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      Alina shifted nervously, her eyes passing over the fifty other people sharing the back of the truck with her. A jumbled mix of humanity, if ever there was one. Old and young, black and white, short and tall, thin and fat and everything in between. The elderly woman next to her claimed to be part Cherokee, whatever a Cherokee was, while the man on the bench on the other side of the truck swore he was the son of a United States Marine.

      Children ran around in the central area between the benches, laughing and playing with one another, unaware of anything that could possibly ruin their perfect, innocent day. Alina’s son was among them, the tallest of the children but not nearly the oldest. He was staying on the perimeter of the group, watching the younger ones tag one another and try to run, often tripping over each other in their effort to escape or hitting the deck whenever the truck bounced on a rut, shaking everyone up.

      It was typical for Jacob to keep a close eye on the others. He had his father’s instincts, always eager to protect the weak, always ready to step in at the first sign of trouble.

      But he was still a child. He understood some of how the world worked, but he didn’t understand enough. He couldn’t sense the trouble that was coming. He couldn’t sense the change in the air, the sudden, subtle shift to silence.

      Alina could. You didn’t survive the trife if you weren’t alert. If you weren’t perceptive. Poor Jacob Senior; he had died during a raid nearly six years back when Jacob was only two. The trife had descended on their small community in the middle of the night, surging out of the darkness and quickly overwhelming their meager defenses. There were only a dozen survivors from the village of two hundred. Two adults. Ten children. They spared her because giving birth to Jacob ruined her womb. Because she couldn’t have another. They spared the kids because they always spared the kids. Whatever devil had conceived of the creatures, they had an innate sense of morality in that regard.

      Other humans? They weren’t always as just.

      The trife were gone. Alina knew that much. Word of their demise had spread across the wilds like fire, and time had borne it out as true. Whatever had sent the demons into their midst, someone had sent them back.

      There were so many rumors out there about what had happened. Some said the Marines had been in hiding for all these years, working on making weapons powerful enough to destroy the invaders, and they had finally succeeded. Some said there was another group of space invaders out there, who looked just like humans and flew around the planet in spaceships, dropping poison on the trife. Some said it was the Lord Himself who had cast His wrath upon them and returned them to Abaddon.

      And some said it was the Sheriff.

      Alina didn’t know which one to believe, but the last always seemed the most impossible to her. Of course she had heard the other rumors, of the man who fought back against the trife. They said he had been a lawman, though she had no idea of anywhere in the whole world where there was any law. They said he had single-handedly destroyed all of the nests from the coast to the mountains, and settled a city that was open to all. A place of freedom and safety. They said he was strong, with a pair of cyborg arms like the Marines of old, that he could see farther than an eagle and heal faster than a bullet could kill him. They said he had destroyed all of the trife with his mind of all things, and that he was still out there, roaming the wilds, bringing law and order to a world too long without either.

      Alina shook her head. Ridiculous. Tall tales and bullshit. She was more willing to believe it was God than some modern legend.

      Two years. It was hard to believe it had been that long since the trife were destroyed and Earth was set free. If you could call it that. All she had seen was one style of demon replaced by another. An alien invader swapped with human evil.

      And the Sheriff was nowhere to be found.

      “Jacob,” Alina said, calling to her son. His head snapped toward her in response, reminding her of the way his father used to react to her voice. Love was a tough commodity, and they had been rich with it.

      Screw the xenotrife. May they rest in Hell.

      “What is it, ma?” Jacob asked.

      “Come over here. Sit with your mother.”

      Jacob’s face crinkled at the suggestion. “But ma, I’m playing Sheriff.”

      Of course he was. He was his father’s son. A protector. And who better to pretend to be than a man who didn’t exist. A man so much larger than life that if he were real he’d only turn out to be a disappointment.

      He doesn’t understand. He’s still too young. But the air is wrong. He’s my son too. Why can’t he feel it? “Just do as I say.”

      Jacob nodded, glancing back at the other children one last time, hesitant to leave them to their own devices. A mob needs law looking over it like a shepherd to a flock. Chaos requires order. Alina needed her son close, even as her hand dropped to the knife she had hidden under her poncho.

      “Jacob, now!” Alina said.

      He took his first step toward her.

      And the first shot rang out.
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      Alina jumped to her feet, revealing the knife she’d kept hidden since she and Jacob joined the caravan four days ago. The others in the truck reacted too, some of them throwing themselves on the floor of the vehicle, crying out in panic. Others standing and drawing their own weapons. Knives, old bats, sharpened tree branches, even a couple of revolvers. You had to protect yourself whatever way you could. You always had to find a way.

      The Cherokee woman was on the ground, depending on the group to protect her. The man on the other side was ready to defend himself. The childrens’ game fell apart in an instant, most of the young rushing to their parents as quickly as they could. Not Jacob. He froze in place. Not out of fear. Listening. Tracking the source of the sudden gunfire.

      The shots continued to echo, followed by pinging thunks as rounds found the exterior of the truck bed. Finally, gunfire from closer to the vehicle rang out, the caravan’s escorts finally countering the ambush.

      “Jacob!” Alina shouted. “Get down!”

      Jacob’s eyes met hers right before he collapsed on his face, a fresh hole appearing in the canvas of the truck cover behind him, letting the dimming evening light in.

      “Jacob!” Alina screamed, taking three steps to get to him, dropping to her knees and checking him for blood. He rolled over, looking up at her.

      “I’m okay, ma,” he said. “Bastard missed me.”

      Bullets continued to strike the truck. Alina heard a groan outside, familiar with the sound a slug makes when it sinks into flesh and the sound a man makes when he’s hit. She heard the whinnies of the horses tethered to the truck cab in lieu of a working engine. Another scream, another man down.

      The gunshots were coming from every direction now, the attackers—whoever they were—surrounding the caravan. More screams of pain, more whinnying, more pings against the metal and holes through the canvas. Alina knew something bad was coming, but she wasn’t ready for anything like this. In all her thirty-three years—for all the times the trife had attacked the communities where she lived or bandits had raided or nomads had come looking for trouble—she had never found herself in the middle of something as violent as this.

      No way was this a standard robbery. Bandits didn’t come in numbers like this. They didn’t attack with such ferocity. Half the time they didn’t fire a single shot. They’d just come out of hiding or even waited along the road to make their demands and move on. Their requests were usually simple and basic. Whatever guns and ammo were in the group, food and water—anything with value for them to keep or trade. There was a certain ironic civility to it.

      Not today. Not with whoever had launched this assault. Even from inside the truck with nothing to go on but the sounds of fighting, Alina could sense the cold brutalness of the attack. She had felt it in the air before it happened, and the feeling of dread had only intensified.

      “We need to get out there,” she said, looking up at the man who had sat opposite her. David. That was his name. “David, we need to help them.”

      He looked back at her. He wasn’t a young man, with wisps of gray hair on a balding head, his face weathered and tired, his bare arms scarred and bruised. He didn’t look well. Sick with something that would take his life sooner than later anyway. His weapon was an old pair of scissors, the blades cleaner than the rest of the device, showing he had spent time sharpening it.

      “We don’t got guns,” he replied. “We go out there, we gonna die.”

      “If we stay here, we’re going to die,” she replied. “We can’t let them hurt the children.” David’s eyes shifted to Jacob, while Alina’s head swiveled to the rest of the people on the truck. “We can’t let them hurt the children.”

      Most of them were too scared to move. Their eyes were wide and moist, tears of fear running down their cheeks. Two years, and they had already forgotten what it meant to live in the world with the trife. They had already gone soft.

      Alina growled in frustration. There were at least fifteen people in the back of the truck fit enough to resist. Was she the only one with the courage?

      “I’ll go with you, ma,” Jacob said, looking at David. “I just need them scissors, sir.”

      David raised his eyebrows in response to the statement, his face turning red as he realized he was already dying and he was afraid to go out to meet the attackers, but this child was ready to defend the others.

      “Sorry kid,” he replied. “But I’m gonna need it. I ain’t letting no boy show me up.” He looked at the other passengers. “If any of you have a soul, you shouldn’t neither.”

      The statement was meant to shame and it worked. Six men and three women, including two with children, stood up one after the other. The gunfire continued outside, and one of the standing men collapsed a moment later, a stray round finding his temple. The woman closest to him screamed.

      “They’re getting closer,” Alina said. “We don’t have any more time. We need to help the others fight back.” She looked at Jacob. “I need you to wait here.”

      “Ma, I can fight,” he argued.

      “I know you can. But these folks are too scared to protect themselves. Somebody has to stay here and guard them. It’s what the Sheriff would do.”

      “I don’t even have a gun or a knife or anything.”

      “You have your two strong arms, just like the Sheriff. If they come in here, you use them. You fight with everything in you and keep the others safe. Do you hear me?”

      “Yes, ma. I’ll do it.”

      Alina leaned over and kissed his forehead. “I love you, Jacob.”

      “Love you too, ma.”

      Then she stood up, turning to David and nodding, and then glancing back at the others. “Come on.”

      She took the lead, heading to the back of the truck. Another wayward round punched through the canvas as she got close, the slug passing so close by she felt it burn the side of her ear. She didn’t slow down. She didn’t need to be perceptive to know that whoever was out there, only one side was going to come out of this fight alive.

      She needed to make sure it was hers.
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      Alina reached the back of the truck. The canvas was zipped closed over the rear, hiding the contents from spying eyes. Not that it ever helped dissuade thieves, but she imagined the operators had found the vehicle that way and didn’t see a reason to change it.

      She grabbed the zipper, pulling it upward to open the flaps of canvas. The sounds of battle were already fading. Because everyone had gotten behind cover? Or because their guards were almost all dead?

      There was no cover, not when they were surrounded. She liked the thought that their defenders were dead even less. There was nothing to do about it but go out there.

      “Good manners to let ladies to go first,” David said, grabbing her arm. “But in this case, you should let me take the lead.”

      Alina thought to argue, and then thought better of it. There was no point. It didn’t matter who went first. She stepped to the side, giving David the lead. He pushed through the canvas and hopped down onto the worn blacktop of an old highway, split by brown vegetation fighting its way up for the last two centuries. He glanced back at her, waving her on.

      A sharp crack sounded nearby, and his head collapsed in front of her, his body tipping sideways to the ground. Alina muffled a scream, heart beginning to pound with adrenaline and fear.

      One of the raiders moved in from the left, tall and lanky, and clothed in a worn black leather jacket with a black scarf wrapped around his head, leaving only his blue eyes visible through it. They were too busy looking down at David.

      Careless.

      Alina didn’t hesitate. Instead of stepping out of the truck, she leaped from it, momentum pushing  taking her down on top of the man. They fell together in a heap, the surprised attacker writhing in an effort to aim his revolver at her.

      She rolled with him, knife flashing off the moonlight, arm driving it forward. She couldn’t see where she stabbed, but she heard the tearing of cloth and felt the resistance of the flesh beneath, followed by the smell of blood. The raider cried out, grabbing her hair and yanking her head back, trying to pull her away. A mistake because it stretched the distance from her shoulder to his body and gave her a better idea of his position beneath her. She slammed the knife down again and again, still unable to see where it hit, but she was certain she felt the blade slip between the man’s ribs.

      “You bitch!” he growled, throwing a hard right hook that caught her in the jaw. Pain flared across Alina’s face, the blow knocking her away,  the knife still embedded in the man’s chest.

      She fell to her knees, turning as the raider lifted his gun toward her. Throwing herself onto his hand, she clawed at his wrist, striking a nerve that forced him to let go. Tears of anger and desperation nearly blinding her, she reached for the gun.

      The bandit went for it too, but it was becoming harder and harder for him to breathe, his movements slowing. She beat him to the revolver and raised it, pulling the trigger. The bullet struck his side, finishing the job she’d started with the knife. He stopped resisting, lying his head back and bleeding out.

      Alina got to her feet, only now getting a chance to see what was happening. The other passengers were still climbing out of the truck, sticking close with their meager weapons, heads flicking back and forth, looking for targets. Their truck was the third out of five and also the biggest. It blocked her view of the immediate front of the caravan, but she could see a bridge over the roadway ahead, with ropes dangling over the sides.

      To her left, an embankment rose up to the far side of the highway. A pair of raiders were on the ground there, unable to make it across without getting hit. To her right, a rusted old chain-link fence had collapsed along this stretch of the road. A dilapidated warehouse stood behind it.

      She caught sight of a shooter only seconds before he fired from the warehouse roof, his bullet catching someone further ahead.

      Alina spun around, back toward the rear of the line. The four horses pulling the smaller box truck behind her snorted and nervously shifted their feet. She could see raiders coming up from the rear, walking along the sides of the trucks, headed her way. She turned again, moving to the edge of the truck and peering around the side. More raiders.

      The gunfire was dying out, almost all of the caravan’s defenders dead or so severely wounded they were out of action. Alina swallowed hard, realizing she and her fellow passengers were all that was left. There was no way they could stop this group from taking whatever they wanted.

      David had been right, they were all going to die.

      As if to emphasize the thought, another shot rang out in the distance and one of the women near Alina fell, the sniper on the warehouse roof claiming another victim. She could practically hear him reloading, preparing to cut another one of them down.

      “We can’t just stand here and die,” she hissed, trying to push through the fear she saw on the others’ faces. “Fight, damn it!”

      Then she swung out from behind the truck, raising the revolver as she stepped forward, getting out of the sniper’s line of sight. She watched the bandits in front of her freeze a moment, confused by the small woman in the ragged clothes suddenly pointing a gun at them.

      She pulled the trigger, her aim decent enough to catch the lead raider in the shoulder. He grunted and grabbed at the suddenly bleeding wound while the other raiders whirled around and pointed their guns at her.

      Alina shifted her aim to the biggest one of them and pulled the trigger again. The revolver clicked. No round in the chamber. She tried again. Same result. Again.

      Empty.

      The raiders reached her, the largest among them grabbing her arm and swinging her into the side of the truck. She cried out in pain as her back hit the metal, the man’s arm pressing into her throat.

      “You’re gonna pay for that,” he growled, spraying his spittle across her face.

      The other passengers screamed as the raiders converged on them. “We surrender!” one of them said in a panicked voice. “We surrender. Please, don’t hurt us.”

      Alina closed her eyes, barely able to breathe beneath the man’s forearm as a short burst of bullets silenced the other passengers. Tears began streaming down her eyes at the truth of the situation.

      The operators swore this passage was safe. They promised they’d get she and Jacob safely through this part of the wilds to a place called Memphis, where she could get another ride to the northeastern coast. She’d heard there was a sanctuary there, and she was trading everything she had to reach it. Everything. She’d needed to get her son someplace more permanent. Someplace safe.

      She wasn’t going to make it. Her life was going to end here tonight. So was Jacob’s.

      She struggled against the man, the fear driving her to resist. He pressed tighter on her neck, his dark eyes meeting hers.

      “I know you’re afraid,” he said in a gruff voice. “You have a child in there, don’t you?”

      Alina didn’t answer. She kicked the man in the legs, her blows too weak to have much of an effect. She couldn’t breathe anymore.

      “We aren’t going to kill them. No. Grimmel has something else in mind. Something much more useful than death.”

      “If you hurt them...” Alina managed to hiss, her voice barely audible with her throat constricted.

      “Then what? You’re going to die us to death?” The man laughed softly.

      The other raiders climbed up into the back of the truck.

      “Stop right there,” Alina heard Jacob say. “You aren’t going to hurt anyone.”

      “No?” the raider replied. “Are you going to stop me?”

      “If I have to.”

      Jacob, no! Alina struggled again. She had no chance of breaking the man’s hold. She couldn’t breathe. The world was dimming, her vision blurring. She wasn’t sure if what she heard was even real.

      A gunshot. A single round from inside the truck.

      Jacob…no…

      The world turned to darkness.
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      The sun was up when Alina came to, her eyes snapping open, her heart immediately beginning to pound through her chest. Alive. She was alive. Jacob?

      She had dirt up her nose and in her mouth, her face pressed into the roadway, crushing some of the vegetation rising up through the cracks. She spat it out, pushing up to her hands and knees while she dry heaved. She didn’t know where she was. How had she gotten outside the truck? Why were they stopped? Her neck burned and throbbed, and when she reached up to touch it, she could feel it was swollen. No wonder it was still hard to breathe.

      “Jacob,” she said, trying to call out to him. All she managed was the weakest of whispers, one nobody would hear.

      Then her eyes fell on the bodies. Her stomach turned at the sight of them, piled between the two nearest trucks, like slabs of meat. The horses were gone.

      Her mind began to catch up, her memories returning. The caravan was attacked.

      “Jacob!”

      She remembered the raider. She remembered shooting him. She looked for his body in the pile, finding it at the bottom. The whole thing made her sick, and she had to fight against her fear to pull herself to her feet. Why was she alive? She should be dead, shouldn’t she?  Like all the other adults. Where were the children? Something bad had happened to them. She already knew that. The bandits hadn’t killed all the adults and left the children unharmed in the back of the vehicle.

      “Jacob!” she tried again, though her loudest shout yet wasn’t much more than a cracked and rough whisper. “Jacob,” she whispered to herself, stumbling to the back of the truck. Her legs were weak from fear, from panic and her pre-emptive misery over what she knew she would find. Yet meager hope still lingered. Maybe, just maybe, Jacob was still alive.

      Reaching the back of the truck she had to brace herself against it to keep from collapsing. Taking a moment to catch her breath and prepare herself, she lifted first one foot and then the other, climbing up over the tailgate and through the canvas flaps. Her arms were so weak they shuddered with every effort. Then she collapsed again, against the latched tailgate as she let out a mournful cry.

      “Noooo!”

      The truck was filled with bodies. The Cherokee woman was near the front, face down in a pool of blood. Jacob was right behind her.

      “Nooo!” she cried again, crawling to her son. She reached down, putting her fingers against his neck, keeping as still as she could in desperate hope that he was alive.

      He wasn’t.

      She looked down at his chest. His shirt was stained with blood, a hole right through to his heart.

      “Noooo!” she cried out again. The tears flowed freely as she picked him up, holding him against her and sobbing.

      Not Jacob. Not my Jacob. He was strong and kind and courageous. The type of person this world needed to rebuild. To recover from the trife.

      And they took him. They took him from her and left her alive to suffer her loss.

      She continued sobbing, losing track of everything else. Eventually, the tears eased the pain enough for her to lower him back to the truck’s cold metal bed. Her eyes swept the inside of the truck, and she realized the other children were gone.

      We aren’t going to kill them. No. Grimmel has something else in mind. Something much more useful than dying.

      The words went through Alina’s mind like a knife dragged across her scalp. The raiders killed the parents and took the children. Was that why they had attacked?

      She looked at Jacob again. He’d died trying to protect them. If he had just backed down, they would have taken him too. He would still be alive.

      But would that be better?

      The tears began to flow again, but this time Alina forced them away. She had grown up on the trife’s Earth. She had seen death before. She had lost people she considered friends. She had buried the first love of her life.

      Now she would have to bury the second.

      It was common out here, more so before the trife had gone. Maybe she should be hardened against it, but people who stopped feeling stopped being people. Acceptance was surrender, and she wasn’t having any of that.

      She had lived through the trife. By some miracle, or maybe by some curse, she had survived this too. The raider had choked her and left her for dead. But she hadn’t died. She was still moving. Still breathing. She still had a chance.

