon sank in more easily than Hayden expected The man cried out, an inhuman wail of pain, and then became a dead weight against his grip.

      He yanked the weapon out as Kalith hit him from behind, trying to stab him in the back. His coat was still hiding the body armor. The blade skipped off it and left the man banging into him from behind. Hayden reached back, grabbing whatever body part he found first and pulling the man to the ground.

      Kalith stumbled forward, landing on his stomach, already rolling to get back up.

      “Nine!” Isaac said, desperately slicing at the ropes with his free hand. Lucia was coming around. So were the rest of the cultists. All but the one he had stabbed with the alien weapon.

      Hayden turned back toward nine o’clock, getting his arm up to block a knife, turning it aside and following through with his other hand. He stabbed the weapon into the woman’s neck near the shoulder, rewarded when she dropped to the floor.

      “Ike?” Rain said, frightened.

      “Hold on!” Isaac replied. “I’m almost loose.”

      Kalith was up again, reaching under his robes. Hayden caught him out of the corner of his eye  and swung back around, backpedaling to keep clear of the other opponents. He drew his revolver and fired into the man, three rounds to his chest. Unlike the first time, he didn’t fall.

      He pulled a gun of his own, a more modern piece Hayden recognized as an M007. Standard military issue. “Are you bulletproof, Sheriff?” the man hissed, firing.

      Hayden put his arm up in front of his face, the body armor below his duster deflecting the rounds off the hardened plates. He charged Kalith, slamming his arm into his throat and taking him down hard.

      “As a matter of fact...”  He raised his blade to stab Kalith. “...I am.”

      “Nooo!” Lucia shouted, hitting his arm with all her force and knocking the weapon away. She tumbled over Hayden, turning and getting back to her feet.

      The move surprised Hayden, and Kalith took advantage, shoving him away as though he were augmented himself. Hayden toppled back, tucking and rolling, and coming up with both revolvers in hand.

      Kalith was on him in a second. Hayden shot him point-blank in the chest, but it didn’t even slow him down. He tackled Hayden, getting on top and wrapping his hands around Hayden’s neck. He squeezed, the force stronger than anything Hayden had ever felt.

      It vanished a moment later. Kalith fell sideways and didn’t move.

      Hayden found Isaac a few meters distant, backing away from Lucia. The alien weapon was in Kalith’s back. Hayden yanked it out, catching movement to his side and jabbing it into another cultist’s abdomen. It took a few seconds, but the microspear reached up to the alien within, killing it and cutting the man down.

      Hayden used his other hand to aim and fire, sending a round through Lucia’s skull.

      “Nooooo!” Rain screamed. She had cut herself loose, and she fell out of her chair, using her single arm to crawl toward the downed cult leader. “Lucia!”

      Hayden stood up, surveying the damage. Two more cultists were getting back to their feet and coming his way. He waited for them, crouched slightly in preparation.

      They came at him hard, somewhat skilled with the knives in their hands. Hayden kept his arms up to take the hits while stepping back, looking for an opening to force the alien weapon through.

      Gunshots echoed from behind him and the two cultists fell again, their heads snapping sideways in response. Hayden glanced over, finding Isaac on his feet near Rain and the downed woman, M007 in hand.

      Hayden turned back toward the two cultists and sunk the microspear into each of them.

      He exhaled sharply, relieved. His throat was burning. He had been two seconds from a crushed windpipe. He hurried to Isaac and Rain, who was leaning over the currently dead woman.

      “Do you think they can recover from brain death?” Hayden asked.

      Lucia’s eyes snapped open, looking up at him. Then she started to laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” Isaac asked.

      “You’ll never get out of here alive. Shurrath knows who you are now, Sheriff Duke. He knows what you’re capable of. Whatever you love the most will surely die.”

      The woman went limp again, her eyes suddenly lifeless. Hayden stared down at her, a shiver running down his spine. Whatever he loved the most?

      A loud bang sounded from somewhere above them.

      The trife were coming.
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      “Lucia?” Rain said, still leaning over her sister. “Lucia?”

      Isaac put his hand on her shoulder. “She’s gone, Rain.”

      Rain looked at him, eyes moist with tears. “This wasn’t her. Those things did this to her. The khoron.”

      “I know,” Isaac replied.

      “We need to get out of here,” Sheriff Duke said. “Either they’ll find a way in, or they’ll trap us in here. If the khoron can communicate with them…” He trailed off. They both knew what it meant.

      Isaac was about to respond when he noticed the skin near Lucia’s neck was moving. “Sheriff,” he said, pointing.

      Sheriff Duke glanced down at the same time the khoron pierced Lucia’s skin, long, narrow tendrils stretching out into the open air.

      “Where’s the canister?” he asked.

      “What?” Isaac replied.

      “The canister. Maybe we can take it alive.”

      Isaac looked up. He was still wearing the glasses the sheriff had given him. They were an incredible piece of equipment, allowing him better vision in the dark. He found the dropped container near one of the dead cultists and hurried to retrieve it.

      “Quick,” Sheriff Duke said.

      Isaac raced back as the creature emerged from Lucia’s body. Sheriff Duke reached down, snatching it up in his metal hand. The khoron tried to wrap its tendrils around the limb as though it were a method of defense, but whatever it might do to something organic it couldn’t do to the steel hand.

      The sheriff used his other hand to pull it away, forcing it to release him or have the tendrils plucked. Then he dropped it into the canister and Isaac closed the lid.

      “Nice work,” Sheriff Duke said. Then he knelt beside Rain. “Ma’am, we need to get out of here. I see you have control rings for replacements. Do you know where the cult was keeping them?”

      Rain glanced at the sheriff’s arms and shook her head. “No. Just leave me here. I’m a liability like this.”

      “Bullshit,” Hayden said. “We’ll get you back to my place. My wife can fix you up.”

      “Sheriff,” Isaac said, getting his attention. “If you don’t mind my bluntness. Who the fuck are you?”

      Sheriff Duke smiled. “An interested third party. But I think you’re exactly what I came here looking for. I recovered a hard drive from a saloon in Dego. My wife, Natalia, she’s still working on the encryption, but we traced it to a research facility in Dugway. I heard the man in the white robe, Kalith, mention Dugway.”

      “Apparently, Shurrath has been waiting for me. I was in stasis there.”

      “Was anyone else in stasis?”

      “A woman. Grace. It’s a long story, and probably not the best time to tell it.”

      Sheriff Duke smiled. “Probably not. One more question.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Does the word hunger mean anything to you?”

      Isaac shuddered, Major Salk’s voice in his head.

      I hunger.

      “I take that reaction as a yes.”

      “Yes. I think one of those things, the khoron, murdered my son.”

      “Over two hundred years ago,” Sheriff Duke said.

      “How did you know?”

      “You aren’t the first person I’ve met who was in stasis.”

      Isaac glanced at him. The sheriff was a strange man. An anachronism. He had a pair of augmented arms, one of which was larger than the other—Space Marine combat armor—and a pair of high-tech glasses. He was also dressed like a gunslinger from a western and had two old revolvers as his weapons of choice. All he needed was a cowboy hat.

      A fresh set of banging above them stole his attention. “We really need to go.”

      “Pozz that,” Sheriff Duke said.

      Isaac assumed that meant yes. “I need to find my backpack.”

      “I don’t know if we have time to hunt around for anything.”

      “It’s important. It belonged to my son, and—”

      “We’ll find it,” Sheriff Duke said, cutting him off. He didn’t need more of a reason than that. “You’ve got enhanced vision through the specs. I know there’s a lift back that way, ten meters or so and obscured by a column. We can get to ground level there. But we’re also in a parking garage, so we could alternately try to get out through the vehicle exit. Do you know how they brought you here?”

      “No. They knocked me out. I woke up tied to the chair.”

      “I do,” Rain said. “There’s a truck. They parked it on the first level of the garage. I bet all our things are still in it.”

      “We’re on the third level,” Sheriff Duke said. He turned around, crouching a little lower. “Rain, get on my back. I’ll carry you.”

      She didn’t hesitate, wrapping her arm around the sheriff’s neck and holding on while he lifted her, wrapping one of his hands behind his back to help keep her supported.

      “You’re down a hand like this, Sheriff,” she said.

      “I’ll manage,” he replied. “You just need to hold on tighter when it’s time for me to reload or punch something.”

      “Will do.”

      Sheriff Duke returned the alien weapon to his pocket and drew one of his revolvers, quickly reloading it and putting his hand back under Rain. “Isaac, Kalith called you Sergeant?”

      “Yes. Sergeant Isaac Pine. United States Space Force Marines. MOS 5815. Special Reaction Team.” He smiled. “But I was law enforcement before the trife came. A county sheriff.”

      Sheriff Duke smiled back. “I knew I liked you the moment I saw you. You’ve got the glasses, so you’re point. How many rounds are left in your weapon?”

      “Nine,” Isaac replied. “It won’t get us very far.” He glanced down, finding one of the large knives the cultists were carrying and picking it up. “This’ll help.”

      He took the lead, using the enhanced sight of the glasses to find the winding ramp leading up to the next level. He jogged toward it, with Sheriff Duke keeping pace behind him.

      A series of bangs sounded to their right, in the direction of the lift. A soft scraping noise followed.

      “They’re on the stairs,” Sheriff Duke said.

      Isaac broke into a sprint, reaching the sloping ramp. He glanced back, finding Sheriff Duke right behind him and a group of trife crossing the parking lot behind him.

      “Sheriff!” he said.

      “Don’t slow down,” Sheriff Duke barked back. “We don’t have the ammo to waste.”

      Isaac kept moving, charging up the ramp. The curved nature made it hard to see too far ahead, and every step left him wondering if he was going to come out into a slick of trife waiting to tear them apart.

      He reached the second subterranean level, looking across the parking lot. More trife were charging from the stairwell on this floor and would be on them in a hurry. Sheriff Duke was right. There were too many to shoot.

      Way too many.

      Their only chance was to outrun them and hope the truck Rain had mentioned was still there. Even that might not save them. For as light as the trife were, a thousand of them could topple a truck with enough coordination.

      “Run faster,” Sheriff Duke growled between heaving breaths. Rain probably wasn’t all that heavy in her current situation, but it was still a lot of extra weight to carry uphill at a run.

      Isaac started up the next ramp. The trife were almost on top of them, close enough that Sheriff Duke started shooting into them, dropping more than one with each round he fired. He emptied his cylinder, letting go of Rain to grab a fresh reloader and expertly refilling the chambers. He fired twice more at the closest trife, cutting them down before they could grab Rain.

      They ascended again, the ramp circling toward the top. They were almost halfway up when Isaac’s worst fear was suddenly realized.

      A thick mass of trife came around the corner from the other direction. The demons were on the floor, on the ceiling, on the walls. At least a hundred of them, probably more.

      “Shit!” Isaac cursed. “Sheriff!”
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      “The canister!” Hayden barked. “That thing called the dogs. Maybe they’ll heel if it’s in trouble.”

      Isaac grabbed the lid of the canister, opening it as he backed up. Hayden came up beside him, catching the khoron within. Once again, it tried to fight him, wrapping its long tendrils around his arm. He held it at arm’s length, showing it to the trife.

      “Back off,” Hayden said. “Or I crush it.” The trife stopped their advance. Hayden spun around, showing the khoron to the trife approaching from behind. “Back off!”

      Those demons froze too.

      “I think it’s working,” Isaac said.

      The trife were motionless; a pair of inky black living walls blocking their path in either direction. Hayden stepped forward, approaching the aliens.

      “Sheriff,” Rain said from his back. “I don’t know if this is a good idea.”

      “I don’t have another one,” Hayden replied. He closed on the trife, getting within striking distance. He held out the khoron, pathetic in his oversized grip. “Move the fuck back!”