      But for what? To continue on to Memphis? To trade her body again for another ride north? It was hard enough the last time, but it had been worth it for Jacob. She didn’t think she could go through it again for just herself. Then what? Should she sit down and die right here? Give up and waste the extra time she was given and let Jacob die for nothing?

      We aren’t going to kill them. No. Grimmel has something else in mind. Something much more useful than dying.

      The words echoed in her head like a horrible mantra. The children were still alive. Grimmel, whoever he was, was going to do something to them, and she doubted it would be pleasant. If she was spared, it had to be that she was spared for a purpose.

      Jacob gave his life to protect them. She had a second chance. She had to do the same.

      “You’re an inspiration to me, Jacob,” she said, looking down at him. “I’ll keep going. I’ll find them somehow. I know that’s what you would want me to do.” She could hear his voice in her head, telling her not to cry. Comforting her, the way he did when his father died. When she was supposed to comfort him.

      She closed her eyes, still fighting back tears, swallowing the pain. She had seen the raiders. There were so many of them, and they were well-armed and organized, not like the usual rabble she had come across. But how could she do this on her own? She would need to find help. Hire mercenaries, if that’s what it took. If the bandits wanted the children, maybe they left something she could trade. Otherwise, she always had herself to sell.

      “I wish the Sheriff was real, Jacob,” she said. “If even half the things they say about him were true, he could help me see justice done. He could help me save the others.”

      But she knew he wasn’t real. He was a myth someone invented to give people hope against the trife. Now the trife were gone, but evil wasn’t. Alina didn’t have much hope. She would do whatever she could, but she didn’t expect to succeed. That wasn’t the point. Jacob was eight years old and he died for those kids. She would be ashamed of herself not to do the same.

      She got to her feet, leaning over and lifting Jacob. She wasn’t going to leave him to rot in the back of an old truck. She would find something to dig with and a quiet place at the side of the road to bury him.

      Then she would find someone to hunt down Grimmel and his raiders.

      Then she would make them pay.
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      The sun was high overhead by the time Alina used her hands to push the last bit of dirt back over Jacob’s grave. She knew she had dug it too shallow, but it was hard enough making do with the dull, rusted shovel she had found in the storage compartment of the lead truck. Her hands were caked with dirt and blood, cracked and sore. Her neck burned with every movement. Her body was exhausted.

      She sat back on her knees, looking down at the fresh dirt and the small headstone she had placed. It wasn’t a proper tombstone, but this wasn’t a proper burial, and she didn’t have anything else that worked. Besides, the worn silver plastic star with Sheriff etched across the center was one of Jacob’s favorite things. If the pin hadn’t broken, he would have died with it on his chest.

      “Sleep peacefully, my precious love,” she said, closing her eyes to stave off the tears. “There are no trife where you’re going. No evil to fear. Your mother loves you forever.”

      She reached down and picked up the badge, clutching it tightly in her hand. Then she placed it back down and got to her feet, fighting to find breath through the sadness. She needed to carry on...for him.

      She had walked the caravan front to back once already in search of the shovel now discarded a few feet from the grave. She quickly discovered that almost anything of real value was gone. The caravan operators brought nearly a dozen guards with them for the journey. She found eleven of them, their guns and knives taken. In one instance, someone had stolen the boots off a dead guard’s feet. The final count put a knot in her stomach. Eleven dead guards. What happened to number twelve? Did he run away? Or was he a plant for the raiders? Was that how they knew there were children in the group?

      The horses were gone of course. They were worth more in trade markets than the meager weapons the guards possessed. But even hunting rifles and revolvers were enough to scare off bandits almost all the time, especially with a relatively large group carrying them. And this passage was supposed to be safe. Had no one bothered to check the surroundings before embarking on the four-day journey? Or was it the twelfth man who did the scouting?

      Alina sighed. The circumstances leading up to the attack didn’t matter anymore. The attack happened. Jacob was dead. Her life was suddenly on a completely different track. It was so important not to take anything for granted out here. Every life was always hanging on the edge of one catastrophe or another.

      The best course was to take revenge, because continued living was anything but assured.

      She spent more time searching the caravan again, climbing into the backs of the trucks and rifling through the already rifled through supplies, digging deeper under the garbage than she had before. She found a duffel in the corner of the lead truck. the only one with a functional engine and fuel. It must have belonged to one of the guards, and contained enough supplies for the journey to Memphis. Cured meat rations, a large jug of water, a change of underwear and a couple of spare bullets. She didn’t have a gun, but she could probably get a note for them. The clothes might fetch her two or three, and there was enough space inside for her own clothes and a few odds and ends.

      She kept digging through the debris, excited when her search uncovered an old pocket knife. She unfolded the blade and tested it against her finger. It was dull as hell, but it was better than nothing.

      A little more searching helped her locate some fresh clothes. She quickly stripped, pausing in her nakedness to check herself for additional wounds. She was thin, but so were nearly all of the people who lived in the wilds. Her skin clung to labor-built muscle, her ribs and hipbones visible through the flesh, the flatness of her stomach broken by the tell-tale marks of Jacob’s birth. She had bruising on her arms where the raider had grabbed her, and her upper chest where his large forearm had rested while he choked her. Nothing too serious. She pulled on the fresh clothes. They were too big on her, but so were her prior rags, and at least they were clean and likely to be warmer than the filthy homespun dress she had made do with.

      A pair of worn and patched blue jeans, remnants of a world lost to the trife. A simple dark blouse, and of course her belt. Her leather boots were scuffed and faded, and didn’t offer much protection from the wet, but she put them back on. A little more searching turned up a long wool overcoat that hung from her like she was a child and would be hot to wear during the day, but she took in anyway because if she got in trouble, maybe she could convince someone she was packing underneath it. It also had a deep pocket she used as extra storage while she picked out anything she might get a note or two for in trade.

      It was afternoon by the time Alina felt like she was ready to leave. Her duffel was filled with random equipment she was sure she could get at least fifty notes for. Her overcoat’s pockets carried enough rations to make the walk to Memphis. She had even found a hat that didn’t sink down over her eyes, giving her shade to block out the sun. She returned to Jacob’s grave then, saying a prayer to whatever god might be listening. The buzzards and coyotes would move in once she was gone, eager to start picking at the dead. Hopefully there were enough dead above ground to keep them from digging Jacob up.

      One more prayer, one more quick sweep of the massacred caravan, and then she left it all behind.
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      Alina approached the warehouse with an excess of caution, pausing at the corner of a crumbling office building across a narrow street from it and peering at the dilapidated structure.  A series of rusted rollup metal doors lined the south side wall, running along platforms elevated from the ground and accessible by ramps on either end. The doors furthest from Alina were still intact. The closest door was sheared off completely. The rest were dented and torn, showing evidence that trife had descended on the outlying structure at some time in the past, most likely to give chase to survivors who had tried to find refuge inside. Tried and failed. From the looks of things, the demons had broken through the meager defenses.

      She wasn’t eager to walk into another scene of death and destruction, even if it had occurred years ago. She also couldn’t just assume that’s what she would find. The raider’s sniper had made his nest on top of the building. She needed to know if the raiders made their home here. She needed to know if they were still inside.

      And if the children were in there with them.

      She wasn’t stupid enough to think she could confront them. They would finish what they started and do a better job making sure she was dead this time. She also wasn’t dumb enough to believe she could save the children, at least not before the attackers started using them for whatever purpose they had in mind. But any information she could gather now while she was here could be valuable later. It was worth the risk.

      She watched the entrances for nearly thirty minutes, motionless and quiet, listening and looking for any sound or sight that would suggest there was anyone nearby. The only thing she heard was the wind hissing through broken windows. The only thing she saw was a feral cat that slinked across the faded blacktop from one shadow to the next, probably searching for mice.

      Deciding it was relatively safe, Alina left the duffel behind. She lifted the pocket knife into her hand and exposed the blade while she crossed the street between the two structures, mimicking the cat in her efforts to get out of the open as quickly as possible. She made it to the shadows in the corner and then slowly crept up the ramp from the ground to the loading bay doors, staying tight against the building and continuing to listen for sounds from inside as she neared the open bay. No noises, and no other indication anyone was present. She turned her head and leaned out into the doorway to get a look at the inside.

      Limited sunlight pierced the interior of the large, windowless warehouse through the wounds in the bay doors.It was enough light to provide dim light along the front edge of the building, leaving the rest shrouded in darkness. Alina spotted the bodies right away. Nearly a dozen corpses were strewn across the floor, stretched out in awkward positions, their tattered clothes clinging to their skeletal remains. She recognized the crossed scratches in the floor immediately, the gouges in the cement made by large, sharp claws. Trife claws. The aliens had killed these people years ago, leaving them to the scavengers.

      There was more.

      Other remains were mingled with the bodies, though whether they had fallen that way or the whole scene had been disturbed by something other than coyotes was unclear to Alina. The second set of bones were smaller, thinner and fully exposed. They hadn’t held up nearly as well to the passage of time. Parts of the skeletons were little more than an extra layer of thicker powder among the rest of the dust. She didn’t need a complete specimen to know what they were. She could tell by the size and shape of the bones, the way they stretched into a long, tooth-filled skull at the top and elongated into claws at the extremities. Xenotrife. The enemy. She was surprised to see so many of them mixed with the corpses. The humans had put up a pretty good fight.

      There was more.

      Signs of a recent camp rested further in the corner, near the edge of sunlight’s reach. Discarded energy cells for a cooktop were clumped together with remnants of cigarettes and a few rags, and the layers of dust that had settled over the place were disturbed. Enough so that Alina was able to follow footprints in the dirt with her eyes, away from the area until they vanished deeper into the darkness.

      A wave of fear washed through her. Could the sniper still be here? She caught herself a moment later, fighting back a wave of panic. If he were still here, he would have spotted her walking over to the building from across the highway. She never would have gotten this far.

      This was merely proof the sniper had been present earlier and that he had likely been here alone.  This wasn’t the raiders’ main camp, just a convenient place for their shooter to get in position to fire down on the caravan. She didn’t know whether to be relieved or upset at the discovery. If the bandits weren’t here, where had they gone?

      She knew she couldn’t chase them down alone. She had managed to survive in the wilds, but she wasn’t a tracker or a hunter. She had learned what she’d come here to find out. The children weren’t here. The sniper was gone. And...

      She froze when a creaking whine sounded from somewhere in the darkness above, followed by the echoing clang of a door slamming closed. A sudden light pierced the black, illuminating the warehouse floor from its source at the top of a set of rusted metal stairs, down to where it cast a hazy spotlight on the full outcome of the trife attack. The corpses at the front side were the brave men and women who had tried to defend the others. A hundred more were pressed into the back wall, still huddling together in fear as the alien demons had cut them down.

      Alina swallowed hard, heart racing as she scrambled to get out of sight, ducking back out through the bay door just before the flashlight beam crossed over where she’d stood. She pushed herself tight against the wall again, mouth open as she struggled to get enough breath through her airway.

      The sniper was still here!

      She heard his feet on the metal stairs, coming down fast, each step causing a loud creak and thud. Should she make a run for it or stay and hope he wouldn’t see her? Why the hell was he still here anyway?

      She looked across the street to where she had left the duffel, visible at the corner of the office building. Damn it. She was stupid for leaving it in sight. If the sniper saw it, he would know someone was here even if he didn’t see her.  And then she realized he might have already spotted her if he’d been on the roof when she crossed the highway. Maybe that’s why he was coming down.

      His feet reached the bottom, becoming quieter on the cement floor. Her frozen panic had already cost her. It was too late to run. She clutched the pocket knife tightly. The only chance she had was to get him in the eye with it. It was too dull to do damage anywhere else. She raised her arm, keeping it ready, pressing her body so hard against the wall it made her spine hurt.

      She quickly realized the sniper’s soft footsteps suggested he wasn’t rushing to find her. His footsteps continued to get closer and closer, until she knew he was near the bay doors.

      A new panic took hold of Alina. What if he went out through one of the other doors? He would see her for sure, at enough distance she wouldn’t try to stab him before he emerged. She already knew he had a powerful rifle. He probably had a sidearm too.

      She still didn’t move. She remained plastered up against the wall between the first and second bays, mouthing the words come out the first one over and over to herself as she waited for him to appear.

      Her heart pounded so hard it thudded in her ears, and she was sure if the sniper didn’t kill her she would suffocate. It was already hard to breathe past her swollen air pipe, and fear only made it worse. She shouldn’t have come to the warehouse. She should have left it alone until she could find help.

      She smelled the sniper before she saw him. He reeked of alcohol and sweat, and she wondered if he had lagged behind because he had passed out on the rooftop. Was it possible for anyone to be that good of a shot while drunk? She turned herself slightly to get a better angle of sight. and gathered herself, her muscles tensing to spring into action.

      The sniper crossed to the open bay door and began to emerge, leading with his shoulder. His elbow was bent, holding a revolver up beside his face, inadvertently protecting himself from her attack.

      A sharp hiss and yowl from just inside the warehouse made Alina’s body shiver. It got the sniper’s attention too. He jumped back, turning and lowering his weapon toward the sound. A second yowl was followed by a gunshot, and then a third, higher-pitched cry.

      “Damn cats!” the man grunted, surprised by the animal. “I’m going to wring your scrawny little neck.” The smell of alcohol diminished as he chased the cat across the floor, taking a few more wild shots at it. “And stay out!” he shouted a moment later, apparently giving up the hunt.

      Alina was already on the move by then, running away from the warehouse as fast as she could. She made it across the street and grabbed the duffel, swinging it over her shoulder. The unexpected rumble of a motorcycle engine sent a fresh spike of fear through her, her panic heightened when she heard the throttle open, the volume increasing quickly as it headed her way.

      She spotted a pile of rubble ahead. If she made it to the other side she could get out of sight.

      Alina could barely breathe, her throat tight, her heart pumping hard. She felt lightheaded, dizzy, and more than a little nauseous. The rubble was just ahead, but the motorcycle was just behind. She wasn’t sure she could get there before passing out from lack of oxygen.

      She pulled the duffel off her shoulder, using her forward momentum to toss the bag up and over the debris. Then she reached the rubble, scrambling up the side of the collapsed cement wall, scraping her hands on ragged mortar before throwing herself over the top. She rolled down the back side and landed on her stomach as the motorcycle raced through the street she had just abandoned. She could only hope the rider hadn’t noticed all the dust she had disturbed with her climb.

      He didn’t seem to, racing past, and from the sound of the engine, picking up speed. Alina crawled to the edge of the rubble in time to get a glimpse of the bike and its rider as it sped away, a large rifle strapped to his broad back.

      The sniper was leaving.

      She was safe.

      She rolled over onto her back, opening her mouth wide and gasping for air. She struggled to catch her breath, fighting hard to stay conscious as she wheezed and began to cough. She rolled over a second time, onto her hands and knees to dry heave again, her chest wracked with pain.

      It took nearly five minutes for her to calm enough to breathe normally, the effort leaving her exhausted. She could hear the motorcycle engine echoing across the landscape almost the entire time. It had gone out to the highway, turning east.

      The sniper was headed toward Memphis too.
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      We aren’t going to kill them. No. Grimmel has something else in mind. Something much more useful than dying.

      Alina’s eyes snapped open. Her heart raced, her body shivering. She could still see the raider’s face in her mind’s eye. She could still feel his hot breath and spittle on her cheek. She reached to the ground in search of her knife, the sensation of the cold, damp grass pulling her from her slumber.

      Alina swallowed hard. “A nightmare,” she said out loud. “Just a nightmare.”

      But it wasn’t. It was the reality her mind was trying to process. The truth she struggled to come to terms with in the vulnerability of her waking.

      Jacob.

      She squeezed her eyes tight, fighting back the tears. Enough crying already. How many parents had she seen lose a child, even two or more? The trife didn’t hunt children, but the trife weren’t the only danger in the world.  Plenty of kids died from injury and infection. From illness. There were doctors in some places, but not everywhere, and even if they had medicine to offer it was sure to be expensive. More than someone like her could afford. She was lucky to have had her boy for as long as she had.

      Calming herself, she started to remember where she was. She had covered nearly ten miles after leaving the warehouse, the caravan remains and Jacob’s grave behind. She’d kept to the highway, on constant lookout for motorcycles, cars, horses or any other vehicles or people that might come from either direction. She was tense. On edge. On guard. Frightened and exhausted. But she had kept putting one foot in front of the other. She had kept going.

      A nagging urgency in her heart had kept telling her she needed to go back, to stay with Jacob and protect him from the scavengers. To prevent them from devouring his body. But another part of her heart reminded her his body was nothing more than a shell with no soul. That her boy had to be in Heaven because all children went there. The constant war tugged at her own soul, slowing her forward momentum but not canceling it altogether.

      Sometimes she felt numb, and her footsteps vanished beneath her, the soreness of her body and the exhaustion of heart and mind all fading into a single emptiness. Other times she felt sadness, tears rolling down her cheeks. Her throat burned from the swelling and her feet hurt with every step.

      Sometimes she felt rage burning so hot it cauterized the wound in her throat, and she picked up her pace, not so much walking toward Memphis as charging headlong for it. Eager to catch up to the sniper, she thought of nothing more than jabbing her pocket knife in his eye.

      All of it had carried her until darkness and the path ahead had become difficult to navigate. She’d stopped to rest then, to eat something, climbing into one of the many old wrecks that had once sat abandoned on the highway before getting pushed off to the side of the road. The one she had chosen was long and rectangular, rusted and faded from the elements, its tires deteriorated, its paint nearly worn off. She would have preferred to sleep in the back of it, but the rear doors were already missing, shredded off by trife and thrown into the nearby vegetation. She’d found a pair of corpses inside, skulls sporting the telltale marks of trife claws. She hadn’t wanted to disturb them and with the rear doors gone, she had slid underneath, thankful for the wool overcoat that kept the dampness from the grass from soaking through to her skin.

      She guessed she’d slept for four or five hours. Less than she needed, more than she’d hoped for. She turned her head in each direction, checking for signs of life—human or otherwise—before sliding out into the open. She reached back under the vehicle to grab the duffel and sat with her back against one of the wheels, opening the bag to retrieve some of the rations. The meat was salty and chewy, and she hated the taste, but she forced it down. She drank water too, from the jug the guard had once carried. Then she leaned her head back, staring straight ahead. The highway sloped down to a stream that ran along the edge of a forest, and in the dim moonlight she could make out the shape of a deer with its head down, drinking water. With the right tools she could kill, cook and eat the animal. Her parents had taught her how. They had been gone twelve years now, dead to the trife like so many others.

      She watched the deer for a while, absently wondering what it might be like to be a creature like that instead of a human. Safe from the trife, but never safe from other animals, including people. Always keeping an ear out for trouble, unable to eat or drink without constantly pausing to look around. Alina laughed softly to herself when she realized she already had an idea what the deer’s existence was like.

      She was living it right now.

      The deer finished drinking and wandered back into the forest. Alina got to her feet, stretching sore and tired muscles. The sky was starting to lighten, and she decided she should get moving again. She zipped the duffel and picked it up, slinging it over her shoulder. Then she hobbled forward, trying to loosen up her muscles, trying to walk off the soreness and pain.

      No more crying. No more weakness. She needed to be strong.

      She needed to get moving.
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      Alina approached the car waiting at the exit to the highway, walking slowly and keeping her eyes fixed on the two men leaning against the side. The car was what a lot of folks called a modbox, a welded together Frankenstein’s monster of different junkers remade into a sturdier operational vehicle. Originally designed to roam the highways in a world filled with trife, modboxes typically had metal plates and spikes fused around the original shell for added protection, and in some cases intimidation. On this particular car, the spikes rose from the trunk toward the rear. They swept over the rooftop and down across a cage placed over the windshield, dropping off at the engine and picking up again in the front. It created an effect that reminded Alina of a book she had found for Jacob, filled with pictures of dinosaurs.

      Stegosaurus. That was the one.

      She didn’t want to talk to them. After four days walking alone across the plains, she didn’t want to talk to anyone unless they were for hire. These men were already working, guarding the road leading to Memphis. She had no idea if they were official or if they had just decided to plant themselves there to charge an entrance fee. Either way, she didn’t have the energy or the ability to fight them. If they wanted to rape her, they could do that. If they wanted to murder her in cold blood, they could do that too.

      She could go off road around them and then return to the main highway when she found a place. But it would make the journey longer. It would cost her hours of time and miles on her already sore feet. And she wasn’t in the mood.

      “Good morning,” she said as she got closer. Her overcoat was already buttoned, the collar raised to help hide the bruising around her throat. She kept a couple of the buttons at the bottom open, the coat pushed slightly askew as if she had a gun on her hip. Maybe they would buy it and be more cautious. Maybe not. Still, it took a certain kind of person to travel the highways alone, and only someone crazy or desperate would do it unarmed. She was lucky the roads were quiet right now. Only a couple of men on horses and a single modbox had passed her the entire time she was out there, and she managed to hide long before they spotted her.

      “Morning, darlin’,” one of the men said. He was younger than the other, light-haired and blue-eyed, thin and handsome. He wore dark pants and boots and a dirty t-shirt. His revolver was visible on his left hip.

      “Mornin’,” the other man said. From the looks of him, he was the younger one’s father. Similar eyes and face, but more weathered and with less teeth. “You looking for entrance into the settlement?”

      “I am,” Alina replied.

      “What you got under that coat, missy?” the younger asked. “You nekkid under there?”

      “No,” Alina answered, glaring at him. “Do you want me to prove it?” She reached her hand toward the space she left, as if she was reaching for a gun.

      “Now, now,” the older man said. “We don’t need any of that here. It’s too early for such nonsense. Billy, mind your damn manners. You ain’t out here to hassle the visitors, and if you’re looking for a screw you’ve got notes for the brothel.”

      “Yes, sir,” Billy replied, bowing his head at the other man’s admonishment.

      “My apologies, miss,” the older man said. “My boy’s an imbecile.”

      Alina had to try hard not to smile at the comment. She kept her face flat instead, staring at them both and waiting. She wasn’t about to ask them if they were charging for entrance. If she did, and they weren’t, then they would because she mentioned it.

      “It’s two notes to get in,” Billy said. “On orders of the mayor.”

      “What if I don’t have two notes?” she asked.

      “You can turn round, head back to the highway,” Billy’s father said. “Take the scenic route. You should make it into the city proper by nightfall. Much less dangerous than it used to be, thanks to the Sheriff.”

      “You mean the trife?”

      “Mmhmm. I heard he raised an army and went through every nest in these parts, coast to coast, and killed every last queen. You know those demons, they couldn’t live without their queens.”

      “Everybody knows that’s impossible, dad,” Billy said. “No way one man can kill all those queens. And if there were an army, we would have heard about it.”

      “I would have sent you to join it if I knew. Maybe you could do something more useful than smoking tobacco and messing with prostitutes.”

      “I’m out here with you, helping you collect the tax. That’s something.”

      “You’re going to blow it all on booze and girls.” The older man looked at Alina. “They don’t know how good they have it. The trife die-out and in two years everyone starts to forget what it means to live as the second rung on the food chain.”

      “Trife didn’t eat people,” Billy said. “But nice try, dad.”

      “You know what I mean!” the other man snapped back before calming again. “It’s two notes to get in this way, miss. Otherwise, you need to go round.”

      “Will you take barter?” Alina asked, swinging the duffel from her shoulder and placing it on the ground. She started kneeling to open it when Billy stepped forward, grabbing at his pistol and bringing it up at her face.

      “Don’t you move!” he said.

      Alina froze, slowly raising her hands and looking up at him. Had she misjudged them, thinking they wouldn’t hurt her? Well, the old man wouldn’t. The imbecile probably couldn’t help himself.

      “Billy, do you have to be such a jackass?” the father said. “Step back and let the woman open her bag.”

      “What if she’s got a piece in there?”

      “She ain’t got a piece in there. If she had a gun, she’d be wearing it. And if she was wearing it, she would have shot you already for being an idiot.”

      Alina’s fear faded, and she let herself crack a smile. When she looked up at the father, he winked at her.

      There were a lot of bad people out here these days. But not everyone was bad.

      “You apologize to the lady, Billy,” he continued. “And you apologize to your old man for making his genes look bad.”

      “Sorry, dad,” Billy said. “Sorry, missy.” He put his gun back in his holster and backed away.

      “Go ahead, miss,” the father said.

      Alina opened the bag. “I have some extra clothes. Some cookware. A few other odds and ends.”

      “You aren’t carrying any notes?”

      “No. I spent everything I had for a ride out here.”

      “You came on foot.”

      Alina looked up at the older man, tempted to tell him what had happened. Only she knew the sniper had come this way too. She had no idea who he was or who he knew, or if he had stopped in the city or continued on. She couldn’t risk it.

      “The driver I hired reneged. Dropped me halfway, kicked me out, kept the notes.”

      “Son of a bitch,” the man said. “It’s shit like that gives folks like us a bad reputation. What was his name?”

      “Jekyll,” Alina replied, thinking fast. “Olive skin, bad complexion. Ugly.”

      “I’ll keep an eye out. If’n he shows up here, we’ll get your notes. Figure half is fair to get you some back.”

      “That’s fair,” Alina agreed. “I really need to get into the city. I’m supposed to meet someone, and I’m already three days late. I don’t know if they waited, and I can’t expect them to wait while I go the long way. I’m happy to barter.”

      “Mayor Kroll, he don’t take cookware,” Billy said. “He wants notes, and nothing but.”

      “We can cover the notes and trade whatever she gives us, Billy. That’s how a gentleman does it.”

      “You mean that’s how a fool-headed old man does it.”

      The father looked at his son. “Do you want me to whoop your ass, boy? You want me to do it right in front of this girl? Make you look like a sissy?”

      Billy’s face flushed, and he looked at the ground again. “No, sir. I’m just ribbing you.”

      The father looked at Alina again, making a face like he wasn’t sure he wanted to say what he wanted to say. “I’ll tell you what. You do have one thing I could use, and that I’d pay some notes for. That coat looks awful warm, and it’s like a tent on you. I’ll give you twenty for it.”

      “Twenty?” Billy said. “That rag’s not worth more than ten.”

      “I’ll give you twenty for it,” he repeated. “And you can keep it until we get into the city. You don’t have to worry about getting accosted in the streets once you’re inside. Mayor Kroll has guards, and they take their work seriously. You don’t cross the Mayor, you won’t have no trouble. What do you say?”

      Alina stared at the older man. Even she knew the coat wasn’t worth twenty, but for some reason the man had taken a liking to her and wanted to help her out. She would be as much of an idiot as Billy not to accept.

      “That sounds fair, mister…?”

      “Marsh,” the man said. “Henry Marsh. Pleasure to meet you, miss…?”

      “Jacobs,” Alina replied, making up the name. “Sarah Jacobs. Mister Marsh, thank you.”

      “Billy, you wait here, take care of anyone else happens this way. I’ll be back in a few.”

      “You’re leaving me here without the mod?”

      “Miss Jacobs says she’s late for a meet. It’ll take five minutes to bring her into town. We’ve had four visitors at this checkpoint this whole week. I think you can manage.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Henry stood straight, motioning to the passenger side of the modbox. “I’d open the door for you, Miss Jacobs, but it’s welded shut.”

      “I’ll help her in the car,” Billy said.

      “Okay, but you grab her ass, expect to lose that hand.”

      Henry climbed into the car through the driver’s side window. Billy approached Alina, offering his hand. Alina let him pick her up and feed her in feet-first, and while his hand did wind up resting on her rear, he didn’t squeeze.

      “Thank you, Billy,” she said once she was sitting upright.

      “You’re welcome, Miss Jacobs. Oh, don’t forget your bag now.” He retrieved the duffel, passing it to her.

      “Thank you again.”

      “Of course, ma’am.”

      Henry pressed a button on the car’s dashboard, and the engine came to life, growling loudly while exhaust spewed out the back.

      “There’s a diesel refinery come online a year back,” he said. “Processing from oil reserves kept barreled up during the occupation. There’s a new saying since the trife ended. He who owns the oil owns the world. There might be some truth to that.”

      “I’m not very educated on where everything comes from,” Alina replied. “If it works, I use it.”

      Henry laughed, a short cackle Alina found infectious enough to make her laugh too. “Good advice for anyone, I think.” He pulled down on the shifter. “Here we go.”

      The modbox’s engine roared as the heavy car started rolling forward. Billy slapped the side of it as Henry pulled forward, turning the large vehicle around and accelerating away.

      Alina leaned back in the seat, finally able to relax for the first time since the attack.

      She’d made it.
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      Henry drove the modbox toward Memphis at a leisurely pace. He seemed to like to talk, and he seemed to like Alina’s company. And since driving would get her there an hour faster than walking, she figured it was a fair trade for the ride.

      “Memphis gets bigger every day,” he said. He drove the car by leaning forward and tucking his neck to see between the iron bars of the cage over the windshield, squinting as if he could barely see. “But most folks, they don’t come from the west. The south mainly. And a lot of folks, they don’t stay overlong.”

      “Where are they headed?” Alina asked.

      “Northeast,” Henry replied. “Word is there’s sanctuary up there. A safe haven for the chaos where they’re rebuilding what was. They say the Sheriff’s in charge of it.”

      “The Sheriff isn’t real, “ Alina replied quickly, surprised by the mention.

      “Maybe he is. Maybe he isn’t. That’s just the word. You know how gossip goes.” He reached out to point into the distance. “You see those old buildings out there?”

      Alina followed his hand. The broken remains of the city were visible in the distance, the sun casting deep shadows across it. “What about them?”

      “That’s Memphis proper, on the other side the Old Miss river. Long time ago, most folks used to live over there. That was before the invasion.”

      “That’s not where we’re going?”

      “No, Miss Jacobs. All the bridges across the river were destroyed during the war. You can find rivermen that’ll take you if you have the notes, or you can cross about fifty miles north of here. But there aren’t that many of us you know, so we mostly stay on this side, accounting for the better soil nearby.”

      “I didn’t see any farms from the highway.”

      “They’re tucked well away from the heavy routes. No sense tempting people to take what isn’t theirs. But I didn’t know if you’d seen such tall buildings before. Figured I would point them out.”

      She had seen tall buildings before, but always from a distance like this. As far as she was concerned, the cities had always been the worst place to try to hide from the trife. They knew people gathered beneath the buildings, and so they hunted them more often and in greater numbers. It didn’t stop people from trying, though. The underground areas offered a lot of protection.

      It was never worth it. If the trife got through the barricades and barriers, there was nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide. No way to escape. Her parents had taught her that in the worst possible way. Even so, she remained amazed by the sheer size of the construction and that humans were capable of building anything so big and so high.

      “They’re incredible,” Alina said. “How far is it to the settlement from here?”

      “Oh, not far. Just up the road a couple miles and then hang a right. You’re lucky you came in from the west. Paul on the east side, he doesn’t have a car.”

      “How did you get your hands on one?”

      Henry laughed. “That’s a long story, and a man can be hanged for what I went through to get this ride. Needless to say, guns and blood were involved.”

      “You murdered someone to steal it?”

      “That’s a presumptuous statement, Miss Jacobs. I did not murder or steal. I won it in a game of cards. The so-called man who lost the game refused to give up the key. We argued, bullets flew and here we are. I’m not a violent man, Miss Jacobs. But I don’t suffer dishonesty and cheatin’ well. That’s all.”

      “I understand,” Alina said. And she did. The only law out here was the law each person lived by. Their own personal morals and creeds. There were bound to be good guys, bad guys and everything else in between. Vigilante justice against cheats and liars was part of the package. “You seem to be an honest man to me, Henry.”

      “I do my best.”

      “How long have you lived here?”

      “Oh, only a few years now. Did you know, we had three hundred people in the city at the end of the occupation. We have over three thousand now if you can believe that. Not everybody who comes decides to leave.” He looked over at her. “You know, if it’s safe haven you’re interested in, you might consider staying here. I don’t want to be too forward, but the truth is I lost my wife last winter, and I could really use some help around the house and a warm body to cuddle up with at night. Now, I know what you might be thinking, but it ain’t like that. I’m an old man, and my member don’t work the way he used to.” He laughed at that. “I just like the comfort, you know. I pay the girls at the brothel sometimes just for that. Comfort. Just figure maybe we can help each other out is all.”

      “Is that why you offered me the ride? To proposition me?” Alina wasn’t angry with Henry’s probing. In truth, a part of her was tempted by the idea of settling down with an honest man and taking care of one another with no expectations. Plenty of people had settled for a lot less.

      “Like I said. Just thought it was worth the asking. You can think on it if you’re gonna be in town for a few days. You don’t have to answer right away.”

      “How do you know I’m not going into town to meet a husband?”

      “Folks out here don’t split from their loved ones,” he replied. “Not intentionally. Not alive.”

      The truth of the statement turned Alina’s blood cold. She shivered slightly, trying not to think about her loved ones.

      “Way I see it,” Henry continued. “You’re meeting someone for trade. You probably have something more valuable than that coat in your bag. Something you need to keep hidden. I seen someone trade a gun once, said it was made on another planet. It was sleek and sexy.” He whistled at the thought of it. “Hoo boy. Traded a thousand notes for it, they did.”

      Alina took a deep breath, deciding she should trust Henry with a little more of the truth. He could have killed her already. Or driven her somewhere quiet to get rid of her and take whatever he thought was in her bag. He didn’t show an inclination to do either.

      “I’m not meeting anyone specific,” she said. “I’m looking to trade what I’ve got to make enough to hire a few guns.”

      Henry’s eyebrow raised, but he didn’t take his eyes off the road. “You thinking of killin’ someone?”

      “More than one person.”

      “They cheat you? Or cheat on you?”

      “They killed my son.”

      Henry looked over at that, expression suddenly serious. “I see. I was going to warn you about the dangers of a vengeful heart, but in this case I’ll mind my own business. I learnt a long time ago never to get between an angry woman and anyone crosses her family.”

      “I appreciate that,” Alina replied. “Do you know where I can find what I’m looking for?”

      “You’re going to need more than the clothes in that bag of yours to hire guns, especially plural. You got anything else of value to trade?”

      “I’ve got the same thing every woman has to trade.”

      “You’re a pretty one, no doubt. But what makes you worth more than the girls at the brothel? They’ve got more meat on their bones, and they’re likely a lot more willing.”

      Alina stared at Henry. She hadn’t thought about that. Competition wasn’t much of an issue in the wilds. None of the women out there were anything but functional. But here? The prostitutes were likely dolled up and perfumed in addition to more willing. She really did have nothing to trade.

      “Or you can forget about all that,” Henry said. “Forget revenge. Start a new life. A new family. I’m not too old. My seed’s probably still good. I’ll take good care of you.”

      “I can’t start a new family. I had complications when Jacob was born. I’m lucky I survived. My womb didn’t.”

      Henry hesitated before answering. She sensed the change in his demeanor almost immediately. But didn’t he say he just wanted a companion? Comfort? “I see. Well, I can drop you at Rusty’s. It’s a small motel and Rusty, he’s a friend of mine. The twenty notes for your coat will buy you a week of food and lodging, and I’ll get him to refund whatever you don’t use.”

      “I appreciate that,” Alina said, chest tight. She needed to move forward with her plan regardless of the potential obstacles. Maybe Henry thought she was too ragamuffin for anyone to want her, but if she could get her hands on a dress and take a shower, she might be able to get a few deals done. The idea sickened her, but she would do whatever she had to.

      She wasn’t giving up.
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      The occupied part of Memphis was more populated than Alina expected. In fact, it was the most number of people she had seen walking freely through the streets in her entire life. It was nothing like the pre-invasion cities of course. She didn’t think anything could be or would be like that for a long time to come. But there were dozens of folks making their way through what Henry called  Main Street—the settlement’s primary downtown artery —where people bought and sold goods, socialized and lived like a truly organized society.

      The people were fairly well-dressed, most of them in homespun cotton, black, white or wheat in color. A few had some more complex textiles that most likely predated the trife. Jackets and jeans, even a pair of ancient sneakers that had been patched multiple times. She didn’t notice an abundance of weapons, though she was able to identify the town’s small security detail by the guns on their hips, their matching black shirts and pants, and the way they sat, stood or walked among the main population with an air of confidence.

      Transportation options were as varied as the dress. A lot of the people were on foot, but Alina also saw single-rider horses, a couple of wagons, a handful of modboxes, a few motorcycles and other smaller motor vehicles and bicycles. There was no housing visible in this part of the city, so she figured most people came from further out, from the farms Henry had mentioned and the residential areas she knew flanked most urban areas.

      Downtown only stretched about half a mile, a row of old shops and storefronts on opposite sides of a wide street. A water tower was visible in the distance, and junker cars stretched off into the distance on both sides, pressed end-to-end like they were part of a wall. Alina knew they were often used as an early warning system against the trife. By forcing the demons to climb over the cars, they would hear them coming with a few seconds to try to find somewhere to hide. At least they didn’t need them for that anymore.

      “Rusty’s isn’t in the main downtown area,” Henry explained as they cruised toward the busier quarter of the settlement. “Like I said, the other side of the river was more metropolitan, and they had real hotels and all that once. We have a few smaller places right off the main drag, but they’re too pricey for you.”

      He turned right onto a roughly paved road. There were a few people walking the other direction, and they smiled and waved as they passed, clearly recognizing the old guard.

      “Where in town is the trading post?” Alina asked.

      “Did you see the building with the red flag out front?”

      “Yes.”

      “All the normal barter happens in there. You got something more valuable though, you head to the Mayor’s.”

      “The Mayor’s? Does it belong to Kroll?”

      “Yup. Couple streets over. He keeps tight eyes on the more worthwhile items. Higher end fabrics, old furniture, guns, drugs, booze, girls and all of that. Charges a trade tax on anything worth more than fifty notes.”

      “To improve the town’s services?”

      Henry laughed. “To pay for his own vices. The shop owners, they worry about their own services. You’ll like Rusty. He’s a tinkerer, and he’s put together a nice place. Running water, sewage, electricity from solar and old storage batteries.”

      “And I can stay a week for twenty notes?”

      “Because he’s a friend of mine. We used to stand lookout for trife together, spent a lot of cold nights telling stories. Very few of which were true.”