      The trife hissed, backing up a step. The demons had to know they could kill all three of them if they were willing to sacrifice the khoron.

      Whatever the relationship was between the creatures, they weren’t willing. They began to part, moving aside to let Hayden, Isaac, and Rain through, and filling in behind them as they passed.

      Hayden took the lead, ascending in darkness, only able to see the trife in shadow. They were all around the trio, just out of claw’s reach, waiting with the hope the khoron would be safe so they could attack without risking its life.

      The space shifted around Hayden, but the trife didn’t move any closer. Isaac stayed close at his back, canister in one hand, knife in the other. They continued up the ramp, reaching the first level.

      “There,” Isaac said, pointing into the darkness.

      Hayden couldn’t see the truck, but he trusted the Marine. He led them toward it, the trife massing around them. There were some already on the first level and they joined with the rest, a hundred turning into two hundred, and two hundred becoming four. They pressed tightly against one another, eager for the smallest slip, the slightest misstep.

      The old box truck was heavily modified, the cab reinforced with the typical spiked steel bars, the grill extending nearly forty centimeters out from the front, composed of welded iron with plenty of spines. The back had been altered with steel plates, small slits cut along each side for the passengers inside to fire out. The suspension was reinforced, the tires larger, as if they had once belonged on some kind of industrial equipment. The back had a hinged steel gate currently swung open. It could be pulled closed to protect the rear. A ladder hung from the left-rear corner for access to the top, which had a bar around it to help contain shooters and lookouts riding in the open.

      “Ike, you need to drive,” Hayden said, turning around to face the trife as they neared the vehicle. He held the khoron out, still clutched in his iron grip. “When I say the word, I drop the khoron into the canister. You make a break for the cab with it. I'll take Rain to the back.”

      “Why don’t you just crush the damn thing?” Isaac said.

      “I think it’ll whip the trife into a frenzy. Not a good idea.”

      “Roger that.”

      Hayden reached the truck, stopping just before the spikes could poke Rain in the back. Isaac took position beside him, closer to the cab. He held the canister toward Hayden.

      “Ready?” Hayden asked.

      “Ready,” Isaac replied.

      Hayden breathed in. Then he shoved the khoron into the canister with one hand, while drawing a gun with the other.

      Isaac closed the lid, already angling for the cab. The trife hissed loudly, a few of them testing Hayden by stepping forward. They were met with a quick end.

      “Hold on tight, Rain,” Hayden said.

      “I’ve got a good grip, Sheriff,” she replied as he swung around to the right and dashed toward the back of the truck.

      Hayden shot three more trife, releasing Rain to reload and shoot two more. He holstered the weapon, quickly unlatching the back of the truck and throwing the gate up. Then he spun around, punching a trife before it could slash him and sending it reeling into the mob.

      “Pull yourself in!” Hayden said, dumping Rain into the truck. She used her only limb to crawl deeper inside, and he grabbed the door and yanked it closed again, remaining on the outside.

      “What are you doing?” she shouted through the door.

      “The trife will try to swarm the truck. Someone needs to keep them off."

      Hayden grabbed the iron gate and pulled it closed. A trife jumped on his back, teeth nearly making it into his throat before he backed it into the spikes. It screamed in his ear before he tore himself away.

      The engine started, and the truck started rolling forward. The trife were surrounding it, trying to get on and winding up stabbed. Hayden took two quick steps and jumped, grabbing the railing.

      A trife grabbed his ankle.

      Its claws tried to find purchase on his armor, the glancing blow digging in enough to keep it attached. Hayden shook his foot, trying to dislodge it. When that failed, he grabbed his gun and shot it in the head. It fell away while the truck continued to pick up speed, the powerful diesel roaring as it pushed through the trife slick.

      Hayden scaled the ladder to the top of the truck, falling flat as they neared the ramp leading outside. The ceiling passed overhead, clearing him by centimeters.

      The truck emerged from the garage, pushing dozens of trife out of the way and leaving a number of them impaled on the grill. The street was as clogged with demons as the underground, a mess of aliens all clamoring for a piece of the humans. They started to scale the sides of the vehicle, some intentionally pressing themselves to the spikes to create a barrier the others could climb. Others tried to foul the wheels, throwing themselves in front of them en masse to force them to a stop.

      Hayden had fought trife before. He had never seen them act like this. There was a furious desperation in the attack. As though their queen had no control over the orders she was sending to her troops.

      It was the khoron. Whatever these new alien creatures were, they had power over the trife he could hardly believe. If there were more of these things on Earth, if they started to organize the trife in new ways, it could mean the definitive end of an already struggling humankind.
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      Hayden stayed on his knees and crawled toward the front of the truck, shouting to Isaac. “Turn left ahead!”

      Isaac reacted by slowing the truck to enter the turn, giving the trife more opportunity to get in the way. Hayden wondered if he should have held onto the khoron to keep them back, but there was no telling if or when the other creature might decide to sacrifice itself to continue the assault. There was no telling how intelligent the small alien was in the first place.

      “Right ahead, and then right at the next street!” Hayden shouted. “That’ll bring us back to the road I arrived on.”

      He couldn’t see Isaac from his position, but he assumed since the Marine had heard him the first time, he had heard him again. He turned away from the front, scanning the area around them. Taller buildings sat further ahead, and the demons were already scaling them to get a better angle of attack.

      Hayden drew his guns, checking the cylinders of both. He reloaded them one at a time, his hands steady despite the chaos of the moment. It was easier to survive when you kept your head.

      The truck reached the first street.

      Instead of turning right, it went left.

      “Ike, I said right!”

      Isaac didn’t answer. There was nothing Hayden could do about the wrong direction. They would work it out once they cleared the trife. If they cleared the trife.

      They were approaching the window he had jumped through an hour earlier. Smoke was leaking out of it from the fire he had started with his laser pistol. There were already trife in the window, standing in the frame, crouched to jump down on him.

      He aimed and fired, taking out a pair before they could move. Seeing they were targets, the other trife started jumping, leaping out into the open air and landing on the cab. They couldn’t reach the glass or Isaac through the safety bars, so they lunged again, joining Hayden on the rooftop.

      Hayden holstered his guns, deciding to conserve his ammo. He charged at the demons, his aggressiveness taking them by surprise. He hit them both hard, throwing them forward off the truck and under its giant wheels.

      He threw himself down as the truck reached the building, nearly getting his head taken off by the low clearance. He was up again as soon as the truck was on the other side. He spun and drew his guns, facing two trife that had jumped down and a few more that managed to get up the sides of the truck. A few quick shots knocked them from the vehicle.

      The slick was thinning out slightly ahead of them, but Hayden could see more of the demons rushing in from their right side, originating from the tunnels.

      “Isaac, step on it!” he roared, trying to get his voice over the din of the engine, the hissing of the trife and the rumble of the big tires on the old pavement. “We need to get clear before the rest of them catch up.”

      The engine noise got louder, the truck picking up a little more speed. Even so, the trife were reaching the sides and beginning to climb up, enough of them already speared by the truck’s defenses that the others had a clear ladder to the top. Maybe if he had a plasma rifle or a machine gun he could convince them to stay back.

      He didn’t.

      One of them came up right in front of Hayden, leaping from the side of the truck and slashing at his face. He already had scars on his cheeks from prior interactions with the demons and wasn’t in the mood for more. He pivoted, switching his grip on his revolver and pistol-whipping the creature and dropping it. He spun the weapon in his hand, shooting the next one to come up, the next, and the next. He reloaded, finding his ammo belt depleting in a hurry. Could he keep this up until they were clear?

      An entire group of demons scaled the sides of the truck, nearly ten of them all coming to the top at once, coordinating their attack by giving him too many to handle. He started shooting again, taking them down one or two at a time in quick order. But for every trife he killed, another took its place. This was how humankind had lost the war. Superior weapons, superior armor, superior tactics—it all fell away against sheer numbers. What the trife couldn’t overpower, they outlasted. Humans weren’t superior without the technology that gave them an edge. Guns were only useful until they ran out of bullets. Armored cars were only useful as long as they had fuel.

      Hayden was succumbing to the first problem. He was keeping the trife from overwhelming the truck, but he was about to run out of bullets. His augmented fists could do a lot of damage, but only until they drowned him under their wave or until the battery power in the control rings ran out. No matter how strong he was, no matter how hard he fought, he would fail.

      And then he would die.

      The truck rumbled through the city, still gaining speed, moving quickly enough there was a chance they might get ahead of the full slick, but it would be close. The trife seemed to know it too, because they stepped up their assault, throwing themselves at the truck to stop it and climbing more hurriedly to the roof to at least manage one kill.

      Hayden emptied his revolvers again, but he didn’t even have the few seconds he needed to reload. He set himself as the first of the trife came at him, one from his left and another in front of him. He rolled forward into the legs of the first, knocking it into the second. He bounced up, kicking a trife as its head cleared the side of the truck and knocking it off. Another lunged at him, teeth coming down on his metal arm. He punched it with his other hand, batting it away.

      The demons were on the roof, surrounding him. He balled his hands into fists and spun to the left, then to the right and then again to the left in a random pattern that caused them to hesitate. They wanted to hit him from behind.

      The didn’t get the chance.

      The top of the truck erupted suddenly, as slugs pierced the wood and aluminum and punched through, climbing up into both Hayden and the trife. Hayden threw his hands up over his face, wincing as bullets smacked hard into his armor. The demons weren’t similarly protected, and the rounds chewed into them, sending up a cacophony of hisses and screams as they were blown clear off the truck.

      It was over in seconds, leaving the roof filled with small holes and the bodies of dead trife. Hayden crouched in the center of it all, returning his attention to the main slick to their right. The truck was not only keeping ahead of it, it was gaining ground, finally clearing the monsters. A line of destruction was spread out behind it. Trife crushed by the wheels, trife thrown from the roof, trife stabbed by the metal guards on the truck. There were demons attached to the spears too, corpses hanging from the truck as it continued along the road headed in the wrong direction.

      Hayden would take what he could get. It beat the hell out of being back in the city.

      “Sheriff!” Rain shouted from inside. “Are you okay up there?”

      “You didn’t want to ask me that before you started shooting?” Hayden shouted back.

      “I saw you were wearing armor.”

      “I’m fine. You saved my ass.”

      “You saved mine first.”

      “Then we’re even.” Hayden made his way to the front of the truck. “Ike, get us a few klicks out and then pull over so we can clean up the mess.”

      Isaac’s hand appeared out of the driver’s side window. He flashed Hayden a thumbs-up.

      Hayden slumped back on his rear and exhaled. He still wasn’t entirely sure what all of this was about, but at least he was still alive to find out.
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      Isaac took the truck nearly an hour out of Reno before finally pulling off the interstate at a small town tucked into what felt like the middle of nowhere. Then again, most places felt like the middle of nowhere.

      A quick visual survey of the town led Hayden to believe it was deserted. The structures were in decent shape—dirty like so many others. Some were boarded up as if that would keep the residents safe. Some had been vandalized after the residents realized their lives were probably over. It was a typical feel for a town its size. Hayden had been through others before. Hell, he remembered when he had entered Sanisco for the first time. The warlord controlling it had let the people suffer while he lived high above them in the tower, using what little he had to keep himself and his militia comfortable.

      Hayden had put an end to that. It had only cost him a hand.

      He scaled the ladder as the truck came to a stop in the parking lot of an old gas station. He heard the driver’s door open and close while he was putting a pair of trife—still impaled on the rear gate—out of their misery and tossing them to the ground so he could safely open the back.

      “Ike, can you go around the rest of the truck and kill the ones that are still moving, and then pull them down?” he asked without looking for the Marine.

      “Will do,” Isaac replied.

      Hayden heard the sharp hisses of the demons on the left side of the truck, and then the soft thumps as their bodies went to the cracked blacktop. He pulled the rear gate aside and opened the back.

      “Tell Ike I’ve got his pack,” Rain said. She was sitting right behind the gate, the backpack Isaac said belonged to his son beside her.

      “Ike, we’ve got your pack back here,” Hayden announced, still unable to see the Marine.

      Isaac came around from the right. His eyes lit up when he saw the bag. “It’s a relief.”

      Hayden looked deeper into the truck, surprised to see it was nowhere near as empty as he expected. A rack of guns were mounted on the left side of the trailer, mostly pre-war automatic rifles and a few handguns. Metal lockers of ammunition were bolted down beside the weapons, the drawer at the bottom pulled open. A battery pack rested against the front wall, feeding into a computer terminal assembled in the corner, which was flanked by larger lockers on the right. A bench sat beside those lockers leading toward the rear, with a metal bar and three sets of handcuffs attached to it. A collection of ten-gallon fuel canisters filled the rest of the perimeter while a quickly recognizable chair sat near the center.

      “This is a real modbox, Sheriff,” Rain said. “This is where they gave me my prosthetics. And took them away, I guess.”

      “They must have removed them on the way over,” Isaac said.

      “And planned to return them once I was under their control,” Rain agreed. “Ropes wouldn’t have held me otherwise. Neither would cuffs.”

      “Sheriff Duke,” Isaac said, getting Hayden’s attention. “I want to thank you. We owe you our lives.”

      “We got out of there together,” Hayden replied, glancing at Rain. “Smart idea, shooting through the roof. I’m impressed you managed it one-handed.”

      “It was fine once I got the balance right. I’m lucky they kept some of the guns so close to the ground. If my augments are here, maybe you can help put me back together?”

      “I’m not a botter,” Hayden said.

      “You don’t need to be. The control rings are already installed. The replacements will need to be recalibrated, that’s all. I can walk you through it.”

      Hayden nodded. “I’ve never been able to say no to anyone in need.”

      Rain smiled. “Thank you, Sheriff.”

      Hayden turned to Isaac. “Ike, is the canister still up front?”

      “Yes. Sealed tight. The khoron isn’t going anywhere.”

      “Good. I was keeping a lookout on our tails. It seems the trife lost interest once we got far enough ahead. But it could be they’re taking an alternate route. We can’t assume we lost them.”

      “I agree. We shouldn’t linger here.”

      “Trouble is, Sanisco is that way.” Hayden pointed back the way they came. “That’s United Western Territories controlled land. It’s safe there.”

      “I’ve never heard of the United Western Territories,” Rain said.

      “I’ve never heard of most things out here,” Isaac said. “How did you wind up in the right place at the right time, Sheriff?”

      “Three people entered a town called Dego a little over a week ago. They proceeded to kill over thirty of the residents in a saloon. A witness said one of them was shot at least twenty times and didn’t fall. Like the man in the white robes. One of them brought a horse into town, and I found a drive in its saddlebags. I’d show it to you, but it was on my horse, which is probably wandering back toward Sanisco as we speak. In any case, we traced the origin of the drive to Dugway. I also found this at the scene.” Hayden reached into his pocket and withdrew the necklace he had found, holding it up. “As well as the weapon I used to kill the khoron.”

      Rain pointed at the necklace. “That’s a common symbol in Howl, Sheriff.”

      “Howl?”

      “Salt Lake City,” Isaac said.

      Hayden recognized the second name from their old maps of the country. “Pozz. I was heading for Dugway when the trife attacked. I got away and was trying to stay hidden until they lost interest, but then I stumbled across the woman, Lucia, in one of the lifts. Or rather, I stumbled across her perfume. I tracked it to the basement and found you two.”

      “Lucia was my sister,” Rain said.

      “I know,” Hayden replied. “I’m sorry.”

      “She wasn’t a bad person, Sheriff. When we were kids, she would always read to me. She loved books. Then she got older and got mixed up with Junk and his Growlers. That’s when she changed.”

      “Junk?” Hayden asked.

      “He runs things in Howl. He runs things around Howl too. He’s one of them, I guess. A khoron?”

      “Rain cut his throat,” Isaac said. “You’ve got arms like hers, so you can imagine how deep. It knocked him down, but he got back up. The aliens, they’re able to keep their hosts alive somehow. There’s more. A lot more. I was assigned to the research facility at Dugway as special response after my wife Amanda died and there was nobody left to take care of my son, Jason. I did guard duty mostly and helped the other units with the trife when they would come calling. There was a high-security area behind a door my commanding officer tasked us with guarding. We called it the Big Fucking Door. After I woke up, I found a lab in there. They had a few khoron preserved in jars.”

      “Is it possible the khoron escaped the lab?” Hayden asked.

      “Without anyone seeing? Normally I would have said no, but things got real strange in the weeks before I wound up in stasis.”

      “You mentioned a Major Salk.”

      “You remember that during all that chaos in the garage?” Rain asked.

      “I do. I’ve got more related questions, but let’s see where this takes us.”

      “You sure you aren’t a detective, Sheriff?” Isaac said.

      “We didn’t need detectives where I came from,” Hayden said.

      “Where was that?” Rain asked.

      “A long story for another time.”

      “Do you think you can put my arms and legs back on while we talk?”

      Hayden nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

      He hopped into the truck.

      “I’m going to get the canister,” Isaac said. “It’s probably better not to leave it alone.”

      “Pozz that,” Hayden replied.

      “Ike, do you mind waiting outside until we’re done in here?” Rain asked. “You can talk from around the corner.”

      “I don’t understand,” Isaac said.

      “She has to take her clothes off to get re-fitted,” Hayden said. “She doesn’t want you to see her naked.”

      “Oh. Of course.”

      “Thanks,” Rain said. She lowered her voice. “Sheriff, I should tell you, I lost my legs and my arm in a fire. My whole body is covered in old scars. I’m pretty terrible to look at.”

      “Have you gotten a good look at my ugly mug?” Hayden replied, putting his fingers to the scars across his face. “Trife got me pretty good here, and in a few other places, including my ass.”

      Rain laughed. “You got clawed in the ass?”

      Hayden nodded. “Right through my armor.”

      She lifted her arm. “Help me over to the chair?”

      “Pozz,” Hayden said, taking her and carrying her to the chair.

      He waited for her to ask before helping her out of her clothes. He could tell she was nervous about his judgment as her body was uncovered.

      The scarring went down her entire right side, leaving puckered skin in place of a breast and spreading as it crossed over her abdomen and down. The control rings for her legs were right against her pelvis, the entirety of both appendages lost to the damage.

      It was a wonder she had survived at all.

      “I don’t think you’re ugly,” Hayden said, moving away from her to the locker beside the computer terminal. He broke the lock on it and pulled it open, revealing an assortment of replacement limbs inside. “We’ve all got scars. Some more visible than others. I can tell you’re more than a survivor. You’re a fighter.”

      “I try to be. I spent years alone in Dugway trying to think of a way to free Lucia from Junk. And the whole fucking time, she was using me as a lookout. I thought when she saved me from the fire, when she helped me get the replacements—that was her way of saying she was sorry for what happened. But she never gave a shit about me, did she, Sheriff?”

      Hayden turned his head back toward her. “I know she did. But something got a hold of her. I bet it was inside her from the first time she was with Junk. It changed her.”

      “That’s what they do,” Isaac said, his voice carrying from outside the truck. “They change who someone is. They bring out the worst in people. A man named Cyrus Salk killed Jason. One day, Cyrus was a good Marine. Almost perfect. The next, he walks into a classroom full of kids and kills every last one of them save his own.”

      Hayden shivered at the statement. “I can’t imagine what that was like for you. I’ve got a little girl back home.”

      “It was hell,” Isaac said. “It’s still hell. Knowing what I know now, I think the researchers behind the BFD got their hands on Cyrus and let the khoron get inside him. Or maybe it got inside him and nobody knew. Either way, he snapped just like that. I think Lucia did care about you, Rain. But the khoron sure didn’t.”

      “Fucking bastards,” Rain said. “It’s those three.” She pointed to her prosthetics hanging in the locker.

      Hayden reached for them, putting them next to the computer.  He had been through this process before. The replacements had to be re-initialized and calibrated and then attached to their respective control rings. Then they would need to run diagnostics on them and resync the interface. It all sounded impressive, but Nat had told him the actual processing was relatively basic. He started with Rain’s legs.

      “What do you think Lucia meant when she said the trife were in preparation for what’s to come?” Rain asked.

      “They weakened us,” Hayden replied. “It sounds like their creators are getting ready to finish the job.”

      “Do you think the khoron created the trife?” Isaac asked.

      “I don’t know. It’s possible. You found khoron in the lab. But where did the researchers get them?”

      “There was something else in the lab,” Isaac said. “It looked like an alien picture frame. There were bodies all around it, like something had come through and started killing people. You know what else is weird, Sheriff? I saw the recordings from the security feed the day I went into hibernation. I always thought there was an explosion in the lab, but there was no explosion. At least, I couldn’t find any evidence of one. No damage, no smoke stains, nothing. And I…I saw myself go into the stasis lab, Lab C, and kill all of the scientists in it. I gunned them down in cold blood. I have no memory of it at all. Then Cyrus came and put me in stasis. I guess to save me for later? How fucked up is that?”

      Hayden barely heard the last two sentences. His mind was already somewhere else. He knew it was possible. He wasn’t ready to believe it was true.

      He couldn’t ignore how well the pieces fit.

      “Would you say you were hallucinating?” Hayden asked. “Seeing things that weren’t there?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Was there anything else out of the ordinary during that time?”

      “Yes. I went back to the barracks after I came out of stasis. My unit was still there. It looked like they had all committed suicide. All at the same time. Are you suggesting the khoron can make people hallucinate?”

      The shiver that ran through Hayden’s spine earlier intensified and his heart began to pound. He had hoped they had all seen the last of hallucinations. Maybe they had. What Isaac was describing happened two centuries ago.

      “Not the khoron,” he replied. “Something else. Something worse.”

      “What could be worse than that?” Rain asked.

      “Another alien race. An enemy of the trife, but not an ally to humankind. We call them the Others.”
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      “So the Others are enemies of the alien race that sent the trife to attack us?” Isaac asked. “Before I was put into stasis, there was still some argument as to whether or not another culture was responsible.”

      Hayden had spent the last fifteen minutes explaining everything he knew about the second alien race that had come to Earth around the time of the trife invasion. He described how they used their technology to control people’s minds in a way that matched Isaac’s experience.

      “There still is,” Hayden replied. “We don’t have any definitive proof there’s another advanced race in play. At least, we didn’t. It could be the khoron change all that. As for the Others, we think they’re enemies of the trife or whoever sent them. I’ve only encountered one.”

      He finished attaching Rain’s right arm to its control ring. He left the wire connected and returned to the computer terminal, starting the recalibration process.

      “But that one used people like tools,” Hayden continued. “And killed anyone who got in its way. We have no reason to believe they’re friendly.” He turned to the rear of the truck. Isaac was still waiting patiently outside. “Before you mentioned hallucinating, I was hopeful that was the only one on the planet.”

      “It’s possible it was. It could have gone anywhere after it escaped from Dugway,” Isaac said. “It was a long time ago.”

      “We should be so lucky.”

      “What did it look like?” Rain asked.

      “Picture a hairless human being of average height and build, wearing a thin black bodysuit that covered every part of their flesh, including the head.”

      “They look human?”

      “That one did. But it was a machine. It was intentionally made to look human. They can use holographic projection to make themselves look like anyone. The technology is so perfect, even if you touch them you can’t tell.”

      “So you could be one of them?”

      Hayden nodded. “I could. But I’m not.”