      They didn’t go far before the motel came into view. It was little more than a long, low warehouse covered in patched aluminum siding. The word Rusty’s was spray-painted across the side facing them, with a big arrow pointing to the simple white door that served as the entrance. An old barn sat off to the right of the motel, the doors open. Alina spotted a couple of modboxes on one side, and a horse on the other.

      “Visitor parking,” Henry said with a laugh as he brought the car to a stop in front of the door. “Works good enough. Rusty pays old Branson’s son to guard the barn at night. Come on, I’ll introduce you.”

      Henry pulled himself out of the driver’s side window while Alina quickly emerged from her side, making sure she got out before he could get the impression she needed help. She reached back in to grab her duffel and followed him through the door.

      The inside of the building was completely unlike anything she had experienced before. Most large areas she had been inside were large open spaces filled with tents, sleeping bags, cookfires and garbage, with survivors spread around them filthy and ragged, tired and desperate. They were places nobody stayed in too long or they were bound to end up like the dead she discovered in the warehouse near the scene of the ambush.

      Instead, Rusty had built what at first glance appeared to be a miniaturized town within the warehouse. Various size structures filled the building, all of them built and decorated as if they were individual houses, complete with their own cut out window frames and small, fenced-off yards. Tile placements created sidewalks that covered the green-painted cement slab floor, while plants and rocks had been installed to help hide the many pipes and wires that snaked around the building, providing amenities to each unit.

      “This is amazing,” Alina said, filled with wonder at the sight. The motel wasn’t dirty or downtrodden the way everything else seemed to be. It was as if Rusty had taken a slice out of time and space, bringing the innards of the warehouse back to a time long before the trife found their way to Earth.

      “Sure is,” Henry agreed. “I helped build half the units in here. Each one’s about five hundred square feet. A hundred units in all. Every one of them has running water, a toilet, a shower and clean linens.”

      “That must have cost a lot of notes.”

      “Traders been coming through here more often since the end of the trife. Scavvies picking up stuff from all over. But a lot of it came from across the river. Nobody’s been in the real downtown in a long time, which left a lot of stuff untouched.”

      “Maybe I could make some money scavenging over there?” Alina asked.

      “It’s a tough gig, and there’s lots of competition. You’re more liable to get shot for interfering. This way.”

      Henry guided her to the left. A wall was erected there that ran from the warehouse’s floor about halfway to the ceiling, creating a large room separate from the units. An armed guard stood at the entrance to the room which, judging by the polished wood countertop and unmarked bottles of what had to be liquor on shelves behind it—as well as spaced tables, patrons and waitresses—seemed to serve as a tavern for both guests and residents.

      Alina noticed a heavyset man with a mop of red hair positioned behind the counter already noticing them. He raised a meaty hand and waved to Henry, who waved back while taking Alina’s arm and guiding her toward him.

      “Rusty?” she guessed.

      “How’d you figure that?” Henry replied with a short laugh.

      “Henry,” Rusty said as they reached the bar. “Aren’t you supposed to be out watching the west entrance?”

      “Yup,” Henry replied as they shook hands. “I want to introduce you to Miss Sarah Jacobs. Met her at the west checkpoint coming into town. Offered her a ride and some notes in trade for her coat.”

      Rusty looked at Alina, but his eyes settled on the coat. “How much did you offer for the coat?”

      “Twenty.”

      “You’re a sucker for a pretty face, aren’t you, Henry?” Rusty looked away from her, not even acknowledging her presence beyond the wool. “And she needs somewhere to stay, right?”

      “I told her the twenty would cover a week here.”

      “A week? Henry, I’m trying to run a business.”

      “Look at her, Russ. She can’t eat much, and I know you’ve got vacancies. And you owe me for that time I saved your life.”

      “You’ve cashed that one in about a hundred times already.”

      “Just give me one hundred and one, will you? We got to talking in the car. She’s a good person in a bad way.”

      Rusty’s eyes shifted to Alina again. “What, you lost your man?”

      At least he was looking at her now. “It’s none of your business,” she replied, a hint of anger in her voice. She flashed her fiery glare at Henry too, to make sure he knew she didn’t want him blabbing her story to every friend in town. “I don’t intend to stay all week.”

      “Three notes per day sounds fair,” Henry said.

      “I normally charge five,” Rusty replied. He paused a moment and then sighed. “But you’re right. I’m only at fifty percent right now, and three is better than zero. She can have Apple.”

      “Apple?” Alina asked.

      “All of the units are named after fruits and vegetables,” Henry explained. “We’re farmers mostly. Most of our necessities come from moving food to other nearby settlements. Apple is the first unit we built. Kind of a test model. It’s the smallest, and it’s tucked back in the corner where it doesn’t get much light, but it’s still probably a step up from what you’re used to.”

      “I’m not going to complain about anything you give me. Thank you both for being so  reasonable.”

      “You’re welcome,” Henry said. Rusty turned away, opening a drawer and digging through it. He pulled out a key attached to a piece of wood cut in the shape of an apple and tossed it to the guard instead of her.

      “The folks who get cucumber and zucchini must get confused,” she said, trying to make a joke.

      Rusty grunted his displeasure, still not looking at her. Henry held out the key. “We just need to finalize the trade, Miss Jacobs.”

      Alina nodded, unbuttoning the coat and sliding it off. She noticed Rusty’s immediate attention as she did, and at first she thought it was because he wanted to see her body underneath. Then she remembered her neck.

      “That’s an ugly bruise,” Henry said as he took the coat. “You feelin’ okay?”

      “It’s fine,” Alina replied. “I told you I ran into some trouble. I’d rather keep it quiet. It’s nothing to make a fuss about.”

      Henry dropped the key into her hand. “If you need anything else, just ask Rusty.”

      Alina glanced at Rusty again. His back was to them. She wasn’t going to ask him for anything. She sensed there was something about her he didn’t like, and she didn’t care enough to try to figure out what it was.

      “Thank you again, Henry,” Alina said. “You’ve been a big help to me, and I won’t forget that.”

      “I’m just doing what any civilized gentleman should do, Miss Jacobs. The trife are gone, and if we’re going to get back to where we were we need to do good for one another. If you change your mind about what we discussed, Rusty can tell you where to find me, whatever the hour.”

      Alina thought he had changed his mind, but it seemed he was still interested. “I will.”

      Henry nodded, and then turned and left the building. Alina looked at Rusty, thinking to ask him for directions to Apple before deciding she would find it herself.

      So far, so good.
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      Apple was small like Henry said. He was also right that it was a major upgrade from anywhere Alina had stayed before. The main room was barely large enough to fit a single mattress and a small space to toss the duffel, but she didn’t care. The bathroom, a real bathroom, made up for any other shortcomings the facility might have had.

      She nearly laughed with delight when she turned the water for the small shower on and discovered that it was warm. She quickly shed her clothes and stepped into the tiled space, closing her eyes as the heat of the clean, warm water began soaking into her before it drained away a dirty brown.

      A bar of handmade soap rested on the counter across from the shower, and Alina reached out past the blue canvas blocking the shower’s flow and grabbed it. Scrubbing herself down, she felt like her entire body grew  lighter as the rest of the dirt, grime and blood from her skin and hair flowed down the drain. Then she turned her face into the water and enjoyed the relaxing warmth of it for a few more minutes, until it started to cool.

      She climbed out, going through her bag for fresh underclothes. Maybe she should have gone to the trading post first to see if they had something more feminine she could wear, but given a choice she didn’t want to spend another minute so filthy. She pulled on faded jeans and a homespun blouse, and then tied her hair back in a ponytail. She paused to look down at one of the other shirts she had taken before deciding to tear a strip from it, wrapping it around her neck and tying it in a bow. It was a strange fashion statement, but it covered up the bruises.

      Picking up the duffel, she stepped out of the unit. She didn’t bother to put the padlock on the door. There was nothing inside for anyone to take.

      Alina walked out of the motel, retracing Henry’s route to get back to the downtown area. Her eyes flicked from one person to the next, keeping a watchful eye on everyone around her. She was grateful to be clean, but she felt exposed out in the open even though nobody was paying her any mind.

      She reached the trading post, entering behind a taller man in a long duster and a wide-brimmed hat. He had a bandana wrapped around his neck, lowered off his face, and black boots that went up over his calves, covering the bottom part of his black pants. It was the boots that drew her attention to him. They looked almost brand new, and while the material resembled leather she didn’t think they were. The footwear also didn’t seem to have laces, but rather a single strap across the front that somehow held them shut.

      He stopped to hold the door for her as she entered, and she couldn’t resist looking up at his face. He had a few days’ stubble on his strong jaw, and the look of a predator behind a sharp nose and deep-set eyes, which stared back at her with a mix of gentle curiosity and strong confidence. Whoever this man was, he didn’t look like he was ever afraid of anything.

      “Thank you,” Alina said, brushing past him to enter the shop. The bulge of his holster bumped her side as she did, signaling he was armed.

      “You’re welcome,” he replied.

      She glanced up at him again, trying to decide if he was handsome or not. He had a look to him, like the wisdom of years had molded his face into something more than ordinary. She looked away before his eyes found hers, moving deeper into the shop.

      The trading post was some other kind of shop once, and it still retained the metal shelving that formed aisles through it. All kinds of goods were displayed on the rusted and worn shelves. Everything from wood-carved hair combs and water jugs to cookware and a myriad of random objects that would probably be valuable to someone, although Alina couldn’t figure out their purpose and therefore who might want them.

      She bypassed the shelves, heading directly to a counter on the side where the shop’s proprietor was taking a leather holster from the trader and placing it behind the counter before drawing a thick wad of notes from his pants pocket. He unfolded the thick roll of papers, counting out five unevenly cut scraps, all of them stamped with the logo of a stylized eagle clutching a star. The symbol of the United States Space Force. These scraps of paper with the stamped logo were the de facto currency everywhere Alina had ever traveled.

      The man pocketed the notes he was handed and then turned and left the shop.

      Alina approached the shopkeeper, a younger man with a tousle of brown hair and an acne- scarred face. He smiled kindly as she got closer, eyes sweeping past her face to the duffel.

      “Here to trade, miss…?”

      “Jacobs,” she said. “Sarah Jacobs.”

      “A pleasure. I’m Daniel.”

      “Nice to meet you, Daniel. And yes, I am here to trade.” She put her duffel down on the counter between them. “I don’t have anything worth a whole lot, but I do have some odds and ends you might be interested in.” She unzipped the bag. “Go ahead and take a look.”

      Daniel pushed open the bag and began taking items out of it, looking them over and then placing each one aside. He was halfway through when the man who entered ahead of Alina approached the counter.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt,” he said. “How much for the cord?”

      He held up a bundle of blue nylon rope.

      “Four,” Daniel replied.

      “I’ll give you three,” the man countered.

      “Deal.”

      The man reached under his duster to his pants pocket. She expected him to withdraw the notes, but he produced a coin instead. “You take this here?” he asked, flipping it to Daniel.

      The shopkeep caught the coin and looked down at it, and then at the man. “Where’d you get this?”

      “Came into it on the road,” he replied.

      “I’ll trade it for the rope.”

      “Consider it done. Pleasure doing business with you.” The man looked at Alina, who felt her face flush to be caught staring. He put his hand to the tip of his cap and bowed it slightly. “Ma’am,” he said before wandering out of the shop.

      Alina watched him for a moment before turning back to Daniel. “Who is that?”

      Daniel shrugged. “Traveler. Nomad maybe. We get all kinds in here. He’s not a resident, I can tell you that much.”

      “What did he give you?”

      Daniel held it up so she could get a look at it. The center of the coin was a star like the USSF logo, but it had United Western Territories etched around the outside.

      “United Western Territories,” Alina said. “Do you know what that is?”

      “Nope. I don’t know if this coin is worth anything, but I haven’t come across one before. I like to collect things like that because you never know how much someone might offer for it. And rope is easy to come by. Probably only worth one.”

      Alina looked down and put her hand on the duffel. “What about my stuff? What can you give me?”

      “I have to be honest, Miss Jacobs. The bag is the most valuable thing you have, and it’s only going to get you three.” He paused as if he was considering how much to offer. “I can give you fifteen for the lot.”

      “That seems low,” Alina said. “I was hoping for at least thirty.” Even that wasn’t nearly enough to buy one hired gun, never mind multiple.

      “I’ll go as high as seventeen,” Daniel said. “I can’t go any higher. My pop will blow his top.”

      Alina sighed, closing her eyes. She was stupid to think she could do anything to help those children. Maybe Henry was right. Maybe she was better off with him. He seemed like a kind man. Someone she could at least get comfortable with in time, even if she would never love him.

      She opened her eyes. If she couldn’t get the notes to hire a killer, she would find another way. Even if she had to become a killer herself. “Maybe we can barter something else. I need a dress. Do you have any?”

      Daniel pointed. “Back there. If you find something you like, I’ll throw it in. The Mayor keeps all the really nice stuff. We settle for the scraps he doesn’t want.”

      Alina left the duffel and headed for the back corner. The clothes were all folded onto shelves but otherwise unsorted, making it a challenge to find a dress in her size. She located three different styles, deciding on the plain black one because it had loops for a belt. She ducked behind the shelves to strip out of her blouse and try it on. It was long enough she left the jeans out of sight underneath.

      Daniel was looking down at the man’s coin when she returned to the counter. “How do I look?”

      He looked up, his eyes telling her she looked better than before. “You’re very pretty, Miss Jacobs,” he replied.

      “Thank you. Seventeen, plus the dress.” She considered a moment. “And the belt and holster you traded for twenty minutes ago.”

      “That would make the trade worth twenty-five,” Daniel countered. I can give you fifteen plus the barter.”

      Alina nodded. “Okay. I’ll take it.”

      Daniel took out the belt and then his notes, counting fifteen and handing them over.

      “Pleasure doing business with you, Miss Jacobs.”

      Alina nodded again, slipping the belt through the loops and cinching the dress tighter against her hips. She put the holster underneath and out of sight before taking the notes. “Daniel, if I were looking for someone with certain aptitude for a certain kind of work, where should I go?”

      “I’m not sure I know what you mean,” Daniel replied. “But if you go out of the shop, walk east three blocks, turn left and head inside the old brick building, you might find what you’re looking for. It’ll cost though. More than I just gave you...a lot more.”

      “It better,” Alina replied.
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      The building Daniel mentioned wasn’t hard to find. His directions were exact, and the brick structure was the only one she saw away from the main street. The pair of aggressive-looking modboxes parked out front and the two horses tethered there convinced her she was in the right place.

      Even so, she approached cautiously, keeping an eye out for the raider who participated in the attack on the caravan. She wasn’t going to forget she had last seen him heading this way, and just because four days had passed that didn’t mean he wasn’t still here. Especially if he was a mercenary, hired for that particular job. He hadn’t left with the other raiders.

      She needed to be more careful around Rusty’s too. She couldn’t assume she was safe anywhere.

      The entrance to the building was through a pair of square wooden doors. A woman in a too-short skirt sat on a stool beside them, her legs unfolded and spread just enough to be suggestive. Alina wondered if Daniel thought she was just looking to pay for sex. Then the door opened and a rough-looking man—with a gun on one hip and a painted woman in a low cut leather dress on the other—stepped out. It afforded her a glimpse of the inside, confirming her worst fears. She considered turning around but stopped herself. It made sense that the gunslingers in town would head for the brothel. Survival of their sort often made for greater interest in that kind of relaxation.

      She steeled herself to the challenge, walking up to the woman at the door.

      “You looking for a job, honey?” the woman asked.

      “No. I’m looking to hire,” Alina replied.

      “Shame. Well, it’s five notes to get in.”

      Five just to get in? Alina swallowed hard. She needed to at least get in there, ask around, see what it might cost or if she could find someone to trade with. This woman and the one who had left with the other man were a type, and maybe not everyone there wanted that type.

      She counted out the notes and handed them over. The woman took them and made them disappear somewhere behind her back. “The cheapest girl we’ve got is twenty,” the woman said, still misunderstanding Alina’s intentions. “Have a good time.”

      Alina waited as the woman stood and opened the door for her. She paused at the doorway, taking in the sights and sounds. Voices and laughter rose above the music playing softly in the background.

      The building had two floors, with a bar at the center and evenly spaced doorways surrounding both levels. The open doors all had women waiting either in the doorframe or in front of them, all of them striking enticing poses. Some leaned on the railings up above in such a way the shadows crept playfully beneath their skirts.

      Patrons sipped booze from tin cups. Some played cards while others flirted with waitresses dressed in nothing but underwear. All the men were trying to look like the biggest badasses the planet had ever seen.

      A guard stood in the shadow beside the door, hand resting on the handle of his pistol, ensuring only paying customers got in. One of the waitresses stopped as Alina took a few more steps toward the bar.

      “Can I get you something to drink, gorgeous?” the woman asked.

      Alina looked at her, embarrassed over what the owner of the place was making her wear. “Do you know if any of the men in here are for hire?”

      The waitress laughed. “They don’t work for the Mayor if they are.”

      The Mayor owned this place? She should have known. “I don’t mean for sex. I’m looking for a gunslinger.”

      The woman’s smile faded. “In that case, you’ve come to the right place.” She pointed to one of the men sitting alone close to the bar. “Talk to Baen over there. He can help you out.”

      “Thank you,” Alina said. The waitress lingered for a moment, waiting for a tip for the tip before moving on when she saw she wasn’t getting one.

      Alina walked over to Baen. He was a small man, thin and clean shaven, unlike most of the others in the room. He wore finer clothes than the rest too. A pinstripe vest, purple shirt, and black pants. He looked up when she got close.

      “Do I know you?” he asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Alina replied. Her heart fluttered slightly while she tried to place him, momentarily fearful he was one of the raiders. She was pretty sure he wasn’t.

      “You look so familiar to me. You’re here about a job, right? Because I can tell you right now, you have a look I could definitely use.”

      “Are you the owner?”

      “I’m the manager. My name is Baen.” He held out his hand without standing. Alina stepped forward to shake it. “The pay is good here. Over a hundred a week, your own room, free food. You don’t have to do much that doesn’t come natural. Most of these men, they’re tired from the road. They just want—”

      “I’m not here for a job,” Alina snapped, interrupting. She sat in the chair opposite him. “I want to hire a killer.”

      Baen seemed surprised. Then he leaned forward. “Can you pay?”

      “With what comes natural.”

      “I see. So you want to cut in on my business?”

      “No. I want to hire someone. If that’s what it takes, that’s what I’ll give.”

      “You really want someone dead that bad.”

      “I want justice done. Let’s leave it at that.”

      “Okay. I can’t help you.”

      She didn’t like being dismissed so casually. “The waitress told me you could.”

      “She didn’t know you couldn’t pay.”

      “I told you, I can pay.”

      “With a commodity that isn’t in short supply here. I don’t think you’ll find any takers.”

      Alina got back to her feet. “Well, thank you for the feedback, Mister Baen. I’ll just see for myself, if you don’t mind.”

      Baen stood up too. “I do mind. This is my establishment. I don’t appreciate you coming in here and threatening to undercut my business.”

      “It’s not like that at all. I just want to hire someone. End of story. I’ll be out of here as soon as I do.”

      Baen stared at her for a moment, and then looked over to the bar, making a motion across his throat. The bartender did something beneath the counter that stopped the music.