      Rain laughed. “How do we know?”

      “Because I wouldn’t be helping you put your arm back on.”

      She tested her already connected legs, raising them up and down from the knee. “You’re doing a great job, Sheriff. I feel a lot better already.”

      “A couple more minutes and you’ll be good to go.”

      “Sheriff, you said the frame I described is a portal of some kind?” Isaac asked.

      “That’s right. It seems the Others can cross the universe like we cross the street. I saw through one of their portals to another world.”

      “What did you see there?” Rain asked.

      “Death, destruction and demons. Like the trife, but bigger and stronger. That’s why I believe the trife and the Others are at war. Not just here, but across the stars.”

      “I’ve read plenty of science-fiction novels about other planets and other alien life forms. Invasions of Earth, missions into the unknown. First the trife and now the Others. It makes us seem so small.”

      “We are small,” Hayden agreed. “That doesn’t mean we don’t have a right to live our own lives in peace.”

      “Pozz that,” Rain said.

      The recalibration ended, and Hayden pulled the wire from Rain’s control ring. She lifted the arm, opening and closing her fingers.

      “How does it feel?” Hayden asked.

      “Perfect.”

      “You’re good to go.” He grabbed her clothes and handed them to her. She jumped off the chair and began to dress.

      “You’re a good man, Sheriff Duke. You and Ike both. You’re out of place here.”

      “I don’t think so,” Hayden replied. “There are a lot of good people out there. You just have to remind them they don’t have to be victims.”

      “I’m not going to be a victim. Lucia and Junk used me. The enemy used me. If you’re fighting them, I want to help.”

      “You’re welcome to come back to Sanisco with us.”

      “I’m game. Ike, you can come in now.”

      “Sheriff, we need to talk about that,” Isaac said. He came around the corner and climbed into the back of the truck, placing the canister near the extra fuel tanks. “I can’t go back to Sanisco with you.”

      Hayden’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

      “Sorry, Sheriff. I didn’t come back this way by accident. We need to go back to Howl.”

      “Junk?” Hayden asked, not all that surprised by Isaac’s decision.

      “Affirmative. When I was in Howl, I saw them auctioning off an eleven-year-old boy like a piece of meat. I can’t get that image out of my head, and regardless of whether or not the khoron are running that show…we need to stop it.”

      Hayden stared at Isaac. He didn’t want anything slowing him from returning home. Not after the threat Lucia had made against his family. If the khoron were going to retaliate for what he had done, he was responsible for it. At the same time, Isaac was right. It wasn’t safe to leave Junk in control of anything, especially now. If the man had the same control over the trife Lucia did, he could organize enough of them to crush the United Western Territories.

      “You don’t have a choice, Sheriff,” Isaac said. “You may be in charge of things where you come from, but you aren’t in charge of me. And I’m going back.”

      “Me too,” Rain said. She looked at Hayden with a guilty face. “I have to.”

      “I know,” Hayden replied.

      He looked down, trying to contain the tension of being pulled in two separate directions. Natalia was safe in Sanisco, and with the truck they could get to Salt Lake City and back across the mountains faster than if he were still on horseback. He lifted his head.

      “You’re both right. We have to go back.”
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      Hayden and Rain rode in the back of the truck while Isaac continued driving. They spent the time taking inventory of the available guns, ensuring they were functional, and then confirming they had enough rounds for them to make their use worthwhile. From what Isaac had described, the Salt Lake City Airport wasn’t going to be an easy nut to crack.

      “How come you use revolvers?” Rain asked as Hayden picked up an MK-10, looking it over.

      “I don’t only use revolvers,” Hayden replied. “But I’ve been shooting a derivative since I was a boy.”

      “Where’d you grow up? In Sanisco?”

      “No.” Hayden smiled. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      “Try me.”

      “On a starship.”

      “You’re right. I don’t believe you.”

      “I swear. I’ve only been on Earth for a little over a year.”

      “How did you wind up in a starship and then back on Earth?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “We have time.”

      “We don’t right now. But I’ll tell you more when this is over.”

      “Do you promise?”

      “Pozz.”

      “That’s such a funny word. Why do you say that instead of yes?”

      “I don’t know. A friend of mine used to say it, and after she died I held onto it, I guess to honor her sacrifice. She saved my life.”

      Hayden checked the MK-10. It was in great shape.

      “That’s Ike’s gun,” Rain said. “From Dugway.”

      “It’s hardly been used. But it has been used. You ran into trouble?”

      “Junk’s Growlers jumped us on the way north to the interstate. We took care of them. Isaac’s a great shot.” She pointed to a bow and quiver of arrows resting with the guns. “That one’s mine. I’m a female Robin Hood.” She laughed.

      “They came looking for you,” Hayden said. “Somehow, they knew Ike was awake.”

      “Yeah. They must have known. I don’t know how.”

      “The trife queens can communicate with their offspring across long distances. We still don’t understand how they do it. What if one of the khoron in Dugway was still alive?”

      “Ike said they were all dead.”

      “I know, but unless he stopped to check every one of them, it’s still possible. Or maybe they did random patrols to check on him? I heard Kalith say they were waiting for him to wake up. That he’s resistant to manipulation. I thought he meant by the Others, but if he shot up those scientists, maybe he meant something else.”

      “Maybe.”

      “How did you get to be a fighter?” Hayden asked. “In the parking garage, your sister said they made you into a weapon?”

      Rain’s face fell. She looked down at the floor.

      “Sorry. Too personal?”

      “You saw me naked,” she replied, looking back up at him. “Scars and all. I think we’re past personal questions.”

      “I don’t care about scars. I care about potential. I’m out here to prove there are good people left in this world. Lots of them. I’m out here to help those good people.”

      “My people were good, Sheriff. My tribe. We were farmers. Simple folk. We lived off the land and traded our excess to Junk. When the crops failed and we had no excess, Junk got pissed. He took our lands. He burned our tribe. After Lucia saved me, after they gave me the augments, they sent me to learn to fight. There’s a tribe east of Howl called the War Mutts. They claim to be descendants of a bunch of Space Force Marines. They have Space Force uniforms, armor and weapons. Or they did. They traded a lot of it to Junk over the years. Anyway, they also have a martial art they hand down to their children. Junk sent me there to learn it.”

      Hayden could tell by her expression it wasn’t all that simple. “What did they do to you?”

      “They were hard masters, Sheriff. And they wanted payment in return. I gave them what they asked for. I became a killer for them before I became a killer for Junk. But both ways, I learned to kill. I was grateful to Lucia when she got me out of there and told me Dugway was a safe place to hide. I didn’t know she had an ulterior motive. I didn’t know she had an alien parasite inside her.”

      “I understand.”

      “So here I am. I played their game and dragged Ike right into their hands. We would both be possessed now if it weren’t for you.”

      “I’m glad I was in the right place at the right time. Usually, it’s the opposite. Wrong place, wrong time.”

      He put Isaac’s gun aside and shifted a few of the weapons in the crate. “Jackpot,” he said, reached past a few and withdrawing a P-70 plasma rifle.

      “What is it?” Rain asked.

      “Plasma. This one’s only two generations old. Can you check the ammo crates and see if there are cells for it? They’ll be marked for the weapon.”

      “Pozz.” She started looking through the boxes, pulling out a cell a few seconds later. “Is this one?”

      “It is,” Hayden said, taking it and loading it into the weapon. He flipped the power switch, pleased when it activated. “And functional. Good deal.”

      “So you do what, then?” Rain asked. “Hang out in Sanisco and go running when somebody’s in trouble?”

      “Some of the time. We’re trying to expand our territory, but we’re running into bottlenecks getting enough manpower to keep up. I help run training programs, and I participate in raids on trife nests. My wife, Natalia, she’s the real brains. She’s also acting Governor. She keeps the logistics running smoothly.”

      “I can hear how much you love her when you say her name,” Rain said.

      Hayden felt his face heat up. “You can?”

      “It’s nothing to be embarrassed about.”

      “I’m not embarrassed. I went through hell for her, and she did the same for me.”

      “I hope I get to meet her.”

      “Me too.”

      They fell into a comfortable silence, continuing to go through the inventory in the back. Hayden wasn’t surprised he liked Rain so much. She reminded him of himself and Natalia both. He felt sorry for the things she had gone through growing up on this forgotten Earth. He could have gone to Proxima and lived out his days in peace and comfort, but he had chosen not to. Rain was a perfect example of why he had stayed. He didn’t want anyone else having the type of life she had suffered through.

      “I’m going to catch up with Ike,” he said. “Are you good alone back here?”

      Rain laughed. “I spent the last ten years of my life alone, Sheriff. I’m fine.”

      Hayden nodded and walked to the rear of the truck, pulling open the gate and swinging out to the ladder. The ground blurred past beneath him, but he wasn’t afraid. He had already survived the things that scared him the most.

      He pulled the gate back closed and then scaled the truck, pausing at the top to look into the horizon. The sun was beginning to set, and they were still a good five hours out from Howl. He was tempted to tell Isaac they should stop and hole up for the night, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Lucia’s threats sat front and center in his mind.

      Shurrath knows who you are now, Sheriff Duke. He knows what you’re capable of. Whatever you love the most will surely be destroyed.

      Not as long as he was still breathing, they wouldn’t.
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      Isaac watched the road ahead, enjoying the use of Sheriff Duke’s glasses to help spot potholes and damaged parts of highway against the backdrop of quickly fading sunlight. He was amazed at the technology. What else had the Space Force cooked up after he was in stasis?

      He could hardly believe they had created anything new at all. The war was winding down by then. The generation ships had been humankind’s last, desperate effort to escape the trife. But while the war had ended and the ships had left, humans hadn’t vanished from the planet. They were still here.

      Still surviving.

      Still fighting.

      But how were they making new advanced tech like the glasses? From what he had seen of today’s Earth, they were living in a post-apocalyptic wasteland. A nightmare scenario. If it weren’t for the mission, if it weren’t for Grace and Cyrus and the mystery of the khoron, he wasn’t sure this was a life he would be able to live. Not without Amanda, Olivia and Jason.

      He tensed as the passenger door opened across from him, and Sheriff Duke swung inside, closing the heavy door behind him. The Sheriff smiled at Isaac’s surprised expression.

      “Sorry,” Hayden said. “I thought we could talk for a bit. I imagine you’re feeling a bit out of your element. First things first. Have you been bitten?”

      “Bitten?” Isaac asked.

      “By a trife. I don’t know if the vaccine was ready before you went to sleep.”

      “No. I haven’t been bitten or clawed. Came close a few times. I remember the secondary disease. Nasty stuff.”

      “It was. Most everybody out here is immune. But if you aren’t from out here, you might not be. We’ve got a cure.”

      “The way you said that makes it sound like you aren’t from this,” Isaac said, waving at the landscape ahead.

      “I’m not. Not originally. I came off a generation ship named the Pilgrim.”

      Isaac flinched a second time. “You were on one of the ships?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Why are you still on Earth?”

      “It’s a long story, and hopefully I’ll get to tell you the whole thing later. I’m more interested in helping you acclimate. I know it can be a shock to the system. It was for me.”

      “These glasses. They came from tech on the Pilgrim?” Isaac asked.

      “Not exactly. I want to talk to you about that too. But I need to trust you to keep some secrets.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “It’ll be more clear as we talk. You said you were a sheriff before you were a soldier?”

      “A Marine,” Isaac corrected. “They aren’t the same thing.”

      “My apologies.”

      “It’s okay. Yeah, Westchester County, New York. I always wanted to help other people and stop bad guys from doing bad things.”

      “Me too. My father was a sheriff, and his father before that.”

      “My father was an alcoholic,” Isaac said. “Not the best childhood.”

      “How did you wind up a Space Force Marine?”

      “I was a regular United States Marine first. You know the history of the trife’s arrival here?”

      “I do.”

      “When they first started to emerge, it was chaos. And then the military was looking for anyone they could get. I had to volunteer. I felt like the Marines would be the best fit, and with my background in law enforcement they shuffled me to Military Police, and then to Special Reaction. That meant guarding bases against trouble inside and outside the fence. I liked it well enough. Then my daughter Olivia got sick. Then my wife Amanda got sick. My parents died. Her parents died. And there was nobody left to care for Jason. So they sent me to Dugway with him, and things were good for a while.”

      “I’m sorry about your family,” Hayden said. “I can’t imagine what that’s like.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff.”

      “Please, call me Hayden. I know this might sound strange, but did you ever have any indication there were other factors in play against the trife? Anything like the khoron?”

      “No. And nobody in Dugway ever talked about it. Most of our focus was on developing the tech for the ships. The stasis pods, the atmospheric generators, the gravity control. It still amazes me what we came up with in such a short time. Just shows what we can do when we all put our heads together and take some risks.”

      “It does. When you visited the lab behind the BFD, did you get the indication the specimens you found there had been there a long time?”

      “I think they must have. All of it must have. At least from before I was assigned there. But none of my squad, nobody I talked to ever mentioned the researchers there bringing anything in. And yet there it was.”

      “Could it be the khoron were here before the trife?”

      “That’s a good question, Hayden. I don’t think we can rule it out. I want those answers as much as you do. It’s the only thing keeping me sane.”

      “It isn’t all like this,” Hayden said. “Sanisco is closer to the society you’re accustomed to. Of course, it takes a long time to clean up the mess left behind. But we’re trying.”

      “I’m struggling to get my head around the things I’ve seen, and I don’t just mean the aliens. Slavery? It makes my skin crawl. I can only imagine the things people are doing to one another. Just look at Rain.”

      “I know. My life’s work is to stop it. All of it.”

      “That sounds overwhelming.”

      “It can be. I take it one day at a time. One town at a time. One nest at a time. Maybe I’ll see brighter days in my lifetime. I just want to leave this planet a better place than I found it, for Hallia’s sake.”

      “Your daughter?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I want to see that too. I promised my wife I would never stop fighting.”

      Hayden was silent for a moment, staring out at the road ahead. Isaac got the feeling a thousand thoughts were racing through the sheriff’s mind, but only a few he would be willing to say. He felt the same way.

      “So, about the glasses,” Hayden said a few seconds later. “You probably guessed that there are no governments left on Earth. No military. No organized control except what we manage ourselves.”

      “I figured that much.”

      “How much do you know about the ships?”

      “Only that our researchers were working their asses off to get them built and launched. And Rain said they made it off the ground.”

      “They did. Their original plan was to spread across the galaxy, but that never happened. They all met up in the Proxima system, about five light years from here.”

      Isaac glanced over at Hayden. “How do you know that?”

      “There’s a thriving human population on Proxima B. They’re still developing new tech. They’re out there looking for the source of the trife, with the idea that another intelligent race did send them as an act of war. Trouble is, their range is limited. They’ve got wormhole tech, but it can only get them out so far.”

      “Sheriff,” Isaac said, heart beginning to race. “How do you know this?”

      Hayden stared back at him, a smirk forming at the corner of his mouth. “You’re a Space Force Marine. Probably the last real one. The Space Force isn’t gone, Ike. It just relocated to another planet.”

      “I don’t understand. Why aren’t they here, helping the people on Earth?”

      “It’s called the NCP. No Contact Protocol. The people in charge on Proxima, they believe the humans left on Earth are degenerate savages. Incapable of being reintegrated into a peaceful society. It’s bullshit.”

      “I don’t believe it.”

      “I wouldn’t want to believe it either. I’ve got some pull with Proxima because of a legal loophole and because there are a few people out there who also agree that it’s bullshit. The whole thing is fucked up when you dig into the gritty details. That’s where we get some of our tech. They won’t give us anything really good. No starships, no air support. It’s too easy to be spotted that way and break the NCP. Limited guns and ammo, usually older generation stuff. Nothing that could be positively identified as coming from another planet. Medicine and augments when needed, though the meds are a donation from a wealthy Centurion family because I saved their son’s life.”

      “Sheriff, hold up,” Isaac said, mind still reeling. “You’re telling me there’s a colony on Proxima — a fully advanced human civilization — and they want nothing to do with Earth?”

      “I didn’t say nothing. They use the planet to test their tech. It’s one big fucking research lab now. So they’ll be ready if the real enemy shows up. But they don’t even know who the real enemy is.”

      “Don’t you think we should tell them?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “How do you think they’ll react? Send us more help? No. They’ll either do jack shit, or they’ll cleanse the entire surface.”

      Isaac’s jaw clenched. So did his hands on the steering wheel. He was furious. How had things gone so wrong?

      “You’re a Marine, though,” Hayden continued. “I can arrange to have you shipped up to Proxima. You can live there in peace and prosperity. I’m sure they’d love to have you.”

      “I told you, Sheriff. I promised my wife I would keep fighting.”

      “Pozz. You can’t tell Rain about any of this. NCP is still in effect, and I swore to do my best to uphold it in exchange for the limited assistance the UWT gets. We can’t expand without their help. Maybe one day, but not yet.”

      “I understand. I won’t tell her.”

      “But you’re still in on this?”

      “More than ever.”
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      They reached Howl six hours after escaping Reno.

      Isaac pulled the truck off the interstate, navigating through a series of dirt piles only visible to Hayden by the dim light of the moon. The Marine was still wearing his glasses, using them to better navigate in the dark without headlights. Isaac finally brought them to a stop right behind another vehicle. A van of some kind, covered in chains with a gunner’s nest added on top.

      “This is the van I told you about,” Isaac said. “The paddywagon.”

      Hayden wasn’t familiar with the slang before Isaac explained it to him. What he did understand about the vehicle was that it was a much better choice for launching an assault than the box truck. Not only did the van offer more protection, it was smaller, more agile and better equipped to breach the Growler checkpoint into the airport.

      “Let’s grab our gear and keep moving,” Hayden said. “We made good time getting here. We don’t want to waste it.”

      “Pozz,” Isaac replied, picking up the slang. He shoved open the driver side door while Hayden exited on the other side. They reconvened at the rear of the truck, where Hayden pulled open the back gate. Rain was already waiting with three separate groups of equipment.

      “I figured it would save some time to lay everything out.”

      “I don’t see Jason’s backpack,” Isaac said.

      “It’s back there. You don’t need to take it inside.”

      “I do. Just in case we have to ditch the van. I’m not leaving without it.”

      “Rain, can you get the backpack?” Hayden asked.

      “Pozz.” She hurried to the back of the van while Hayden grabbed the equipment on the right.

      He already had his revolvers and remaining ammunition. About fifty shots. Now he picked up the P-70 plasma rifle and the two cells Rain had found. Isaac collected his MK-10 and two M007s, along with a combat knife and enough magazines to stuff the pockets of his uniform. Rain returned with the pack, handing it down to Isaac. Then she picked up her bow, quiver, and an AK-47. It was an old gun, but still operational.

      “So what’s the plan, Sheriff?” she asked.

      “I’ll take the wheel,” Hayden replied. He turned to Isaac. “I’m going to need the glasses back.”

      Isaac took them off and handed them over. “Maybe your wife can make me a pair when we get to Sanisco.”

      Hayden smiled, slipping them on his face. There had been a good chance to bond over the journey back to Salt Lake City. “Maybe she can. Like I said, I’ll take the wheel. Ike says there’s a checkpoint before the road leading into the airport. We blow the checkpoint, we hit the concourse, we drive crazy for the aircraft. The element of surprise and the armor on the wagon should get us there in one piece.”

      “How do we know Junk will be inside?” Rain asked.

      “I don’t know that we can know that. We look for Junk, and then we find the slave pens and start releasing prisoners. Anyone who tries to stop us dies.”

      “That sounds harsh, Sheriff,” Isaac said.

      “It is harsh. That’s the reality of this planet. If you’re not one of the good guys, you’re one of the bad guys. The city is full of Growlers, and the Growlers follow Shurrath. We need to take them down. I wish we could be more subtle or more tactical, but they threatened my family. I want to get home to them.”

      “I understand,” Isaac said. “What if innocent people get caught in the crossfire?”

      “If they aren’t slaves, they aren’t innocent,” Hayden replied. “They’re buying what Junk is selling.”

      “Strongly agree,” Rain said.

      Isaac nodded. He was still hesitant to hurt people. It was a quality Hayden wished he still possessed. Too much water under the bridge to go back there now, and he needed Isaac too much for the sergeant to hold onto that reluctance for long. Hayden was assuming that once Isaac saw the slaves again, once they came under fire in the middle of the concourse, the Marine would come around in a hurry.

      “It’s just how it’s gotta be,” Hayden said. “I learned that from experience.”

      “Pozz,” Isaac said.

      Rain hopped down easily from the truck, and Hayden closed the back. Then the three of them went around to the rear of the paddywagon. Rain grabbed the back door, yanking it open.

      A trife burst out of the van, jumping on her and knocking her over, it’s head stretching out toward her neck. Hayden reacted first, slamming the demon in the head with the butt of his rifle and pushing it aside.

      There were more trife stuffed into the rear of the van, and they charged the group, taking them off-guard at close range. Hayden felt the teeth close around his metal arm, and he instinctively dropped the rifle to punch the trife in the face, knocking it loose. He turned on another, claws scraping his leg armor as he kicked it in the chest.

      Rain was still on the ground, but it didn’t make her less dangerous. She kicked up with powerful augmented legs, hitting one of the trife hard enough to shatter its chest. Isaac aimed his rifle and fired, getting two rounds off before three trife jumped him, bringing him to the ground. One of them stabbed its claws into his leg, and he cried out in pain.

      Hayden drew a revolver, firing into the trife and getting them off Isaac. At the same time, Rain bounced back to her feet, grabbing one of the creatures and beating its head into the door.

      It was over in seconds.

      “They’re expecting us,” Rain said.

      Hayden’s vision exploded in white as a dozen spotlights suddenly activated around them, blinding them.

      Then the bullets came.
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      Hayden reacted without thinking, diving toward Isaac and getting on top of him. He covered his head with his hands, creating a protective shell as the bullets rained in.

      He could feel them punching into his back, smacking into the hard plates of his combat armor and digging out small chips. He could hear them pinging off his arms, and the soft thuds of them digging up the dirt around him. He didn’t know what happened to Rain. He didn’t hear her scream, which was a good sign. But he couldn’t move until the shooting stopped. Until the enemy ran out of bullets.

      They would at the rate they were firing.

      Then it would be his turn.

      “Ike, are you hit?” he asked, smothering the Marine.

      “No.”

      “You ready to retaliate?”

      “Pozz.”

      “When I get up, you make a break for the van. I’ll cover you.”

      “How are we—” Isaac asked.

      “I’ll cover you,” Hayden insisted.

      “Don’t tell me you’ve done this before, too.”

      “Sort of.”

      “What kind of sheriff are you?”

      “The kind that’s desperate to protect the people I love.”

      “I can get behind that.”

      The intensity was diminishing. Hayden pushed himself up a little on one hand, taking his weight off Isaac.

      “Get ready.” The intensity dropped a little more. It wouldn’t stop completely. It would take a small bit of luck for Isaac to make it to the van without being shot, but they had to risk it. “Go!”

      Hayden jumped up, grabbing his guns from their holsters as he came to his feet. A couple of rounds hit him in the chest, smacking into the armored plates. The glasses had adjusted to the spotlights by now, his vision restored to normal. He could see the Growlers on the mounds around them. A few were reloading their rifles. A few were still emptying them. At least one was on the ground. Rain must have shot him.