      “Attention, if you will,” Baen said. “Attention please.” The room quieted, and all eyes turned to Baen. “I know some of you in here are craftsmen of a specific nature. This young woman is looking to barter with someone willing to accept certain favors in exchange for your expertise. Are there any takers?”

      Alina refused to let Baen embarrass her. She stood as confidently as she could while she waited for reactions. A few of the patrons laughed and turned back to their current girls. Most simply lowered their heads and resumed whatever they were doing.

      “You see?” Baen said. “I can get you work, if that’s what you want. In a few weeks, you can probably pay someone to do your dirty business.”

      “I don’t have a few weeks,” she replied. “Would you consider a loan?”

      “Mayor Kroll has a strict policy against indentured servitude. Too much like slavery.”

      Alina’s shoulders slumped. She was getting nowhere, no matter what she tried.

      “What’s the job?” someone asked from behind her.

      Alina turned around.

      She didn’t recognize the sniper by his face. She hadn’t seen it. But as soon as she saw his broad shoulders and the rifle slung over his left side, she knew.

      He seemed to know her too. Or at least he suspected who she was. His eyes dropped to the makeshift scarf she had tied around her neck and then back up to her face. “You,” he said.

      Alina did the only thing she could think to do.

      She ran.
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      Alina broke for the door. The raider, back on his heels and slower to react, lunged for her arm as she passed, catching only empty air. She nearly tripped over a chair, grabbing it and shoving it behind her to block the sniper as she made her escape. He kicked it out of the way, chasing after her.

      The exit was straight ahead, the brothel’s guard still in position beside it. She saw him look past her to Baen and waited to hear the manager order him to stop her. Baen must have signaled for the guard to stay out of it because he backed away.

      She reached the door, heart pounding, body tense with fear. She had tried to be careful not to run into the raider, and then it turned out he was the only one willing to respond to her call for help? The world was screwed up. That had always been true. This was one twist of fate she hadn’t expected.

      She had to slow to grab for the door handle. It gave the sniper the time he needed to catch up to her. He reached for her arm again, his fingers curling into the sleeve of her dress. She spun as he tugged her to a stop, throwing the hardest punch she had in her and hitting him solidly in the nose. The blow wasn’t even powerful enough to give him a bloody nose let alone break it, but it was enough to distract him.

      And that was all she needed.

      She broke free, looking back as he ran after her. She didn’t see the hostess standing in her path, and they collided, collapsing together in a heap. Desperate to get back up, Alina jumped to her feet and sprinted away as fast as her legs would carry her.

      “Get back here, you bitch!” the sniper howled behind her. She looked over her shoulder again, terrified he would pull the rifle from his back and take aim at her. He was chasing her instead, loping after her like a raging bull. Gaining ground.

      She ran down the street, past onlookers who made no effort to help. Maybe they had seen this sort of thing too many times before. Or maybe they knew the sniper, and knew better than to get involved. Either way, Alina realized she was completely on her own.

      She didn’t go back to the main street, instead ducking down the alley behind the main shops, running at full speed past dumpsters and cans, old boxes and crates and other garbage. She risked another glance back over her shoulder. He was only a few strides back now, almost within reaching distance.

      She made it to the end of the first block and considered cutting left and across the street toward Rusty’s. If she could make it back there, maybe somebody would help her. It wouldn’t be Rusty though. He’d probably enjoy watching the sniper finish choking her to death.

      She went right instead, figuring she could corner better than the heavier sniper. She passed the remains of an old brick building and then spotted what looked like a church about a hundred meters away. She turned toward it and pushed herself as hard as she could, her arms pumping like pistons. She was hoping she could find some place inside to hide.

      The sniper continued the chase, falling a little further back as he started to tire. Alina was tempted to relax when she realized he didn’t have her stamina, but one more glance back pushed her into a gear she didn’t know she had. The sniper had slowed considerably and was unslinging his rifle and bringing it up to put a bullet in her. She heard him pull the action back and drop a round in, snapping it into place as she reached the steps to the church. She threw herself forward, hoping to get her hand on the doorknob, but she missed it and landed flat on her stomach as the first round went over her head, smashing into the wood door and splintering it.

      She crawled back to her feet and pushed through the door, slamming it behind her before  dropping to the floor. The sniper’s second shot blasted another hole in the door and buried itself in the remains of the back pew instead of her back.

      She looked around. The church was in bad shape. The entire back corner had collapsed a long time ago. The pews were all in shambles across the cracked tile floor. The altar was shattered, and everything smelled of rot and decay. There was nowhere to hide here, but a doorway off to the side offered her another chance at salvation.

      Alina got up and broke for it, circling the pews while fear built in her chest, her panic threatening to freeze her in place. The sniper was coming. She could hear his footfalls pound up the front steps. Could she make it through the side door before he arrived?

      No. She couldn’t.

      The main door clicked open, and the sniper stepped into the church. Their eyes met, fear in hers, murder in his. He brought his rifle up to take aim.

      Alina backed up against the side door and reached behind her for the handle. Shocked when it turned in her hand, she whipped around just as the door opened outward. Off-balance, she fell against another man’s chest. A strong arm wrapped around her, his hard body effortlessly absorbing her momentum.

      “Whoa,” the man said. “It’s okay.”

      Alina looked up, recognizing the speaker immediately. It was the man from the trading post—the one who had paid with the strange coin. “Please let me go,” she begged, struggling against him, still desperate to escape. “He’s trying to kill me.”

      “Is that right?”  He looked up from Alina, still holding her against him as his hawk-like visage zeroed in on the sniper. “I think you’d best back down, pardner.”

      “This is none of your business, stranger,” the sniper said. “Stay out of it.”

      “I’m making it my business. I don’t take kindly to armed men threatening defenseless women.”

      “Do you take kindly to dying?” the sniper asked. “I’m quite alright with killing you too, if you won’t step aside.”

      The man did the opposite, pushing Alina behind him and taking another step forward, through the door and into the church proper.

      “If you have an issue with the lady, I’m sure we can work it out. Don’t make me kill you.”

      The sniper laughed. “You? Kill me? That’ll be the day. I don’t know who the hell you think you are, mister, but you’ve got five seconds to get out of the way or I’ll kill you both.”

      “Let me help you out,” Alina’s potential rescuer countered. “Five.” He swept the right side of his duster back behind his revolver. She remembered he wore two, slung low and tied to his thighs.

      Fearing the sniper would kill this man and then her, Alina wanted to run out the door, but her feet were glued to the floor. She didn’t know if her inaction grew out of fear, her innate integrity telling her to stand with her rescuer, or her hope that perhaps he was the man she’d been searching for.

      “Four.” The man took another step, leaving her behind him.

      Alina glanced at the sniper. He was clearly thrown by the man’s confidence.

      “Three.” Another step.

      “One!” the sniper shouted, swinging his rifle up.

      Everything happened so fast, Alina was barely able to keep up with it. Her rescuer went for his gun, his hand nearly a blur as he drew it and fired in one impossibly smooth motion. The single round caught the sniper squarely between the eyes. The bullet tore through his skull, the force snapping his head back and blowing bloody brain matter out the back of his head. His rifle fired a split second later, the bullet showering wood splitters down from the ceiling.

      Her rescuer returned his revolver to its holster before the sniper’s body hit the floor.
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      The man turned, his eyes meeting Alina’s. “I hope you can give me a good answer as to why I just killed that man.”

      She stared up at his face. There was no malice in his blank expression. No danger. He had just saved her life. He wasn’t going to turn around and take it.

      “He killed my son, Jacob,” she replied. “He was only eight years old.”

      The man’s face darkened so much, Alina felt like if he could save the sniper’s life he would do it so he could take more pleasure in killing him a second time. “Why?” he said after a pause. “Why did they kill him?”

      “Sir, I’m grateful for your help. Don’t think I’m not. But I don’t understand why you helped me.” She shook her head. “I don’t understand how you even knew I was here.”

      “I followed the rifle reports,” the man replied. “One-sided gunfire. Place like this, midday, that means either some fool kids got their hands on a rifle and are going to get themselves in trouble, or someone else is getting shot at and can’t shoot back. Either way, it meant somebody needed help.”

      “And that’s what you do? Run around helping people?”

      The man smiled. “Yes, ma’am. That’s exactly what I do.”

      “Why?”

      “Somebody has to.”

      “Why you?”

      “Somebody has to.”

      Alina smiled at the response. “I suppose that’s as good a reason as any. My name is Alina. Alina Prior.”

      “Hayden Duke. Pleased to meet you, Miss Prior.”

      He put out his hand. Alina took it, surprised by the smoothness of his hands and the sense of underlying strength in his grip. “I don’t think pleased is a strong enough word for how thankful I am to meet you, Hayden. I’ve never seen anyone draw a gun fast as you. I thought we were both dead.”

      “I’ve had a lot of practice. Believe it or not, I prefer not to shoot people. Even people like him.”

      “I felt that way too, up until a few days ago.”

      “When he killed your son?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss, Miss Prior.”

      Alina saw the sincerity in his eyes. She also saw something else. A deep, dark understanding. He had lost someone close to him too.

      “Please, call me Alina. You saved my life. You don’t need to be formal.”

      “Respectful,” Hayden countered. “It’s important to me.”

      “I appreciate that. But I prefer you call me Alina.”

      “Why did they kill your boy?” Hayden asked.

      “We were part of a caravan,” Alina said. “I paid for passage for me and Jacob. I was trying to get out of the wilds. To find somewhere better for him to grow up. We lost his father to the trife six years back. After that we wandered from camp to camp, trying to stay ahead of them and out of trouble. When the trife died out, we thought we’d be safe. That we could settle somewhere and everything would be okay. But it wasn’t. Without the trife, other groups started organizing. We’re all so used to fighting for survival, the only way they know to live is to take from the weaker. I knew if we stayed, Jacob would either turn into that too or wind up dead.”

      “You had the right intentions.”

      “The road to hell is paved with good intentions.” She shook her head. “The caravan’s owner, he swore the road was safe. He said he’d made the crossing a hundred times already and never had a problem. Maybe that was true, but it only takes one. We were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “What happened?”

      “Jumped by raiders four days ago. That man you shot was a sniper. He was up on the roof of a warehouse off the side of the highway. He was picking off anyone he could from up there. He killed the woman standing right next to me. The raiders killed all of the guards. All of the refugees. Everyone except the children.”

      Hayden’s eyes narrowed. “Except the children? Why?”

      Alina felt the tears springing back into her eyes as she remembered what had happened. She shook her head. “They were all in the truck with me and Jacob and a handful of other refugees. I left the truck to help the guards defend the caravan. I thought if they got past us they would kill all the kids, Jacob included, and I wasn’t going to let that happen. I fought with one of them. I killed him. It’s the first time I ever killed someone. It wasn’t enough. There were so many of them. It wasn’t like any attack I’ve ever heard of or been part of. They overwhelmed us. One of them grabbed me.” She pulled the cloth down from around her throat, so Hayden could see the bruises. “He choked me. I was supposed to die. I don’t know why I didn’t. He said something to me before I passed out. He said they weren’t going to kill the children. That someone he called Grimmel had another purpose for them. Something better than death.” Recounting the words stole her ability to hold back her tears. They rolled down her cheeks, dripping to the floor. “What do you think he meant?”

      Hayden stared at her intently, expression grim. He shook his head. “I spent two weeks further north tracking down a group that was trafficking child slaves. I killed every last one of them, and Grimmel’s name was never mentioned. I haven’t heard that name before.”

      “You hunt slave traders?” Alina asked.

      Hayden nodded. “I do what needs to be done to keep innocent people safe.”

      “Because somebody has to, right?”

      “Exactly.”

      “So you’re like the Sheriff.”

      “Who?”

      “Don’t tell me you’ve never heard of the Sheriff?”

      Hayden shook his head. “I don’t pay much attention to fairytales. So, a group of raiders attacked your caravan and took the children?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Do you know anything else about it? Any other names? Faces? Anything?”

      “No. I was unconscious when they left. I didn’t see what direction they went. But that one.” She pointed to the dead sniper. “He left after them and came back here. I think they hired him separate. Paid him to kill innocent people.”

      “Makes sense. That rifle of his is a rarity in this world.”

      “Really? How much do you think it’s worth?”

      “Notes? Five hundred, easily. Probably more. Do you need money?”

      “I lost everything, Hayden. My husband. My son. I gave the caravan operator the last note I had to get us here, and I’m the only one who made it.”

      “I can get you passage northeast. That’s where you were headed, isn’t it? You heard there was a safe place there?”

      “How did you know?”

      “I’ve been traveling these parts for two years now. I hear things.”

      “But you’ve never heard of the Sheriff?”

      Hayden shrugged. “Like I said, I don’t pay much attention to fairytales.”

      “I appreciate the offer Hayden. I appreciate everything you already did for me. I only have one thing I could repay you with. It’s yours, if you want it.”

      “That’s not why I’m here,” Hayden replied. “I’m not looking for payment. I’m looking for justice.”

      “Well, I’m not looking for money for myself,” Alina said. “I walked all the way to Memphis hoping to hire someone to help me find the children. A gunslinger who would see justice was done, even if I had to pay them to do it with whatever currency they would accept. Five hundred for that rifle? Maybe it would be enough.”

      “It wouldn’t be enough.”

      “I know. It’s a stupid thought, and maybe it’s wrong for thinking it. But I can’t let it go. I can’t forget about those kids. I don’t know what Grimmel plans to do with them, and I don’t know that there’s anything worse you can do to a child than what you described, but if there is I think he’s going to do it. The way the man who choked me said it. Pure evil, Hayden. That’s the only way I can describe it. I will literally give everything I have to do something about it. I know I’m going to fail, but I can’t live with myself if I don’t try. It’s what Jacob would have wanted. He believed in the Sheriff. He believed in the myth. He wanted to be just like that, and he died trying to protect those kids”

      Alina closed her eyes again. She kept telling herself to be strong, but coming down from the rush of adrenaline, her defenses were taking a beating. She raised her hand to her face, sobbing into it.

      When Hayden put his arms around her, she didn’t resist. She collapsed into his embrace, digging her face into his shoulder and letting all the hurt and pain rush out, sobbing heavily into his shirt.

      “I know it won’t bring your boy back,” Hayden said. “I know nothing I say or do will take away the emptiness you’re feeling. And I know what that emptiness feels like. Believe me, I do. I can promise you that you don’t need to worry about justice being done. If the kids are alive, I’ll find them. If they aren’t, I’ll make sure the people who hurt them get what’s coming.”

      Alina stifled her tears and pulled away, looking up at Hayden. She couldn’t believe she had gotten so lucky as to run into just the person she needed, at the exact moment she needed him.

      It was like a fairytale.

      “I’m just sorry I killed that bastard,” he said, offering her a comforting smile. “If I had known, I would have wounded him so he would be alive to talk.”

      “Somebody hired him,” Alina said, wiping at her eyes. “Maybe Baen knows something about it?”

      “Baen?”

      “He manages the brothel for the Mayor of Memphis, some man named Kroll. Apparently the guns for hire like to spend their free time there.”

      “I see. Alina, do you have somewhere to stay?”

      “Yes. I have a unit at Rusty’s. I traded my coat for the notes to pay for it.”

      “Do you know how to shoot?”

      She nodded. “I grew up in the wilds.”

      Hayden smiled, reaching under his duster and producing a small semi-automatic handgun. Alina had never seen a weapon like it before.

      “I know how to shoot revolvers and bolt-action rifles,” she said. “I’m not familiar with this.”

      “It’s a little easier.” He turned the gun on its side, showing her a small switch. “This is the safety. It won’t shoot while this is engaged. Pull it down to disengage, point it at the target, pull the trigger. It won’t kick like a revolver, but it’ll do the job. You’ve got twenty rounds in the magazine, one in the chamber. Twenty-one total.”

      He handed it to her. She took it, feeling the weight of it in her hand. It was the lightest gun she had ever held. She put her finger on the safety. “Pull this down, point and shoot, right?”

      “Pozz.”

      “Pozz?”

      “Slang where I come from. It means positive, yes, affirmative, I get it, roger and the like. It’s a bad habit of mine to keep saying it.”

      “Where do you come from, Hayden? Because you seem like an angel to me. Especially considering we’re standing in a church.”

      “Hardly. It’s too long of a story to tell right now. I want to talk to Baen before anyone misses this man and starts looking for him. I want you to go back to Rusty’s. Wait for me there. I don’t think you’ll have any trouble, but it’s better if you’re prepared.”

      “Pozz,” Alina said, trying the word out.

      “Just don’t sell it while I’m gone.”

      Alina smiled. “I won’t. I don’t need to...now.”

      “There’s an exit back that way. Get going. I’ll find you.”

      “Do you promise?”

      “Pozz. I promise.”

      “Thank you. For what you’ve already done, and for what you’re going to do.”

      “There’s no need for that. I’m just doing what I was made for.”

      “You’re a good man, Hayden Duke.”

      “Go on,” he replied. “I’ll catch up.”

      Alina nodded. Then she turned and headed out the side door. The last thing she would ever have expected was for someone like Hayden Duke to come out of nowhere to help her. She had fought to hold on to her faith that there were good people left in this world.

      Now it seemed that faith was being rewarded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Hayden Duke opened the outer door of the church a crack to watch Alina leave, making sure she kept heading for the motel a short distance away. His mind was still reeling from his conversation with the woman, trying to make sense of everything she had relayed.

      He had ridden down from the northern wilds only a few days ago, after rumors reached him about attacks on smaller settlements and camps where the adults were killed and children disappeared. He’d heard a lot of rumors traveling the wilds. Many turned out to be gross exaggerations or completely untrue gossip created by lost souls looking for a little extra attention in a fractured world where it was always hard to separate the wheat from the chaff.

      But not this time. This time was different. His instinct had told him as much when he first caught wind of the story, and now Alina Prior had confirmed it. Worse, she had lived it. She wasn’t the first survivor he had heard about. Others had made it out of the camps alive. He didn’t want to tell her, not yet, but they didn’t tend to stay that way for long.

      That’s why he had given her one of his guns. He didn’t know if anyone else from the raid knew about her yet. If they had, they would come for her. The big man he had killed was already after her, looking to cut her down before she could talk. Hayden was lucky he was nearby when he heard the gunfire.

      Alina was luckier. If he had arrived one day later, one hour later, she would be dead.

      Satisfied she was following his instructions, Hayden closed the door and retreated back into the church, circling the toppled pews to reach the body of the raider. The man was big and muscular —the build of a soldier. But there were no soldiers on Earth these days. No rules, no law and no justice.

      Well, some justice. As much as he could manage to bring back to a broken Earth.

      It was hard work. Tireless work. The people had spent years under the constant threat of the trife. Taking away the demons didn’t take away their fear of others or their need to fend for themselves. It didn’t suddenly turn them all back into the civilized society that existed before the aliens came. They needed someone to fight for them, for the ones who tried to do better, who tried to reorganize and gather into something more.

      They needed him.

      Hayden Duke.

      The Sheriff.