      Isaac sprinted toward the van behind Hayden, while he aimed and fired, aimed and fired, quick shots knocking out three of the Growlers. He couldn’t trust they weren’t hosting khoron and wouldn’t get back up.

      He heard the driver’s door of the paddywagon open and close at the same time he pivoted. He dropped two more Growlers as he changed direction. Snapping the revolvers out, he opened the cylinders with his fingers and let the used casings fall away. He held one revolver on his finger as he grabbed a speedloader, facing the chamber down and dropping the bullets in, closing the cylinder and repeating the process on the other side. It took three seconds total to reload the two guns, and then he was shooting again, dropping two of the Growlers who had just rearmed their rifles.

      “Sheriff!” Hayden heard Rain shout. He found her on top of the paddywagon, arrow nocked and string pulled back. She loosed the arrow, sending it over his head and to the top of the mound behind him. He turned in time to see another Growler collapse, the arrow buried in his chest.

      The paddywagon started moving, skidding on the dirt as Isaac brought it around. Hayden backed toward the wagon, still shooting, cutting down two more Growlers as the Marine brought the van to a stop beside him. Hayden jumped into the back, turning and pulling the doors closed.

      He heard the bullets pinging on the external armor as he reloaded again, half his rounds already spent and the plasma rifle too quickly lost. He hadn’t expected an ambush. He cursed when he realized the canister was lost too. At least for the moment.

      “Now what?” Isaac shouted from the front.

      “Nothing changes,” Hayden growled. “We hit the airport. We find Junk. We’re committed now.”

      Isaac responded by accelerating back toward the interstate. The bullets pinging off the armor subsided as they moved out of range.

      “Looks like we’ve got a tail, Sheriff,” Isaac said a moment later. “They aren’t giving up. ”

      “How many can you spot?” Hayden asked. “I want to know if any of the ones we downed got back up again.”

      “Looks like two vehicles. Maybe six Growlers total?”

      That was a lot less than what they had encountered. Not infected then. At least something was going their way.

      “Make that five,” Isaac amended. “Rain just got another one.”

      Hayden smiled, moving to the front of the van and slipping between the seats to take up the passenger spot. He picked up Isaac’s MK-10 from beside the driver seat. The van didn’t have any windows, making do with welded bars instead. Hayden could angle the weapon through the bars, but not without limiting his line of fire.

      He waited instead, keeping the gun between his legs as Isaac raced along the highway. The entrance to the airport was visible ahead.

      “The cannons on those cars will tear right through this thing’s armor,” Isaac said.

      “Only if the shooters are left standing,” Hayden replied.

      He pushed the passenger door open and stood with one leg braced on the running board. The road rolled past beneath him as he rested the rifle on the top of the door, sighting along it. The cameras in the glasses offered him the ability to zoom, but they didn’t provide a reticle for the rifle. It didn’t matter. His arm helped keep the weapon steady despite the vibrations of the road, the artificial muscles adjusting for the movement and holding his hand entirely still. His grip was powerful enough to manage the rifle alone. He told himself it was just like shooting an oversized revolver.

      The checkpoint was approaching. Hayden could see the cannons on either side of the road, their gunners holding them upright and swiveling them toward the paddywagon. He got a bead on the first and squeezed the trigger, firing a burst of rounds that swept diagonally across his aim. He needed to hit them between the helmet and the armor, at the weakest point near the neck if he wanted to take them down.

      At least one of the bullets found the spot. His body went rigid, and then he slumped forward, losing his grip on the trigger. The second gun began to fire, a booming crackle that echoed across the landscape. Slugs tore into the road beside them. A few started ripping into the side of the van.

      Hayden stayed calm, adjusting his aim. The rounds began to chew up the road directly ahead. He fired another burst that found its mark. The gunfire stopped, the gunner dead.

      “Nice!” Isaac shouted beside him. They were two hundred meters from the checkpoint and closing fast.

      Hayden kept pressure on the Growler defenses, sweeping fire across the area to prevent anyone from replacing the gunners. The soldiers there ducked behind the armored vehicles, returning fire with smaller caliber arms. Bullets pinged off the paddywagon, a couple making it through to the hardened glass and leaving scuffs. Other rounds hit the open passenger door, unable to pierce the steel reinforcement.

      The sound of more gunfire echoed over their heads as Rain joined the offensive, the higher ground giving her a better angle of attack. She hit two of the Growlers as they tried to pop up to shoot.

      “When you get to the checkpoint, don’t slow down!” Hayden shouted.

      “What?”

      “Just don’t slow down.”

      They were closing on fifty meters. Forty. Thirty. Hayden tossed the MK-10 back into the van but let one leg dangle over the road. “I’ll meet you inside.”

      “Are you nuts?”

      “No, armored.”

      Hayden let go of the van, dropping onto the street. He barely felt the impact, catching the ground on his reinforced alloy hands and rolling a few meters to absorb the force of the impact.  He came to his feet right next to one of the parked cars, revolvers already in hand. He shot the two Growlers crouched beside it.

      His attention turned to the first stationary car cannon. He jumped into the gunner position, throwing the dead shooter aside and grabbing the controls.

      He could see the terrified faces of the Growlers in the approaching cars as he squeezed the trigger, unleashing hell on the oncoming modboxes. The powerful rounds went right through the reinforced armor, digging deep into the engine and the flesh behind it. The cars veered off course, one of them smashing into the second mounted cannon and crushing the two Growlers still hiding behind it.

      Hayden moved to the driver’s seat and put the car in drive. He spun it in a tight circle as the paddywagon approached, getting it position behind the van as they charged the concourse.

      He didn’t take pleasure in killing people. But he did find comfort in justice.
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      The paddywagon charged the concourse, the next checkpoint coming up fast.

      A barrage of gunfire started a few seconds before the first bullets began hitting the van’s armor. Isaac began to lift his foot from the pedal, but not because of the Growler barrage. The glass doors into the airport’s main building were little defense against the armored vehicle, but he was hesitant to drive through them and into the building. He didn’t want to run anyone over who wasn’t a Growler.

      He reminded himself the people inside weren’t innocent. They knew what Junk was buying and selling. They were condoning it with their presence and their trade. And when he and Rain had run, those same people had attacked and tried to stop them.

      He put his foot back on the gas pedal, the van accelerating again as it neared the glass doors. “Duck!” he shouted at Rain, hoping she’d heard him, but even if she hadn’t he was confidant she had enough sense to get down on the roof.

      The impact when he hit the glass doors echoed into the night, the force sending shards exploding everywhere.

      Isaac quickly discovered his fear of taking the innocent lives was mostly unfounded. The market was nearly empty at this late hour. Only a few people were forced to move out of the way as he drove toward the end of the terminal, toward the slave market and the grounded aircraft Junk called home.

      It only took a handful of seconds to get there. The slave market was closed, the lights dimmed. Isaac might have thought Junk would be asleep, but the khoron-infected leader of the Growlers had set a trap for them. Somehow, he knew they were coming back for him.

      Growlers appeared as he slowed the van, bringing it to a hard stop. They emerged from the gates, filing out as if they were soldiers about to lead a parade, a massive show of force designed to stop the assault in its tracks.

      It worked. A hundred guns pointed at the van and Sheriff Duke behind it.

      Everything came to a complete, silent stop.

      Isaac remained behind the wheel, eyes sweeping over the armed mob. Junk was ready for them to make it here too, prepared as if he were reading Isaac’s mind.

      Nobody moved. Nobody spoke. Nothing happened. The scene was set, and it remained that way while Isaac’s heart thumped.

      The gate to the airplane opened. Junk came through, flanked by the two women Isaac had seen guarding the checkpoint earlier. Junk looked amused.

      “Come on out, Sergeant. Rain. Sheriff Duke,” Junk said. “There’s no sense in dragging things out any longer than needed.”

      Isaac hesitated a moment, and then threw open the door to the van, climbing out. He glanced up and back when he did, finding Rain standing on the roof, arrow ready to fire.

      “You can’t kill me with an arrow, Rain,” Junk said. “You should know that by now.”

      “Lucia’s dead,” Rain replied.

      “I know. I’m sorry. She was a good servant. Come on down.”

      “Why? So you can stick an ugly bug in my ass? No thanks.”

      Junk smirked. “I suppose if your sister couldn’t convince you of Shurrath’s might, I won’t be able to either.”

      “Not a fucking chance.”

      Isaac glanced to the side as Hayden approached. The Sheriff looked as if he had seen better days. His coat was in ragged tatters, scuffed and filthy. His face was sweaty. His glasses gone. Regardless, he looked as if he believed he was in complete control of the situation. Did Hayden know something he didn’t or was it all an act?

      “Rain, it’s okay,” Hayden said, looking up at her. “I’ll take care of this.”

      “You?” Junk said. “We heard stories about you. We didn’t believe them. That was our mistake.”

      Rain jumped from the roof of the van, landing smoothly beside Hayden and turning to face Junk.

      “You can shoot us down right now,” Hayden said. “Kill all three of us like that.” He snapped his fingers. “But you aren’t. Why?”

      “Shurrath still wants you. We need people like you.”

      “We came to free the slaves,” Isaac said.

      “No. We need the slaves. We need their fear.”

      “Why?” Hayden asked.

      “It is delicious to us. There are chemical reactions within the body that emerge in stressful situations. Did you know that, Sheriff? I can taste it in the air. I can sense it coming from Isaac and Rain. But not from you. Why is that?”

      “Because I’m not worried.”

      “You should be. We know who you are. You should never have crossed us, Sheriff. You should never have intervened. The Hunger might have spared you for a time.”

      “Are you threatening my family?” Hayden asked. “The last two people who did that are in the ground.”

      “It is inevitable. But you’re more dangerous than we believed. The stories aren’t fabrications, are they?”

      “That depends on what you’ve heard.”

      “You’ve encountered the Axon and survived. That is enough.”

      “Axon?” Hayden asked.

      “You call them the Others. They are the greatest challenge to our domination.”

      “And what do you call yourselves?”

      “We are the Relyeh. The Hunger. The Might of the Universe. All galaxies fall before us. All worlds belong to us. We are the beginning and the end.”

      “You still look like little black bugs to me,” Rain said.

      Junk smiled. “Relyeh come in many shapes and sizes. And appearances can be deceiving. You will be one of us soon. Then you will understand.”

      “We already danced this dance,” Hayden said. “Back in Reno with your wife. It didn’t work out too well for her.”

      “I have a few more soldiers here than she had,” Junk said. “All loyal to Shurrath.”

      “So Shurrath is a Relyeh,” Hayden said. “And he wants to destroy humankind; have I got that right? Did Shurrath send the trife to weaken us?”

      “No. The trife came from another Relyeh who acted out of turn. His actions have created a power vacuum here and left Shurrath fighting with his brethren for control. But the Relyeh don’t wish to destroy all humans. We cull the weak and cultivate the strong. That is how we continue our endless advance across the universe. That is how we continue to survive. Our way is the best way, Sheriff. It has been as such for millions of your years.”

      “If you were smarter, you would kill the strong before they kill you,” Hayden said.

      Junk laughed. “As you’ve already seen, we aren’t easy to kill, Sheriff.”

      Hayden returned Junk’s smile. “That’s never stopped me before.”

      His hand was a blur, reaching under his battered coat and pulling one of his guns, aiming it right at Junk’s forehead.

      Junk continued to laugh. “You’ll die.”

      “Better dead than a slave.”

      But he didn’t shoot Junk. Instead, his hand whipped around, pointing back toward the modbox with the mounted cannon. Isaac watched Junk’s expression as the soldiers around them tried to react. He was as confused about the act as Isaac was.

      Hayden squeezed the trigger, firing a single round at the car.

      It exploded.
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      The fireball washed over Hayden as he grabbed Isaac for a second time, shielding him to protect him from the blast. Heat flashed past Hayden’s face, searing into his skin. Debris punched his armor, threatening to slice through. Ahead of him, Rain rolled beneath the van, tucking herself in and taking the brunt of the blast on her metal prosthetics.

      Most of the Growlers didn’t fare as well. They weren’t wearing combat armor, and they didn’t have artificial alloy limbs. They took the heat and shrapnel directly against their flesh, screaming as it burned and stabbed into them, the gang members closest to the detonation cut down in an instant.

      Junk stood tall amidst the sudden burst of hell, maintaining his amused expression, even as the Growlers died around him. He reached to his side and swung a pistol up toward Hayden.

      Hayden threw Isaac aside, bringing his revolver up to fire. Both weapons discharged at the same time. Junk’s head snapped back, Hayden’s bullet catching him between the eyes. Junk’s bullet caught Hayden in the cheek, tearing the scarred flesh open again.

      The heat of the explosion faded as quickly as it arrived, leaving smoldering wreckage strewn across the end of the terminal and a large number of Growlers dead or injured. Hayden hated having to put Rain through the fire this way, but he only had a few seconds to come up with a plan, and it was the only thing that came to mind.

      While the laser pistol doubled as a bomb, the smaller battery of the glasses Natalia gave him served as a catalyst, creating the reaction he needed to destabilize the larger battery of the modbox and the remaining ammunition for the cannon. Natalia had always told him ordinary car batteries didn’t explode, and that was probably true. But the cars were hacked together with whatever the modders could find, making the battery anything but ordinary. He wasn’t sure it would work until he had done it, and while he had expected an explosion, he hadn’t expected that much of an explosion.

      He had nearly killed himself, Isaac, and Rain. Almost, but not quite. They had a few seconds while the surviving Growlers regrouped.

      He wasn’t going to waste them.

      He charged toward Junk, grabbing the microspear from his pocket. First things first. He needed to kill the Growler’s leader before his khoron could heal him.

      He only made it a few steps before one of the Growlers hit him from the side, dragging him to the floor. The man’s face was burned, his tattoo a dark stain. He should have been in worse shape, but he was infected.

      Hayden knew how to fix that. He stabbed the microspear into the man’s stomach, waiting while it lanced out to the parasite tucked inside. The Growler groaned and died.

      Hayden tossed the body off and got back to his feet. A few more of the Growlers were recovering. One of them went back down an instant later, an arrow sprouting from his eye. A second toppled, and then a third, all struck by Rain’s attack.

      A shout to Hayden’s left stole his attention. One of Junk’s bodyguards came at him, throwing a series of quick jabs that took him off-guard. Rain hadn’t explained much about the War Dogs’ martial art, but he assumed this was it. The punches were unnaturally powerful, and he struggled to keep up with the blows, taking the brunt on his armor, driving him back from Junk.

      Then Isaac appeared, striking the woman in the side with his shoulder and throwing her to the floor. She rolled gracefully and got back up, and the pair faced off, each in their own martial stance.

      Isaac went in fast, trying to grapple with the smaller woman. He managed to slip around to get her in a hold, only to find himself thrown over her shoulder and onto the floor. He adjusted quickly, catching her as she tried to kick him in the face, turning her leg over and dragging her down.

      “Sheriff!” he shouted, holding out his hand. Hayden tossed the microspear to him, and he buried it in her back. She didn’t move again.

      “Junk!” Rain shouted, getting Hayden’s attention. He turned to see the man was on his feet again, only moments from shooting him in the back. Junk spun the weapon toward Rain instead. She had an arrow nocked and ready.

      Junk dropped the gun, a smile spreading across his face. “Do you remember the last time we came in contact, Rain?” he asked. “I do.”

      Rain cried out, dropped the bow and rushed toward Junk, her face twisted in pain and anger. It was the result of every abuse the man and the alien parasite inside him had caused her to suffer. Junk responded in kind, stepping forward and setting himself for the assault.

      “We should help her,” Isaac said, coming to stand beside Hayden.

      “No. Not this time. Not unless she’s in trouble. Find the slaves and get them out of here. I’ll tie up the loose ends.” He motioned toward a few Growlers still returning to action.

      “Pozz,” Isaac replied, handing the microspear back to Hayden and heading away from the scene. He drew his M007 and fired at the Growlers he passed, putting them back on the floor for Hayden to stab with the microspear.

      Hayden glanced back at Rain. She was pummeling Junk, using her augments to hit him much harder than he could hit back. The leader of the Growlers wasn’t a fighter. He tried to defend himself and counter the assault, but there was little he could do.

      Hayden hurried to the infected Growlers, stabbing each with the microspear. It felt dirty to hit them while they were down, but what choice did he have?

      By the time he was done, Rain had Junk pinned to the floor; a powerful alloy foot pressed down on his throat. Junk coughed and wheezed beneath it, face red from lack of oxygen as Hayden approached.

      “How’s this for justice, Sheriff?” Rain asked. She had hard tears in her eyes. Hayden didn’t know if they were from anger or happiness or both.  

      “It’s the way its gotta be,” Hayden replied. He knelt beside Junk, clutching the microspear. “Where’s Shurrath?”

      Junk managed a smile despite his predicament. “Do you think you’ve won, Sheriff? Because you killed a lowly servant? Because you freed a few slaves? We’re a speck of something much bigger. Something that started over two hundred years ago. That’s a long time, Sheriff. A very long time. What you see here is only the tip of the iceberg.”

      “I’ll unravel you one at a time if that’s what it takes,” Hayden replied.

      “You’ll never have the chance. I’m nothing in this war, Sheriff. A peon. You’ve opened Pandora’s Box, and you never know what might come out.” He gurgled and laughed, still straining to breathe beneath Rain’s foot.

      Hayden looked up at the sound of footsteps, finding Isaac on his way back, with half a dozen men and women trailing behind him. They paused to look at the dead Growlers, smiles growing as they realized they were free.

      “Where’s Shurrath?” Hayden repeated, looking back at Junk.

      “Nowhere,” Junk replied. “And everywhere.”

      I’m here.

      The voice resonated in Hayden’s mind, causing him to flinch.

      I know you, Hayden Duke. You want to be the champion of humankind? So be it. Our war begins today. It won’t end until you and everyone who follows you is dead. This is my planet. This is my food. I hunger.

      The voice trailed off in Hayden’s mind. He glanced at Rain, who was eyeing him with an expression that proved Shurrath’s words were for him alone. How had the Relyeh gotten into his head?

      Junk started to laugh with the rest of his remaining air. Hayden turned on him, jabbing the microspear down into his neck just below Rain’s foot. He gasped once and died.

      “Sheriff, are you okay?” Rain said.

      Hayden looked up at her, realizing he had stopped breathing. He exhaled sharply, shaking his head. “No. I need to get home. Fast.”
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      “Are you sure you don’t want to come back to Sansico with us?” Hayden asked.

      Rain nodded. “Pozz. With Junk gone and the rest of the Growlers on the run, somebody has to keep this place from falling back into the hands of another maniac. The people we freed think I killed him. I want to help you, Sheriff. I believe in the world you described to me. But I have to stay.”

      Hayden nodded. “I understand. Your being in charge of Howl is helping me.”

      “Salt City,” Rain replied. “Howl was Junk’s name for the place. But it’s under new ownership.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      Rain stepped forward, embracing him. “Thank you, Sheriff. For putting me back together again.”

      “I just reattached some limbs. You did the hard part yourself.”

      She kissed his undamaged cheek and stepped away. “Make sure you get that looked after, okay?” she said, pointing to the wound Junk’s bullet had left.

      “I will,” he replied. He had a patch from Proxima, but he didn’t want her to question where he had gotten it.

      Rain turned to Isaac. She reached behind her back, into the quiver of arrows, retrieving an old paperback from it. She handed it to the Marine.

      “Wool?” Isaac asked.

      Rain smiled. “Yeah. So you won’t forget about me.”

      “How could I forget you?”

      “I hope you find Grace. And Cyrus. I hope you get everything you need to make peace with your past.”

      “Me too.”

      “You’re a good man, Ike. So are you, Sheriff. We need more people like you.”

      “And like you,” Isaac said.

      “We have access to the solar array now. You can charge your laptop. Maybe get some answers before you go?”

      “I appreciate the offer, but Sheriff Duke wants to get back home. Shurrath isn’t happy with what we did here.”

      “Good.” She embraced Isaac, kissing him on the cheek too. “I’ll see you around, Ike.”

      “I hope so.”

      Isaac and Hayden walked over to where the paddywagon was resting. It had been burned and scraped in the explosion and left riddled with bullet holes, but it was still functional. It only needed to get them back to the truck. To the canister with Lucia’s khoron in it, and the saddlebags with the med patches and comm equipment to contact Sanisco. If they hurried, they could get within comm range not long after sunrise.

      “It hasn’t ended, has it?” Isaac asked as they climbed into the van and closed the doors. The Marine started the engine and put the vehicle in gear, slowly getting it turned around.

      “Shurrath?”

      “Shurrath too. But I mean the invasion.”

      “I don’t think it ever ended. It feels like every alien in the galaxy wants a piece of Earth.”

      “They should be careful what they wish for.”

      Hayden smiled, ignoring the pain in his cheek when he did. “Pozz that, Sergeant.”

      “Just because it’s the end doesn’t mean it’s over.”

      “No it does not. Not while I’m still breathing. You can still go to Proxima, Ike. I can arrange it once we get back.”

      “No. I’ve got nothing to tell them that they don’t already know, and Rain is right. This place needs more people fighting for one another, instead of against one another.”

      “I’m glad to have you.”

      Isaac got the van straightened out and began to accelerate. They both waved to Rain as they passed her, leaving her with the people she had only just set free. They were collecting the fallen Growlers’ weapons, preparing to lead Salt City to a new start.

      Just like that.

      Hayden sat back, an angry unease growing in his gut. He had set out to solve a mystery and bring murderers to justice. Instead, he had started a war. What they said was true:

      No good deed goes unpunished.

      He was going to punish back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 56

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Cain walked purposefully through the moist, dim passages of the cavern. Water dripped from cracks in the rock around him, a constant barrage of alternating splashes that reached deep into his mind. It was at once a pleasing and grating sound, the two consciousnesses that controlled his single mind fighting over the emotional reaction.

      Part of him hated it down here, preferring to be on the open road, traveling the world in search of recruits to the cause. The other part enjoyed the change, glad to be in a place that felt so much more like home. It wasn’t as though he had a choice either way.

      He was late.

      And Shurrath hated waiting.

      Cain believed thousands of years should have made the Relyeh more patient. It seemed to be the opposite. His works had been in motion for centuries after his arrival on Earth, and yet now that the end approached, now that he was nearly ready to claim the planet as his own against the desires of his brothers and sisters, he seemed to have little interest in any kind of delay.

      The long passage opened into a larger cave nearly two kilometers beneath the ground. The caverns had belonged to humans once. An underground network of quickly bored tunnels that connected natural cave formations deep below the surface. They had thought they could hide from the trife where it was cold and wet, two elements the lesser creatures tended to abhor. And they probably could have. But they didn’t know they had made the perfect home for a true Relyeh. They didn’t realize they had duplicated the environment of the ancient Hunger as accurately as was possible on—what was to him— an alien world.

      By digging deep, by trying to hide, they had invited Shurrath to come, to take and to feed.

      Cain reached the end of the passage, stepping out into the open space. It was used as a gathering place for the humans, and there were many of them already here. They were clothed in whatever scraps they could find. Faded and worn t-shirts, jeans, skirts and dresses. Most of the men wore only torn pants. The women were more modest. Shurrath despised gazing upon evidence of their reproductive nature. All were meekly fed and in meager health.