      He had lied to Alina when he told her he didn’t know the stories. As someone who needed gossip and rumors to do his work, he relied on the tales passed between the people gathered around fires or sitting together in makeshift pubs. He depended on the modern myths and legends, the understatements and exaggerations. Every one of the stories had a nugget of truth somewhere. Every tale had an origin rooted in reality. Not just the stories that claimed he was immortal. He wasn’t. Or the stories that swore he could catch bullets in his hands. He couldn’t. It was the rumors of tentacled monsters spotted killing livestock, of a surviving trife nest in the foothills of the mountains, or of children taken for grotesque ceremonies. All of those had led him to something. A problem in need of a solution, though it was never as bad as the tellers made it sound.

      Something about this one though. He was born to be a lawman. He had an instinct for the work.

      And he had a feeling this situation was as bad as the rumors made it sound.

      Maybe worse.

      Looking down at the dead man made him more confident it was worse. This guy was built like a soldier and carrying a rifle that was made at the height of the war, before the United States Marine Corps had folded into the United States Space Force and their mission had gone from defending the country to helping as many survivors as possible escape the planet. It was a rare weapon, and in good shape. Hardly used. Odds were he had either paid for the gun or had been among the scavengers who had found the cache it was part of.

      Other than the rifle, he was carrying only a freshly minted revolver. Not military issue. Hayden supposed the revolver might be stolen, which would make the man a thief at least. But he wasn’t built for sneaking around dark corners and crawling through windows. If he had taken the gun from someone, he had probably done it in a fight. But if he had paid for it…it meant he was an accomplished mercenary.

      A killer. Which brought Hayden back around to his assumption this man was good at killing.

      He hadn’t lost the impromptu gunfight to Hayden because he wasn’t good.

      He’d lost because Hayden was better.

      Hayden took the rifle from the dead man’s hands and swung it around to the back of his duster, pressing the metal against the leather. The pull of the electromagnets embedded in the armor Hayden wore hidden beneath the coat held the weapon in place while he went through the man’s pockets. He didn’t have much else save a huge wad of notes. Hayden didn’t count them, but judging by the size, the roll was worth a thousand easy.

      He kept the money, tucking into a pocket inside his duster. He would give it to Alina later. It wouldn’t bring her son back. Nothing would heal that hurt. But it would help her get by. After that, he unbuttoned the man’s shirt, pulling it open to clear the collar from his neck. He pulled a small black spike from his coat, bringing it around to the base of the man’s neck and jabbing it through the flesh before quickly pulling it out and checking it.

      Human blood. No dead alien parasite. Good.

      The Hunger were supposed to be extinct on Earth, and two years of checking every corpse he crossed or created had borne out that truth. But he had learned not to trust consistency or expectations.

      They had betrayed him before.

      They had cost him everything.

      It was easier to perform the test every time and see it come back negative than try to move on wondering if he had missed any that somehow survived, leaving it alive to gain strength and power. The Hunger feasted on fear, first created when the trife came to Earth and continuing even now that they were gone. There was food for them here. Sustenance to allow them to thrive. If even one was still here, it was only a matter of time before the aftermath became a new beginning.

      He could never ever let that happen.

      So far, so good. The raider was free of alien parasites. That didn’t mean there was nothing interesting about him. Hayden’s eyes shifted from his microspear back to the man’s chest, to the eagle and star logo burned into his flesh. He wasn’t a host to the Hunger, but he was a zealot of a different kind. A War Dog. A member of a group of violent and dangerous people who believed they were all direct descendents of Marines, and that it was their right and destiny to regain the whole of the former United States through militaristic use of force.

      At least, that’s what the War Dogs claimed. They put it in practice by seizing every settlement they found, declaring martial law and turning the population into slaves for their petty needs. Hayden knew what the real Marines had stood for and that wasn’t it. Every bad guy had their bullshit excuses for why their path was the righteous one. The War Dogs’ smelled the worst.

      It did confirm one thing. The man was a trained killer, and if he had been hired, he hadn’t come cheap. Someone was willing to put up a lot of notes to nab a few kids from a caravan. And if someone was willing to pay that much for children? It confirmed something else.

      This was worse than he had heard.

      Much worse.
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      Hayden stopped at the entrance to the brothel, in front of the woman in the short skirt. He stared down at her from beneath the brim of his hat, face obscured in shadow, one hand on the handle of a revolver.

      “How much?” he asked.

      “Five,” she replied, staring back at him. He could tell she had already guessed he was dangerous. Now she was trying to determine if he was a threat. He took his hand off the gun to pull out his notes and count out five, passing them to the woman. She smiled at him nervously. “Welcome to the High Spirits.”

      “Thank you kindly,” Hayden replied as he pushed the left door inward. The guard stationed nearby eyed him similarly to the woman, his hand almost subconsciously sliding toward his piece. Hayden’s sharp eyes shifted to him, staring until he paled and pulled his hand away from his gun.

      Ninety percent of intimidation was confidence and control. Hayden wasn’t born with either. It had come from experience. From survival. From loss and pain. He wasn’t afraid to die, and that simple truth ameliorated so many other fears.

      “Looking for some company?” one of the prostitutes said, coming at him from his left. No doubt the hostess had already relayed to someone that he was carrying a thick wad of notes they’d love to part from him.

      Hayden glanced over at her, a mixture of anger, sadness and resignation sweeping across his emotions in rapid fire. If the girl was more than fifteen, he’d be surprised. The lingerie she wore beneath a thin silk robe was old and stretched, worn out before she ever inherited it. It wasn’t a good look, but he could imagine plenty of travelers, scavengers or traders eyeing the youthful body underneath it and jumping to respond.

      And he could imagine how much Baen charged for the honor.

      “I’m looking for Baen,” Hayden replied, keeping his eyes on her face.

      “You know Mr. Baen?” the woman asked.

      “Not yet. I need an introduction. Can you arrange it?”

      “Maybe.” Hayden counted off a few notes and handed them to her. “Follow me.”

      He tailed her through the bar, making eye contact with every patron who looked back at him from their seats. Some looked away. More glared even harder, trying to win the silent battle. None of them succeeded, though a few of the duels ended with a draw. He was a newcomer to Memphis. An outsider. And they didn’t want the fresh competition.

      Baen was at one of the tables closest to the bar, a fresh drink in his hand. He put it down and stood as the girl delivered Hayden to him.

      “Mr. Baen, this man asked to speak to you.”

      “Thank you Clara,” Baen said. “Shall I send her away?”

      “I’d like to reserve her services for the rest of the day,” Hayden replied, taking out his notes again. “What will that cost?”

      “Clara’s one of my most popular girls. I think two hundred is fair.”

      Hayden flipped through his uneven scraps until he found the ones with ten USSF stamps plastered over them. He counted out twenty and dropped them on the table. He could see the excitement in Clara’s eyes when he did. She probably got ten percent of it, if that. Whatever her reason for working here, she really wanted the notes.

      “Clara, which room is yours?” Hayden asked.

      “That one,” the girl replied, pointing to the office door closest to the front.

      “Why don’t you wait for me there? I’ll be along shortly.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      She left him alone with Baen, who motioned to the seat across from him. “Please, Mister…”

      “Duke,” Hayden said.

      Baen flinched slightly, eyes sweeping over to Hayden’s arms. Some people knew the Sheriff’s surname, but names were relatively meaningless out here. Hayden could just as easily call himself Baen and nobody would be the wiser. Still, the mention of it made the man uncomfortable. He checked Hayden for cyborg augments—one of the few details all of the stories about the Sheriff agreed on—smiling when he found none.

      “Mister Duke then. Have a…” He paused again, taking notice of the rifle sticking out from behind Hayden’s back. “That rifle looks familiar.”

      “It should,” Hayden replied. “I took it off a mercenary who chased an unarmed woman out of here about thirty minutes ago.” He dropped into the chair, taking the rifle off his back and setting it on the table before leaning back and putting his boots up on the table to make himself more comfortable. “What can you tell me about that?” he asked, resting his hand on the rifle’s stock.

      Baen was still standing, and he stared down at Hayden with a look of fury and fear. Hayden understood what he was thinking. Who was this man who came walking into his place of business asking questions, and why should he answer any of them?

      Baen straightened his vest, composing himself before sitting down. He leaned forward toward Hayden’s feet. “Marvin is dead, then?” he asked.

      “He is. But I didn’t kill him in cold blood, if that’s what you’re thinking. I dueled him for the girl.”

      “Sarah Jacobs.”

      Hayden nodded without missing a beat. It wasn’t the name Alina gave him, and now he wasn’t sure which one, if either,was the truth. But it didn’t matter. Names remained meaningless in matters like this.

      “I don’t know why Marvin chased her,” Baen said. “She came in here looking to hire someone for a job. No notes, no barter except herself. Bad for business, but I gave her a chance to proposition the regulars. I guess Marv took a liking to her because he expressed some interest. They took one look at each other and she bolted for the door. End of story.”

      “Because they had met before,” Hayden said. “Under unpleasant circumstances.”

      “How is that my problem?”

      “That isn’t your problem. None of this is your problem. Except, any lead you can provide toward a solution can be very lucrative for you.”

      Baen stared at him, trying to figure him out. “I don’t understand. You stopped Marvin from killing Sarah Jacobs. Now you’re in here throwing your money around for information. Why?”

      “My notes. My prerogative. She hired me.”

      “Before or after you saved her?”

      Hayden smiled. “After.”

      “Then why did you save her?”

      “Because she was unarmed and running from a War Dog with an AX450. Tell me what about that confrontation was fair?”

      “You tell me when fairness became part of the equation. You know what she’s offering, and you’re up for that? What about Clara?” he asked, motioning to the girl’s room. She was standing near the door, watching them talk.

      She smiled when Hayden glanced at her. “I’m new to the area,” he said, returning his attention to Baen. “I need someone to show me around.”

      

      “I’m sure you can hire one of the men in here if you want a guide. They’re all accomplished and looking for work. Clara is worth more to me here.”

      “I already paid for her. She’s mine to use in any way I want. I don’t know any of the men in here, and I’m sure if I did I wouldn’t trust at least half of them. Clara has no reason to do anything other than what I ask her to do.”

      Baen laughed at that. Not because he disagreed. Because he knew Hayden had him on that point. “I guess you can have your cake and eat it, Mister Duke.”

      “Sarah Jacobs hired me. Sarah Jacobs will pay me. I’m an old man. I can’t handle much more than that.”

      “You don’t look a day over thirty to me.”

      “Looks can be deceiving.”

      Baen shook his head and smiled.

      “What?” Hayden asked.

      “Mister Duke. You take the Sheriff’s name. You’re trying to help a destitute woman by spending more notes than whatever she offers you is worth. Are you trying to be like him? A good Samaritan or something? Good people get chewed up and spit out by this world.”

      “I know all about this world,” Hayden replied. “It’s not your place to question. I ask you questions and offer you notes. You take them and answer. That’s how this works.”

      Baen still looked amused. “Okay, Sheriff,” he said mockingly. “I’ll play your game.” He picked up his drink. “Can I offer you a libation? Finest moonshine this side of Ole’ Miss.”

      “Just answers,” Hayden replied.

      “Go ahead.”
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      “Somebody hired Marvin for a job,” Hayden said. “The last job he worked, right before he came back here. Do you know who hired him?”

      “I do.”

      “Do you know where I can find him?”

      “Her. And yes, I do.”

      Hayden smirked, lowering his feet to the floor. He stood up to dig into his pants pocket for a wad of notes, placing them on the table in front of Baen and sitting back down. “That whole stack is yours if you answer my questions fully.”

      Baen glanced down at the notes. There were over two thousand impressions of the USSF logo in the pile. A ridiculous amount of barter in these parts.

      “You need to understand, Sheriff,” Baen said, still thinking he was teasing Hayden with the title. “Everyone in Memphis needs to be careful what they say and who they say it to. High Spirits is one of the most popular establishments this side of the river for hiring a particular sort of worker, and I don’t just mean the girls. Word gets around we ratted out an employer. Well, I don’t think I need to tell a man like you how bad that would be for business.”

      Hayden continued looking at Baen. He’d expected the man might not take the bribe. That was fine. There were other people in here that could identify Marvin’s employer who might not be so considerate of the brothel’s health. He put his hand back on the stack, ready to pull it away.

      Baen stopped him, putting his hand on Hayden’s wrist. “I wasn’t done,” he said. “I can’t be specific, but I can give you more general answers. If you happen to be smart enough to suss out the details, well, that’s on you, not me.” He smiled wide, revealing a gold molar in the corner of his mouth.

      Hayden used his fingers to cut the stack in half before pulling the top portion away. “Half answers, half payment.”

      “Fair enough.” He took the remaining notes off the table, shoving them into his pants pocket. “There’s a farm about ten miles east of here.”

      That was all he said. Hayden waited for more, but it didn’t come. Baen was still playing games with him, promising more than he was ready to deliver. That was fine too. He had dealt with people like this before.

      “You ever heard of someone named Grimmel?” Hayden asked instead, changing the subject.

      Baen wasn’t ready for it. He flinched, eyes flicking around the room as if mentioning Grimmel’s name would instantly bring the person down on him.

      “I guess you have,” Hayden added.

      “Are you telling me Marvin is connected to Grimmel somehow?” Baen asked.

      “I didn’t say that,” Hayden countered. “I only asked if you knew the name.”

      Baen’s face turned pale.“How do you know the name?” It hadn’t taken long for Hayden to push him further than he wanted to go. “Did Sarah Jacobs mention Grimmel? Did she cross him somehow? Is that who she’s looking to kill?”

      “Give me my notes back and maybe I’ll tell you.”

      Baen surprised him this time, taking the notes out of his pocket and dropping them on the table. “I’m an honest man, Mister Duke. I run a business for Mayor Kroll. Girls and guns. The thing I said about the farm, it was bullshit. I was sending you off half-cocked to get you out of here. I don’t want any trouble, and tying me to Grimmel, tying Memphis and Mayor Kroll to Grimmel, that’s just asking for it.”

      “Who is he?” Hayden asked, more intrigued than frightened by Baen’s terror-filled reaction.

      “Nobody,” Baen replied. His eyes still danced around the room, and when Hayden shifted his gaze he saw two of the men at nearby tables were looking at them. So was a waitress a little further back.

      It was as if everyone in the brothel knew Grimmel and hated Hayden for even sliding the name across his lips.

      Hayden stared at Baen, watching as he scooped up his drink and downed it in one gulp. He slammed the shot glass back down on the table. Then he got to his feet. “You should go. Take Clara if you need a guide, but if you value her at all don’t mention that name to her.”

      “Who is he?” Hayden repeated.

      “Nobody here will answer that question for you. Not for all the notes on the planet. Not if they value their lives. That’s all you need to know. You must have some skills to get the drop on Marvin, but if you keep asking questions you’re going to find yourself with a bullet in your eye. There’s lots of other settlements out here. Lots of other women in distress willing to trade their warmth. Why don’t you do the smart thing and drop this one? If Grimmel’s after Miss Jacobs, the worst place on the planet you can be is anywhere near her. Take that as a word of advice from one professional to another.”

      Their eyes met again as Hayden stood. The more Baen wanted him to leave this job alone, the more galvanized he was to stay on it. Grimmel was exactly the sort of person he had come out here to deal with. He wouldn’t let that go.

      “Thanks for the tip,” he said. “I’ve decided I won’t be needing Clara’s services after all.”

      “We have a no refund policy on our girls,” Baen replied. “I’m sure you understand.”

      “I do. Thank you kindly for your time, Mr. Baen.”

      “Good luck out there, Mister Duke.”

      Hayden tipped his hat to the man, picked up Marvin’s rifle, and then headed for the door. He could feel the eyes of the patrons like daggers in his back, the entire establishment on alert because of the name he had dropped.

      He reached the door, watching the guard as he pulled it open. Their eyes met, the man’s face setting off alarm bells in Hayden’s gut. He kept going, out the door, past the hostess and into the street. He heard the High Spirits’ door thud closed behind him, and then the muffled reports of a discharging pistol.

      He didn’t need to be inside to know Baen was dead.

      And he was next.
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      Hayden hurried away from the brothel, walking briskly back to the main street, stopping in the alley behind the shops to listen for anyone giving chase. There were no running footsteps from the direction of the High Spirits. No rumbling engines or the clomping of hooves. Whoever killed Baen had no doubt recognized Marvin’s rifle, understood he wasn’t an easy mark and was playing it cautious.

      But he was a target, he was sure about that. He saw it in the guard’s eyes. He felt it in the stares. His instincts were honed over the years, too sharp not to pick up the shift in the atmosphere around him. Maybe they weren’t coming yet, but they would come.

      For both he and Alina.

      “Alina,” Hayden said under his breath, grimacing at the thought. He hadn’t been in town long enough to get a feel for the level of technology they possessed, but the High Spirits and Rusty’s were close enough together for a pair of two-way radios to keep them connected. He’d bet they were talking with each other right now.

      Things had blown up faster than he anticipated just from mentioning Grimmel’s name. He couldn’t begin to guess who Grimmel was or how the man had gathered so much power without drawing his attention earlier. All he knew was that he had just stepped into the center of a huge pile of shit, and he had to act fast if he was going to keep from getting too dirty.

      Or too dead.

      He sprinted from the alley and down the main street, drawing the attention of onlookers as he raced back to the motel. He heard the engines in the distance, the rumbles of the modboxes and motorcycles planted outside the High Spirits coming alive. The mercenaries would need a minute to organize but after that, the chase was on.

      He made it to the side street ahead of them, running all-out. The wind caught his hat, pulling it from his head, the strap catching on his neck and leaving it bouncing behind him. He was a fast sprinter, his body conditioned and strong. But he still wasn’t fast enough to outrun a car.

      He heard the engine behind him, along with the rough scratching of the heavy machine’s wheels trying to find purchase on the old asphalt as it skidded around the corner. Rusty’s was up ahead, two hundred meters and closing. Still too far away. Everything seemed quiet there, which was good. Maybe he had worried about their comms capability for nothing.

      The car finished whipping around the turn. Hayden looked back as it burst from the cloud of dust it kicked up, gaining speed, its thick, spiked grill grinning menacingly as it approached.

      Hayden tossed Marvin’s rifle aside. He had only brought it along to show Baen he was serious in his inquiries. He hadn’t taken any rounds for it, and now it was just getting in the way. Dropping it freed up both his hands, allowing his arms to pump harder and his legs to carry him with every bit of speed he had in him. Yet the car continued to gain, closing the gap between them from a hundred meters to fifty and coming on fast.

      An old motocross bike shot across the grass between two buildings, charging toward Hayden’s  left flank. The rider held on with one hand to fire his revolver with the other. It was a challenging shot in the best of conditions, and the rough terrain made for a lousy aim. He missed badly.

      The modbox was within ten meters of him now—nine meters...eight...seven—the engine so loud it drowned out the whine of the motorcycle.

      Hayden pulled his revolvers and swung his left arm back toward the car, getting a bead on it from the corner of his eye. He could barely see the driver’s face through the iron bars over the windshield, the man’s eyes narrowed and intent on running him down.

      He took his shot, firing three times in quick succession. The first bullet hit the grill and ricocheted harmlessly away. The second deflected off the iron cage, but the third found the windshield, putting a hole in the glass and sinking into the driver’s cheek. The driver lost control, the car swerving sideways into a spin that kicked up a fresh storm of dust and debris.

      Hayden didn’t slow down, racing for Rusty’s as the motorcycle reached the road behind him, picking up the chase where the car left off. It gained in a hurry, bearing down on him in seconds. The rider resumed firing at him, one of the rounds hitting Hayden squarely in the back.