      They stood silently, fifty rows deep and twenty-five humans across with an aisle down the center. They held their arms tucked tight across their chests while they waited for Shurrath to come before them. They waited to worship.

      These people didn’t always believe Shurrath was the guide to the future of humankind. When he had come they had resisted. And many had died. The acceptance of worship was a double-edged sword for the Relyeh. More followers, less food. Shurrath needed fear to survive, and while these people did fear him, they no longer feared him enough.

      Cain walked down the center of the aisle toward the front of the space. There was no priest. No altar. No true ceremony. Shurrath barely cared about the people gathered here. Even his acts of violence against them didn’t produce the same response as it once had. They were acclimated to death and loss. It was the greatest challenge in dealing with humankind. They became numb to the stimulus over time, no matter the strength of that stimulus. They adjusted to every situation.

      He stopped at the front of the gathering. There was a small tunnel ahead of him, from where Shurrath would emerge. He fell to his knees, prostrating himself before it.  Part of him wanted to resist. The other part wanted to honor its master.

      He remained there as a minute passed. And then another. And another. He was late to arrive. Why was Shurrath not already here?

      Cain.

      Shurrath’s voice flooded into his head, sending a tingle down his spine. Of course, he didn’t ever need to meet with the Relyeh in person. They could communicate from anywhere across the universe through the Collective. But Shurrath preferred to be seen and heard, not merely heard.

      “I am your servant,” Cain said, coming up to his knees and bowing his head.

      The time of our emergence is close. There is a complication.

      “Complication?”

      A human, unlike the others. He has disrupted the cell to the north—Orik’s cell. Orik is no more.

      Part of Cain was glad to hear the news. The other part pained. His heart thumped in both sadness and happiness.

      “You want me to hunt him?”

      There is no need to hunt. We are familiar with this one. I believed his exploits to be exaggerations. The legends of a dying race searching for a thread of hope. We must take this hope from them. We must take the hope from him. He will make an excellent meal for us.

      “What would you have me do?”

      Go to his lands. Destroy everything he values. He believes he is safe. We will prove that is not so. We will become strong on the fear of his people.

      Part of Cain tensed at the thought of bringing so much pain. The other was overjoyed. Neither could resist.

      “As you command, it will be done.”

      Bring Kreshk with you. He is still acclimating to his new environment. It will help prepare him.

      “As you command. What about the Axon?”

      It is of no concern. We are becoming too powerful to overcome. Now go.

      “I am your servant,” Cain said again.

      He felt the pressure in his head subside as Shurrath left him. He stood up, turning around to go. He noticed the faces of the people as he did. So eager to get a glimpse of him, but he wasn’t coming today. They would wait for hours.

      He moved back through the aisle, back toward the tunnel he had arrived through. It was a long walk to return to the surface. A walk he never needed to take. It bothered part of him, but the other part understood. It was a show of loyalty and faith, and a stupid waste of time.

      Someone approached him as he neared the tunnel. He stopped and turned, looking down at the small human. He knew her well. It had taken two years for him and Dodge to hunt her down. She had rewarded Dodge for the effort by killing him. Fortunately, Kreshk had survived.

      “Cain,” she said. Her eyes glared up at him, still burning with the fire of the newly infected. He vaguely remembered his own fire, extinguished long ago. “I’m to go with you to the north. To a place called the United Western Territories.”

      “Yes,” Cain replied.

      “We’re to kill Sheriff Hayden Duke?”

      “No. First, we’ll make him fear us. Then we will feed. Then we will take him, as we took you.”

      “I would kill you if I could.”

      “I know. It will pass.”

      “I can fight it.”

      A part of Cain felt sadness at the remark. The other part was smug.

      “No, Grace. You can’t. None of us can.”
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      I hope you’ve enjoyed the first entry in Forgotten Fallout. Your opinion is important, so please take a moment to show your support for this book by leaving a review on Amazon now (mrforbes.com/reviewnoplanet).

      Of course, this is only book one. Book two, No Good Deed, will be coming next month. Do you want to know when it’s available? You can sign up to get my new release e-mails at mrforbes.com/nogooddeed

      If this is your first foray into he Forgotten universe -  WELCOME! I truly hope the book has you excited about the world, and you’re eager to read more. Your best option is to check out Forgotten (mrforbes.com/forgotten). It’s Sheriff Duke’s origin story, and if you liked this book, you’ll love that series too. You can find more information on the other Forgotten books on my web site at mrforbes.com/forgottenuniverse.

      If you’ve already read the other Forgotten books… THANK YOU x 1,000,000 for being a continuing fan of the books. I know there are a TON of options out there, and I appreciate you coming back for more.

      If you use Facebook, please stop by my page sometime at facebook.com/mrforbes.author. I’d love to hear from you.

      

      Cheers,

      Michael.
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        Forgotten (The Forgotten)
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      Some things are better off FORGOTTEN. 

      Sheriff Hayden Duke was born on the Pilgrim, and he expects to die on the Pilgrim, like his father, and his father before him. 

      That's the way things are on a generation starship centuries from home. He's never questioned it. Never thought about it. And why bother? Access points to the ship's controls are sealed, the systems that guide her automated and out of reach. It isn't perfect, but he has all he needs to be content. 

      Until a malfunction forces his Engineer wife to the edge of the habitable zone to inspect the damage. 

      Until she contacts him, breathless and terrified, to tell him she found a body, and it doesn't belong to anyone on board. 

      Until he arrives at the scene and discovers both his wife and the body are gone. 

      The only clue? A bloody handprint beneath a hatch that hasn't opened in hundreds of years. 

      Until now.

      
        
        Earth Unknown (Forgotten Earth)

        mrforbes.com/earthunknown

      

      

      A desperate escape to the most dangerous planet in the universe... Earth.

      Nathan's wife is murdered. The police believe he's the killer, and why wouldn't they? He's a disgraced Centurion Marine pilot, an ex-con, and an employee of the most powerful crime syndicate on Proxima.

      The evidence is damning. The truth, not as clear. If Nathan wants to prove his innocence and avenge his wife, he'll have to complete the most desperate evasive maneuver of his life:

      Steal a starship and escape to Earth.

      He thinks he'll be safe there. He's wrong.

      Very wrong.

      Earth isn't what he thinks. Not even close. What he doesn't know isn't only likely to kill him, it's eager to kill him.

      If it doesn't?

      The Sheriff will.

      
        
        Deliverance (Forgotten Colony)

        mrforbes.com/deliverance

      

      

      The war is over. Earth is lost. Running is the only option.

      It may already be too late.

      Caleb is a former Marine Raider and commander of the Vultures, a search and rescue team that's spent the last two years pulling high-value targets out of alien-ravaged cities and shipping them off-world.

      When his new orders call for him to join forty-thousand survivors aboard the last starship out, he thinks his days of fighting are over. The Deliverance represents a fresh start and a chance to leave the war behind for good.

      Except the war won't be as easy to escape as he thought.

      And the colony will need a man like Caleb more than he ever imagined...

      
        
        Starship Eternal (War Eternal)

        mrforbes.com/starshipeternal

      

      

      They are coming. Find the Goliath or be destroyed.

      The chilling words are the first thing Space Marine starfighter pilot Mitchell “Ares” Williams hears after he is nearly killed. He tries to ignore them, convinced the voice in his head is a side-effect of his injuries.

      It isn’t. 

      The warning is only the beginning. A glimpse into a struggle against an enemy older than time.

      An enemy that’s very real and much closer than he ever imagined. 

      An enemy that will do whatever it takes to keep him from finding the centuries lost starship and ending not only the fight but their very existence.

      Narrowly escaping capture, Mitchell falls into the hands of the Riggers — a ragtag crew of black-ops commandos who patrol the outer reaches of the galaxy. Guided by a captain with a reputation for murder, they’re dangerous, immoral, and possibly insane.

      They may also be humanity’s last hope for survival in a war that has raged beyond eternity.

      (War Eternal is also available in a box set of the first three books here: mrforbes.com/wareternalbox)

      

      
        
        Hell’s Rejects (Chaos of the Covenant)

        mrforbes.com/hellsrejects

      

      

      The most powerful starships ever constructed are gone. Thousands are dead. A fleet is in ruins. The attackers are unknown. The orders are clear: Recover the ships. Bury the bastards who stole them.

      Lieutenant Abigail Cage never expected to find herself in Hell. As a Highly Specialized Operational Combatant, she was one of the most respected Marines in the military. Now she's doing hard labor on the most miserable planet in the universe.

      Not for long.

      The Earth Republic is looking for the most dangerous individuals it can control. The best of the worst, and Abbey happens to be one of them. The deal is simple: Bring back the starships, earn your freedom. Try to run, you die. It's a suicide mission, but she has nothing to lose.

      The only problem? There's a new threat in the galaxy. One with a power unlike anything anyone has ever seen. One that's been waiting for this moment for a very, very, long time. And they want Abbey, too. 

      Be careful what you wish for.

      They say Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. They have no idea.
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      In the year 2280, an alien fleet attacked the Earth.

      Their weapons were unstoppable, their defenses unbreakable.

      Our technology was inferior, our militaries overwhelmed.

      Only one starship escaped before civilization fell.

      Earth was lost.

      It was never forgotten.

      Fifty-two years have passed.

      A message from home has been received.

      The time to fight for what is ours has come.

      Welcome to the rebellion.

      
        
        Or maybe something completely different?
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      For Conor Night, the world’s only surviving necromancer, staying alive is an expensive proposition. So when the promise of a big payout for a small bit of thievery presents itself, Conor is all in. But nothing comes easy in the world of ghosts and magic, and it isn’t long before Conor is caught up in the machinations of the most powerful wizards on Earth and left with only two ways out:

      Finish the job, or be finished himself.
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      My name is Landon Hamilton. Once upon a time I was a twenty-three year old security guard, trying to regain my life after spending a year in prison for stealing people’s credit card numbers.

      Now, I’m dead.

      Okay, I was supposed to be dead. I got killed after all; but a funny thing happened after I had turned the mortal coil...

      I met Dante Samghieri - yeah, that Dante. He told me I was special, a diuscrucis. That’s what they call a perfect balance of human, demon, and angel. Apparently, I’m the only one of my kind.

      I also learned that there was a war raging on Earth between Heaven and Hell, and that I was the only one who could save the human race from annihilation. He asked me to help, and I was naive enough to agree.

      Sounds crazy, I know, but he wished me luck and sent me back to the mortal world. Oh yeah, he also gave me instructions on how to use my Divine "magic” to bend the universe to my will. The problem is, a sexy vampire crushed them while I was crushing on her.

      Now I have to somehow find my own way to stay alive in a world of angels, vampires, werewolves, and an assortment of other enemies that all want to kill me before I can mess up their plans for humanity’s future. If that isn’t enough, I also have to find the queen of all demons and recover the Holy Grail.

      It’s not like it’s the end of the world if I fail.

      Wait. It is.

      
        
        Tears of Blood (Books 1-3)

        mrforbes.com/tearsofblood

      

      

      One thousand years ago, the world was broken and reborn beneath the boot of a nameless, ageless tyrant. He erased all history of the time before, enslaving the people and hunting those with the power to unseat him.

      The power of magic.

      Eryn is such a girl. Born with the Curse, she fights to control and conceal it to protect those she loves. But when the truth is revealed, and his Marines come, she is forced away from her home and into the company of Silas, a deadly fugitive tormented by a fractured past.

      Silas knows only that he is a murderer who once hunted the Cursed, and that he and his brothers butchered armies and innocents alike to keep the deep, dark secrets of the time before from ever coming to light.

      Secrets which could save the world.

      Or destroy it completely.
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