      The force of the hit sent him stumbling and he dived into a roll, the rough asphalt digging into his shoulder and scraping the backs of his hands before he came back to his feet. The motorcycle came up right behind him, threatening to run him over.  He lunged out of the way, barely avoiding being crushed under the bike’s chain-clad wheels. The bike roared past, skidding around and coming to a stop.

      It was a deadly mistake.

      Hayden pulled himself up, ignoring the scrapes and bruises. He raised his revolvers at the rider, who just realized the round he’d planted in Hayden’s back hadn’t left him writhing on the ground. He tried to get his own pistol up, but it was too late. Hayden’s slug caught him between the eyes, and he melted like ice cream in the sun, the motorcycle collapsing on top of him.

      Hayden stumbled forward, picking up speed. He could hear more vehicles closing in on him, as if the entire brothel had emptied out to chase him. He needed to grab Alina and get the hell out of here before they were overrun.

      He reached the door to Rusty’s as the cars arrived behind him, skidding to a stop. The mercenaries began sliding out through the windows as he pushed his way inside the motel and throwing the door closed behind him.

      A bullet nearly slicing through the side of his face, coming so close the heat of it searing his cheek before it buried itself in the door behind him. Hayden instinctively dropped to the floor, his eyes sweeping the dim interior, finding the shooter—a woman—tucked down between a barrel and the side of the first unit. Another assailant was on the opposite side of the unit positioned on his knees, hunting rifle at the ready.

      Hayden reacted a split second faster than his adversaries, rolling sideways and up onto a knee as the bullets came for him, missing their target. He took quick aim with both revolvers and fired freely. His rounds dropped both shooters and splintered the wood exterior of the two front units.

      Hayden pushed the duster fully open as he rose to his feet, grabbing a pair of speed loaders from a bandolier across his chest. He quickly reloaded his empty revolvers, finishing as Rusty stood up behind the counter, lifting a shotgun .

      Hayden rushed forward, diving for cover. While still airborne, buckshot peppered his boots, unable to pierce the armored footwear but stinging just the same. He ignored the pain and straightened up again, staying behind the unit while he caught his breath. He heard the front door open, the mercenaries beginning to swarm in.

      “Where did he go?” one of them asked Rusty.

      “Back there. Behind that one,” Rusty was no doubt pointing out his hiding place. “Do you think you can maybe take him out without destroying my place?”

      “You want Grimmel, stranger?” the lead mercenary shouted. “I can introduce you, face to face.   After I take your head, that is.”

      The other mercenaries laughed with him, but Hayden knew it for what it was. A distraction while more of them scurried to get a better angle of attack. Crouching, he backed up to the next unit, ready for them to come at him.

      They appeared a moment later, one on either side of the aisle between the units, each carrying an assault rifle. They saw him at the same time he saw them, but he was faster and a better shot. He split his attack between them, his aim good enough to hit each of the men in the chest. They dropped to the floor as he swung around the corner of the unit and dashed across the aisle to the next row, putting more distance between himself and the bulk of the mercs.

      “Shit,” he heard the lead mercenary say. “Get that asshole!”

      Hayden paused to listen again, separating the clatter of footsteps into individual paths before stepping out of hiding to put a bullet in another mercenary’s chest. He immediately ducked away, the return fire coming way too late.

      He crossed another aisle, stopping at the next row of units. The motel’s layout reminded him of the strands and splits of Metro—the city where he had been born, raised and lived before the trife upended his life. He had a lot of experience with the arrangement of the apartment blocks there, which transferred directly to his ability to navigate here.

      He cut across the back side of the unit, pausing when he heard approaching footsteps. A mercenary came around the unit’s back corner, right in front of him. Eyes wide in surprise, the man froze, giving Hayden the opportunity to wrap his forearm around the man’s neck, holding him while he fired point-blank into the side of his head, killing him instantly.

      Another attacker was a few steps behind him. Hayden held the corpse toward her, using the dead mercenary to catch the rounds from her assault rifle and returning fire. Juggling the dead man’s body, he missed her with his first two shots but caught her with the third, drilling her squarely between the eyes. She dropped like an empty sack, falling against the side of a unit.

      Hayden let go of the man’s body and quickly reloaded, regretting that he hadn’t asked Alina which room was hers. The motel was fairly large, and she could be anywhere, including dead. How was he going to find—?

      The thought was interrupted by a bullet to his chest, fired from a few aisles down. The round bounced off  his armor and knocked him back a step. He didn’t waste any time returning fire, cutting the shooter down.

      He ducked behind another unit, pausing again. Since he didn’t know where Alina was, he couldn’t count on finding her before the mercenaries did. Getting her and getting out wasn’t a viable option.

      The next choice was obvious.

      The mercenaries wanted to kill him and Alina.

      He would kill them first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      With Rusty’s Motel situated so much like Metro, it was easier for Hayden to go on the offense rather than defense. A quick check of his bandolier showed he had more than enough bullets left as long as he didn’t waste them, and his armor was holding up well despite the hits it had already taken. Originally produced during the war with the trife, the rubbery, synthetic spider-silk material was significantly better at stopping bullets than claws. Even so, if Marvin had managed to sink one of the larger shells for the AX450 into his gut it would have gone right through. It was great protection, but it wasn’t impervious.

      He stood with his back pressed against one of the units, both revolvers reloaded and positioned upright next to his head. He took a slow breath, listening for the footsteps of the mercenaries to estimate their numbers and positions. He plotted his path from his hiding place to get through them as efficiently as possible.

      They weren’t lined up like bowling pins in front of him, but rather moving through the warehouse in a wide sweep. They were trying to cover as much of the area as possible as quickly as they could. They didn’t know it, but the approach worked out to Hayden’s benefit. It prevented too many of them from being able to close on him at once, and by the time one of the other mercenaries caught up to his prior position, he would be long gone, back under cover behind one of the units.

      He waited patiently as the nearest target approached, moving carelessly along the path next to his unit. The end of the woman’s revolver appeared first, followed by her slender arm, which was wrapped in a dirty white shirt beneath a dark, fur-lined vest. He quickly holstered one gun before grabbing her arm, twisting it up and away as she fired, the bullet embedding itself in the ceiling. He turned her and pushed her into the side of the unit, driving his revolver into her stomach and pulling the trigger. She jerked in his grip, making eye contact with him before he dropped her to the floor.

      Then he ran from that unit forward, drawing his other gun as he burst out in front of a pair of mercenaries. He squeezed off a pair of rounds from each gun that dropped the two men without slowing. He ran between them and cut left, crossing over three units and then turning around as another target tried to catch up. He shot the woman in the side of the head and then ran three aisles over, ducking low behind a corner. Another pair of mercenaries materialized from behind one of the units. He cut a route between a few of the units, trying to keep his footsteps light. He emerged nearly ten meters away, their backs to him.

      “Hey, over here!” Hayden snapped to get their attention. They both spun around and started firing, their poorly aimed shots missing badly. Hayden didn’t miss, his return fire quickly knocking them out of the fight.

      He ducked behind another unit to reload, getting one of the revolvers replenished before fast, heavy footsteps caught his attention, another mercenary rushing him from one of the paths. He swung out to confront the target, quickly taking aim and firing. Too quickly. He didn’t notice the merc’s augmented arm, which caught the rounds meant for his chest.

      “Shit,” Hayden said, trying to get back from the large, robotic hand that took a hard swing at him. He didn’t get far enough, the edge of the punch catching him in the side and rocking him into the wall of the closest unit. He grunted and stumbled backward as the mercenary continued the charge, using his human hand to level a revolver at him.

      “Your head,” the mercenary said, revealing himself as the mob’s leader. He smiled grimly, squeezing the trigger and sending three rounds into Hayden’s chest.

      Hayden let himself fall back, the bullets reaching deep into the armor and nearly pushing through. He felt the hits—hard, brutal, focused pokes—that knocked the air out of his lungs and left his ribs throbbing in complaint. The merc leader took a step forward, waiting for the blood to begin staining his shirt, momentarily confused when it didn’t.

      Hayden didn’t waste the moment. He swung his legs out, catching the merc’s ankle and pulling him off balance into the wall, his next shot going wide next to Hayden’s head before the gun fell from his grip.

      Hayden pushed off, getting back up just as another attacker came around the corner. He fired three rounds into the newcomer’s chest, but by the time he turned around, the leader was back on his feet, lunging at him. Hayden tried to get a shot off, but the leader grabbed the end of his revolver in his augment, crushing the barrel and yanking it from his hand with a laugh.

      “You’ve got skills,” the man said. “But you’re no War Dog.”

      Hayden backed up again, facing off against the man. He kept his hands out to his sides, fingers loose, balanced on the balls of his feet. He couldn’t match the mercenary in a melee, not with that cyborg arm. He had to be smarter and faster.

      “Is Grimmel?” he asked.

      The mercenary huffed. “Damned if I know. I never met him. Alls I know is, anyone says the name, they get snuffed and the snuffer gets paid. Good enough for me.”

      “I can pay you more to let me live,” Hayden suggested.

      “No you can’t,” the merc replied. His eyes shifted left and right, signaling Hayden he was about to be fully screwed.

      Two more mercenaries came out from behind nearby units, flanking him. The leader took the opportunity to retrieve his gun, taking his time now that they had Hayden dead to rights.

      “What’s your name, stranger?” the merc asked. “I like to know who it is I’m killing before I kill them.”

      “Duke,” Hayden replied. “Sheriff Hayden Duke.”

      Hayden could almost sense the wave of fear that went through the two mercenaries on either side of him. They seemed to flinch at the name. The leader wasn’t impressed.

      “Bullshit. Everyone knows the Sheriff has Marine augments like mine. Though I did shoot you three times and you aren’t even bleeding. How’d you manage that, anyway?”

      “Come a little closer and I’ll show you.”

      The leader started to step closer before thinking better of it. He might have said he didn’t believe Hayden was the Sheriff, but he wasn’t convinced enough, even with his augment, to have no fear at all.

      “Well, shooting you in the chest didn’t work,” he said instead, raising his revolver. “How about I try your head?”

      “I’m going to kill you,” Hayden said, trying to unnerve him a little more.

      The leader laughed again, but he was noticeably less confident than before.

      “Reg, why are you wasting time talking?” the mercenary on Hayden’s left said. “Just—”

      A gunshot echoed through the warehouse. The mercenary’s head snapped sideways, and he dropped to the floor. Three more reports followed, and the second mercenary toppled.

      “Son of a bitch,” Reg cursed, momentarily distracted by the sudden ambush. Hayden didn’t waste a beat, charging forward, his head already inside the man’s arm by the time he pulled the trigger, shooting at nothing but air.

      Hayden slammed his forehead into Reg’s nose with a satisfying crack. He ducked and pivoted, getting below the man’s human arm and narrowly avoiding the grab from the augment. In one smooth motion, he reached into his pocket and removed the microspear, jabbing it into the back of Reg’s neck.

      The alien weapon wasn’t only useful for parasites. The tip spread out into dozens of thin tendrils that snaked through the body, puncturing the mercenary in the heart, the lungs and the kidneys—all at the same time. The individual heads further fracturing into a hundred microscopic needles that did catastrophic damage.

      The War Dog fell forward, dead by the time he hit the ground.

      “Told you,” Hayden said, yanking the needle back out just in time to see the tendrils finish retracting. He reached for his backup pistol in its shoulder holster when he heard someone else approaching, able to relax when Alina came into view, the gun he had given her in hand.

      “Mister Duke,” she said. “What the hell is going on?”

      “I think we kicked over a hornet’s nest,” Hayden replied with a grimace, still feeling the effects of the gunshots to his chest. “We need to go.”

      “Go where? How?”

      “East,” Hayden replied. “This whole town is in Grimmel’s pocket. The Mayor, the mercenaries. He puts a price on the head of anyone who utters his name.”

      “You can’t be serious. Nobody has that kind of power.”

      “Some folks do. And they’re all too eager to use it.”

      Hayden found his undamaged gun on the ground and picked it up, returning it to its holster. He considered taking Reg’s revolver, but it was a newer, cruder model that was more likely than not to have a flawed bore that would mess up the aim at range. He had more guns stashed outside of town. He would need to retrieve them on the way out.

      “You don’t need to get involved in this,” Alina said. “This isn’t your problem. Grimmel didn’t kill your boy.”

      “He killed a kid,” Hayden replied. “Even the trife didn’t do that, which makes it reason enough for me. But I’ve got a feeling I’ll discover a hundred more reasons before this is through. Grimmel is another stain on this world that needs to be wiped clean before we can stop living like this. You can come with me or can stay here, but the only lead I’ve got goes east to the other side of the river.”

      “I’m not staying here,” Alina said. “If you’re going after the folks who murdered Jacob, then I’m with you until the end.”

      “All right. You’re a better shot than I expected, Miss Prior. Or is it Jacobs?”

      “Prior,” Alina said. “I lied to Baen. But not to you, Mister Duke.”

      “Fair enough. But please, call me Hayden. You have anything back at your unit you need to fetch?”

      “I’ve got the clothes on my back, a loaded weapon and a gunslinger who just took out almost every other mercenary in Memphis as a traveling companion. I think I’m good, Hayden. As good as I can be, anyway.”

      “Then let’s go.”
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      Hayden and Alina headed for the exit from Rusty’s, remaining cautious as they approached. By his count, there were at least four more mercenaries somewhere inside the motel, but it seemed they had decided they were more afraid of him than Grimmel, at least for the moment.

      They were nearing the entrance when Rusty appeared from behind the closest unit. He was sweating heavily, his hands shaking while he leveled his shotgun at Hayden.

      “Don’t you move, mister,” he said, voice quivering. His eyes shifted to Alina. “I knew you was trouble first time I put eyes on you. Damn you for not disappointing me.”

      “I was here minding my own business,” Alina replied. “They attacked me.”

      “You hussies are all the same,” Rusty snapped back. “Blaming everyone else for the trouble you cause.”

      “What?”

      “Rusty, put the gun down,” Hayden said. “It’s over.”

      Rusty’s eyes returned to Hayden. “Over? What’s over about this?” He waved his shotgun to the right, the body of a dead mercenary. “Alls I smell is death. A bunch of my units are shot to hell, and once Grimmel gets word of this?” He shook his head. “I might as well turn this thing around on myself.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Alina said.

      “Quiet you!” Rusty snapped.

      “We’re going after Grimmel,” Hayden said. “I’m going to track him down and take care of him.”

      Rusty laughed at that. “You and what army?”

      “Who is he?” Hayden asked. “Why are you so afraid of him?”

      “I don’t know. Never seen him. Never met him. Heard stories is all.”

      “What kind of stories?”

      “They say he doesn’t just kill his enemies. He tortures them for days. Hangs them up and bleeds them out, one drop at a time. My buddy Henry, he told me he heard from a passerby that they saw one of his victims hanging from a tree. The man was dangling naked from a maple, his chest carved up like someone was writing a message. A warning.”

      “What did it say?”

      Rusty paused, round face scrunching while he tried to recall. “I don’t remember right now.”

      “How do you know it was Grimmel that did it?”

      “Who else would it be? I know there’s some homicidal maniacs out there would do something like that, but there can’t be that many. Odds are it was Grimmel, or one of his people. I heard he only takes certain kinds into his gang, and they all have to prove themselves first.”

      “How?”

      Rusty shrugged. “All kinds of ways, I guess. Murder, rape, torture, the usual. Heard one man had to kill his own mother with a razor blade.”

      Hayden kept his expression flat, but he didn’t need much experience to know the man was making the last part up. People liked to embellish things when it got them attention. His eyes shifted from Rusty’s face back to the shotgun. “Put it down, Rusty. There’s no sense in killing us. If Grimmel is what you say, once he hears what happened here, he’ll be after you and this place regardless. Your best bet is to fall in with us.”

      “Fall in?”

      “Let us go. And if someone comes looking for us, tell them we went north.”

      “Are you going north?”

      “Yes,” Hayden lied. “I wouldn’t ask you to lie for me. That’ll only make it worse for you.”

      Rusty nodded. “I appreciate that.”

      “So you’ll let us go?”

      He was still hesitant. “I don’t know. I—”

      A sharp pop cut him off as  a fount of flesh, blood and cloth erupted from the back of his arm.  Rusty cried out, letting go of the shotgun barrel to grab onto his injury, His eyes shifted to Alina as blood continued to seep through his fingers. “You bitch!” Rusty spat. “You shot me!”

      Hayden didn’t waste time; he went for the shotgun, and once he had it in hand, he glanced back at Alina in surprise.

      Alina lowered the weapon. “You shouldn’t threaten to shoot people if you don’t want them to shoot you back. Be glad I aimed for your arm.”

      Hayden didn’t know much yet about Alina Prior, but the controlled chaos in her offered him a glimpse. She wasn’t about to suffer Rusty’s indecision long enough to give other potential enemies time to get a drop on them.

      He tossed the shotgun to the floor, grabbing Rusty’s worn shirt and tearing the sleeve away from the bullet hole. The round had gone right by, grazing the top level of flesh and missing the muscle and bone. It told him something else about Alina Prior. She was a better shot than he had originally thought.

      “It’s just a flesh wound,” he said, reaching into the pocket of his duster. He wasn’t sure he wanted to waste a patch on the innkeeper, but he figured it would serve a dual purpose. One, Rusty would be more grateful to him for killing the pain and healing the damage so fast. Two, if one of Grimmel’s people came and spoke to Rusty, seeing the patch would give them a clue as to who and what they were dealing with. Not some run-of-the-mill gunslinger looking for the next score. Someone with access to newer tech. Stuff that shouldn’t exist. It would be even better if they had no idea what the patch was or where it came from.

      Fear was powerful, and the more afraid he could make the other side, the more off-balance he could keep them. Maybe they wouldn’t be so quick to attack next time, and even if they were, the show of force would also signal the level of fear and desperation.

      “Keep pressure on it,” Hayden said. Rusty put his hand over the wound again, pressing down to slow the bleeding while Hayden pulled the wrapper off the patch.

      “What’s that?” Alina asked.

      “Medi-patch,” Hayden replied. “It’s USSF tech. It’ll heal the wound within a couple of days.”

      “Where’d you get something like that?” Rusty asked.

      Hayden didn’t answer the question. “This is going to hurt, but only for a second. Move your hand.”

      Rusty took his hand away. Hayden pressed the patch to the skin on one side of the wound, and then pulled it toward the other, pinching the two sides of the damage together. Rusty grunted in pain, but only until the patch was fully pressed down and the chemicals on the surface of the pad went to work, taking away the pain and leaving a cool sensation behind.

      “Keep that on for a week,” Hayden said. “It’ll probably be healed in a couple of days, but no sense taking it off too soon.”

      “Feels much better already,” Rusty said. “Sorry I was going to shoot you, but Grimmel, he’s got all of Memphis scared. And not just here. The stories are all going around. You must have heard some too.”

      “I heard a few,” Hayden admitted, though they weren’t as bad as Rusty claimed. He needed to find the nugget of truth in all of the tales. He reached into his pocket, taking out the notes he reclaimed from Baen and holding them out to Rusty. “This should be enough to get your place fixed up and to get rid of the bodies. Remember, anyone comes asking, we’re headed north.”

      Rusty’s eyes lit up at the notes, and he grabbed them, making them vanish in his big hand. “North. Right.” He looked at Alina again. “You should leave her behind. She’s bad news. I’m telling you.”

      Alina opened her mouth, but Hayden spoke first. “I’ll take my chances. I want to talk to your friend, Henry. Where can I find him?”

      “I know where he is, Hayden,” Alina said. “I can show you the way. But it’s a long walk.”

      “Who said anything about walking?” Hayden replied. “My ride’s out in the barn. That’s probably where the rest of Reg’s group went off to, hoping to jump us once we leave. Isn’t that right, Rusty?”

      Rusty offered a sheepish, nervous smile. He was more than willing to take the money and let the mercenaries get another shot at them. “That’s right,” he admitted.

      “It would have been nice for you to tell us that before we left.”

      “I’m just trying to take care of my business, Mister. I don’t want no trouble. Today. Tomorrow. Ever.”

      “Trouble’s already here,” Hayden replied. “It’s how you handle it that defines who you are, in this life and the next. You set us up to get jumped, what happens when we make it out alive? Do you think we just let it be and walk away?”

      “I didn’t know what would happen. I told you what you said is true. I fessed up. Please, mister. Just go. Anyone asks, I’ll tell them you went north like you said because that’s where you’re going, like you said.”

      “Anything else happens I don’t expect, I’m coming back for you,” Hayden said.

      “I told you all there is. I swear.”

      Hayden picked up the shotgun again. “Do you have any more shells?”

      Rusty reached into his pocket, fumbling around and retrieving four more shells. “Buckshot,” he said. “Only good at close range.”

      “I’m familiar,” Hayden replied putting out his hand. Rusty dropped the rounds into it. “Is there another way out?”

      “Back exit,” Rusty said. “Back that way, to the right. But it won’t get you close to the barn.” He smiled. “There’s another way into it. Follow me.”
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      “Now, you make sure you kill them all, Mister,” Rusty said, pushing aside the old carpet and revealing a trap door beneath. “Because once you pop out in the middle of the barn, they’ll know I showed you a secret way and they’ll kill me for it if you don’t take them out.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” Hayden said. “This goes to the barn?”

      “Yes. There’s an old oil truck sitting in the center of the floor. Hasn’t run in probably a hundred years, but I use the tanks to store rainwater for my chickens. You’ll come out underneath. The mercs are probably in the loft, watching for you to come out. They’ve got a man with them, Hirsh. He’s good with a rifle.”

      “Better than Marvin?”

      “Nobodys better than Marvin. I heard you gunned him down?”

      “News travels fast around here, doesn’t it?”

      “Memphis is a big town for these parts, but it’s still small. You should be able to take those mercs easy, especially if you catch them by surprise. Like I said, just don’t let none of ‘em escape.”

      “Pozz that. Thanks for the shortcut. You didn’t have to show it to us.”

      “I’m still worried about this life, but I don’t want to burn in the next one neither. Down you go.” Rusty bent over and lifted the trap door. A few wood rungs were embedded in the side, leading down into a dark pit. “There’s a flashlight on the shelf at the bottom.

      Hayden nodded at Rusty and then went down first, jumping down instead of using the rungs. He picked up the flashlight but didn’t turn it on. Not yet. Instead, he turned back and helped Alina into the hole. Rusty gave him a short wave before lowering the cover back in place and leaving them in nearly complete darkness.

      He flicked on the flashlight, the beam pointed at Alina. “Take the light,” he said, passing it to her so he could keep his hands free. He had moved Rusty’s shotgun to his back, preferring his remaining revolver if he had to shoot at any sort of distance.

      Alina cast the flashlight beam down the tunnel. Crudely dug out, it was barely high enough for Hayden to stand upright, and they couldn’t go down it in tandem. The end wasn’t visible yet, but the direction suggested a straight shot to the barn.

      “You take point,” Hayden said. “Anything jumps us, duck down and I’ll fire over your head. Try to stay as quiet as you can, I don’t know what’s over our heads or how much sound will get transferred.”

      “Okay,” Alina replied.

      They started down the passage, moving at a normal pace and as quietly as possible. The end of the tunnel came into view soon enough, the entire thing about three hundred meters in length.

      “Let’s swap spots,” Hayden said when they reached the end. He slid along the wall to slip past Alina, who kept the flashlight aimed at the floor. This end had uneven rungs planted in the dirt shaft, and Hayden pulled his revolver, ducking his head so he could open the cover on the barn side by lifting it slowly with his shoulders.

      The door squeaked slightly as it separated from the floor, and he froze, waiting for an indication as to whether or not the mercs had heard it. Tense seconds ticked by until Hayden decided he could finally begin breathing again.  He continued lifting until he could  place his gun on the floor. He shifted the wooden board off to the side.

      Then the rung broke.

      Hayden went with it, all the way to the bottom of the tunnel. The trap door hit the barn floor with a loud thunk, joined by the thump of his landing below.

      “Shit,” Hayden cursed, recovering quickly at the bottom. He heard footsteps on the stairs to the loft, one of the mercs coming down to investigate.

      He leaped back onto the ladder, planting a foot on the middle rung and pushing off, propelling himself high enough to grab the floorboards and start pulling himself up. He bypassed the broken rung, scrambling out of the trap door and onto his stomach just as the mercenary reached the bottom of the steps. Hayden picked up his revolver and rolled onto his back, pointing it at the stairs from between his legs.

      Boots dropped to the barn floor and turned toward the truck. Hayden waited to see if the mercenary would crouch down to look under the truck.

      He did, his eyes widening and mouth opening to raise an alarm when he saw Hayden lying there. Hayden fired twice, the bullets catching the merc in the jaw and in the neck. He immediately collapsed, the gunshots ruining Hayden’s element of surprise.

      He rolled out from under the truck, picking up  the shotgun as he came to his feet. Rushing up the stairs, he shot at the pair of mercs coming down them.

      Buckshot tore into the lead mercenary’s legs, causing him to fall. Hayden swung around the back of the steps, out of the way of the falling body and fired a second shell straight up through the risers to hit the second mercenary. He toppled from the ladder as Hayden loaded the shotgun with the spare shells from his pocket.

      Coming back around the stairs, he ascended them two at a time. Gunshots sounded behind him—Alina finishing off the men he had dropped.

      He hit the top of the steps running, relying on speed and luck to cross the loft without getting shot in the face. He fired when the next shooter came out from behind a stack of crates, hitting him center mass  The man fell like a dropped sandbag.

      Before he could defend against the fourth shooter, a pair of rounds came from the side, hitting him in the hip and knocking hard into his armor. He shrugged off the blows and pivoted, firing nearly point blank at the shooter, the buckshot again tearing through flesh mid-chest.

      For an instant, Hayden thought that might be the last mercenary, but a bullet grazed his cheek from behind, drawing blood.

      He dropped to his knees,  tossing the shotgun away and going  for his reserve pistol, duster sweeping out around him like a cape. In one fluid motion, he drew, aimed and fired. The single round crossed the short distance and hit the mercenary in the temple, the bullet piercing his skull and killing him instantly.

      Hayden exhaled sharply, though his heartbeat remained steady, his nerves under control. He jumped up, eyes quickly sweeping the barn for signs of more targets. Satisfied the barn was finally empty of adversaries, he crossed the loft to the open hay door at the front, looking out. He had a clear view of both sides of the motel from the position, as well as the remaining mercenary. The man was running for the downed motorcycle out front.

      “Damn it,” Hayden said softly, looking back at the two dead shooters in the loft. A rifle lay on the floor beside one of them. Hirsh, if he had to guess. He holstered his pistol and walked over to the dead man, bending to scoop up the rifle. There was already a round in the chamber. By the time he got back to the hay door, the last merc was at the bike, picking it up off his fallen comrade and throwing his leg over the seat.

      “Hayden?” Alina said from behind him.

      “Just a second,” Hayden replied, taking aim. He only had one round. One shot. It wouldn’t do to miss.

      The mercenary stomped down on the kick starter, and the motorcycle roared to life. Shifting his aim just a tad forward, Hayden inhaled softly and held his breath. As the merc opened the throttle, Hayden squeezed the trigger.

      Two seconds later, the mercenary jerked forward. The motorcycle spun out of control and toppled over. The engine raced until the dead merc’s hand went slack on the throttle.

      Neither one moved again.

      “We’re clear,” Hayden said, turning around. Alina was at the top of the steps, weapon in hand and staring at him like she couldn’t believe what she was witnessing. “You’re hit,” Alina said, motioning to his cheek.

      Hayden reached up, sliding his fingers along the blood and pulling it away. The wound didn’t hurt at all, already completely healed. “It just grazed me. Barely drew blood.”

      Alina stared at him in perplexed awe. He ignored it, returning to the steps and starting down.

      “Are you coming?” he asked when Alina didn’t follow right away. She snapped out of her trance, hurrying after him. “That modbike’s mine.” He pointed to a welded together monstrosity at the back of the barn.

      Hayden generally preferred a horse to anything with an engine, but he had wanted to cover more ground in less time than he was willing to ask of an animal. Unfortunately, the modbike was a lot less comfortable than a horse and saddle. It was comprised of parts from various other vehicles that once roamed the streets of a populated Earth. The tires were thick and knobby, the frame hardened alloy painted in faded red and green, with spikes  jutting out from the rear of the seat and the front of the suspension, though they were relatively useless for more than  an intimidating appearance. The handlebars sat in the normal position over the forks, but a diesel motor was mounted in a custom-made cage, forcing the rider to spread their legs wider to get on and ride it.

      “Where’d you get this thing?” Alina asked.

      “I bought it up north, in a settlement outside a town called St. Louis.”

      “It couldn’t have come cheap.”

      “Six hundred.”

      “Where’d you get so many notes? Most folks I’ve heard of with that kind of stash are gang leaders, warlords or other bandits dealing in black market stuff. Not gunslingers willing to take on a job for no pay.”

      “The whole economic system is based on a shared agreement that a piece of paper with a stamp on it has value. In reality you know it isn’t true, but everyone else accepts it, so why rock the boat?” Hayden said, climbing onto the bike. “The system’s flawed by nature. It assumes a level of scarcity of USSF stamps, without accounting for the fact that there are a few of the stampers still in circulation.”

      “You’re saying you can make as many notes as you want?” Alina asked in amazement.

      “Not as many as I could ever want. It’s the paper that’s hard to come by.” He smiled, motioning to the back of the seat. Alina climbed on, wrapping her arms around his waist

      “Where can I find Henry?” he asked.

      “He’s one of the checkpoint guards. Him and his son watch the western entrance. He’s a kind man. A good man, like you. He helped me out when I got here.” She shook her head. “It’s hard to believe I’ve only been in town a couple of hours. I didn’t expect to find anyone willing to help me so quick. I’m glad I found you.”

      “I’m glad you found me too,” he said, reaching into his pocket for the key to the bike. He placed it in the ignition. “Hold on.”  He turned the key, the engine rumbling to life and exhaust spewing out through the pipes behind it. He twisted the throttle and the bike started forward toward the already open doors. He got outside and turned left, staying on the grass to get past the downed motorcycle and the modbox parked behind it. He noticed Rusty out of the corner of his eye, the innkeeper going out to search the dead for anything worth keeping.

      When Grimmel’s people came, there was a fifty-fifty chance they would kill Rusty no matter what he had or hadn’t divulged. He would tell them the targets were headed north regardless, and he would believe it enough that they would believe it too. That would give them a day. Maybe two.

      He needed it to be enough.
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      Hayden brought the modbike to a stop a few meters away from the checkpoint guards, who had already left the protection of  the car placed across the roadway to approach him. They were both armed, the younger man carrying a hunting rifle and the older one with a revolver on his hip, but neither looked like they were considering using the weapons. Clearly, there were no remote lines of communication between the checkpoints and downtown or Hayden doubted they would be so careless.

      And that was before they spotted Alina riding behind him.

      Hayden dropped the kickstand and lowered the bike onto it while she quickly dismounted, waving as she approached the older guard. He offered a big, half-toothed smile in return, accepting her embrace before Hayden caught up.

      “Henry, this is Mister Hayden Duke. He’s going to help me find the people who killed my boy and took the children.”

      “Pleasure to meet ya, Mister Duke,” Henry said, putting out his hand. “Henry Marsh. This here’s my boy, Billy.”

      Hayden shook Henry’s hand. “Good to meet you, Henry. You too, Billy.”

      “That’s some grip you’ve got, Mister,” Henry said as he withdrew his hand, shaking it slightly. “Like an iron vice.” He smiled, turning his attention to Alina. “Well, I guess you didn’t come back to accept my offer, seeing as how you found this young man. And so fast. I suppose a woman with looks like yours, it doesn’t matter that the girls in the brothel are more gussied up.”

      “What?” Alina said, her face turning red. “Oh. No, Henry. It’s not like that. Hayden’s not looking for any favors.”

      “You told him you had money?”

      “No,” Alina replied sourly.

      “I’m not looking for payment,” Hayden said. “I’m trying to clean things up around here.”

      “Like the Sheriff,” Alina added.

      Henry laughed. “Well, I’ll be stuffed. I didn’t think there were any folks like that out in the world. Not real ones, anyway. You got a death wish or something, Mister Duke?”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      Henry’s eyes fell to Hayden’s chest, to the bandoliers across his bullet-hole ridden shirt and the body armor beneath. “Yeah, you sure look like you can. What is that, Marine armor?”

      “You recognize it?” Hayden asked.

      “I seen a few people with it pass through here. Rare stuff, but I hear the Marines left caches all over the place, hoping their offspring would get the chance to go back and collect the gear one day to make a dent against the trife. Maybe that’s exactly what happened. You the descendant of a Marine, Hayden?”

      “No,” Hayden replied. “I’m just a regular guy trying to do right in the world.”

      “More power to you then. If I weren’t so old, I’d love to do the same. Too many folks running scared for too long. We’ve all been through stuff, but we need to be strong. Too many folks staying weak. It’s a damn shame. Well, what brings you out this way? You heading back out of town, Miss Jacobs? Just wanted to let me know you found a better offer?”

      “We are,” Alina replied. “And in part, yes. You’re a kind man and you deserve that. But Hayden also has a few questions for you.”

      “For me? I don’t know anything about anybody taking kids.”

      “I’m not saying you’re involved,” Hayden said. “I was talking with Rusty. He told me you’ve heard rumors from incoming travelers.”

      “You need to be more specific than that. We get all kinds of stories from people when they come through here. I doubt half of them are true. I had some crazy tell me there’s a coven of witches living in the woods not far from here, and he watched them do some kind of ritual where they all dance naked around a fire.”

      “Grimmel,” Hayden said, dropping the name like it was a bomb.

      Henry’s face turned to stone, his eyes shifting toward the ground. Billy raised the hunting rifle, pointing it at him.

      “I was hoping you weren’t going to say that name,” Henry said, still looking down.

      “Do you know who he is?”

      Henry shook his head before looking at Alina. “I was afraid you might be on the trail of that devil when you told me someone killed your boy. I was hoping to take you off that path. There’s nothing but death and heartache in front of you if you keep going.”

      “There’s nothing but death and heartache behind me,” Alina said.

      Henry shifted his gaze to Hayden. “I don’t know who or what Grimmel is. Only that from the stories I’ve heard, from the power he holds over people, he’s got to be Satan in disguise. You didn’t ask about him in town, did you? By name?”

      “Pozz,” Hayden said.

      “Pozz? What?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’re still alive?” Henry whistled. “Billy, lower that rifle before you get yourself killed.” He paused while Billy complied with the order, though the younger man kept his dirtface on Hayden. “I thought I heard gunfire in the distance, but my ears aren’t what they used to be. I wasn’t completely sure. How many do you reckon you had to kill getting out?”

      “Ten?” Alina guessed. “Fifteen maybe?”

      “Did Reg come after you? Hirsh? Marvin?”

      “Yes,” Hayden said. “They’re all dead. So is Baen.”

      Henry whistled again. “Mayor Kroll’s going to spook himself over this. My advice is to get far, far away from here. Both of you.”

      “I can’t do that,” Hayden replied. “Not until I find Grimmel.”

      “Nobody finds Grimmel. At least not that I’ve ever heard of. Could be he’s just a myth like the Sheriff. A made up name to represent something else. All I know is you’re hunted now. Marked for death.”

      “So are we if we keep standing here talking to them,” Billy said.

      “He’s got a point,” Henry replied. “You must already know there’s an open bounty out on anyone comes looking for Grimmel, right? I’m not looking to collect on it, and I don’t want my boy gettin’ killed because of it either.” He reached into his pocket, pulling out the key to the car. “Billy, why don’t you head on home for the day? I’ll walk back once the shift is done.”

      “Pop, we don’t owe these two anything. We should both go, leave the checkpoint unguarded for a little while. If anyone comes, we tell them we never saw anything. We don’t know anything.”

      “And then what, Billy? The grip of fear gets tighter and tighter until we’re paralyzed, and then there’s no way out. We didn’t fear the trife as much as we’re scared of that name. Why? It makes no damn sense.”

      “Sure it does. The trife were predictable. A known quantity. We don’t know a thing about the kind of trouble we’re bringing down on ourselves. Trouble we can easily avoid.”

      “And I want you to avoid it.” Henry tossed the keys to Billy, who caught them instinctively. “I’m an old man. If they come for me, let them come.” He looked at Hayden again. “I’ve met a lot of folks in my life. I’ve seen a lot of people pass through this way. None of them were like you. There’s something about you, Mister. Something that makes me think maybe you can help make this town a better place to live. Something that makes me want to believe you can change things. I don’t want Billy to grow old in fear. The trife are gone. We need to rebuild.” He turned back to Billy. “Why are you still standing there? I told you to go home. Now get!”

      Billy locked eyes with his father, reluctant to leave him behind. Then he nodded, retreated to the car, got in, started the engine and pulled away, heading back toward town.

      “Rusty told us a story you related to him,” Hayden said. “A body hanging from a tree. A message cut into his chest. Do you know what it said?”

      “Now, don’t just go by my word. But the thing I remember about that particular rumor wasn’t so much the violence of the hangin’, or even the scrawl on the flesh. I remember the folks what told me the story. Two men, looked like scavengers. Heavy packs stuffed with barter, filthy from the road, carrying a pair of old rifles. They never said the name Grimmel, but they said they heard there’s a devil running these parts, worse than any trife ever was, and I’m assuming the connection, you see. Seems everyone knows who’s in charge of the area, but nobody ever says his name, and nobody really knows how or why and they probably don’t want to. But anyway, that’s not my point. My point is, what I remember is the one scavenger; he had a walking stick, and he drew what he said he saw on the ground while he was telling the story.”

      Henry paused, walking over toward the side of the road, to an accumulation of dirt and debris the rain had carried onto the shoulder. He pulled out his revolver as he got close, kneeling down over the slough.

      “I’m not gonna remember it perfect, I’m sure. But the thing that made the story worth telling was how strange the whole thing was. It wasn’t like whoever did the killing wrote in English. It was more of a picture. An icon or something.”  He started drawing lines in the dirt with the handle of the revolver, trying to recreate what the scavenger had passed on. He made a triangle and then drew an octagon inside of it, followed by a shape that resembled an eye. “This ain’t the best, but you get the idea.” Henry looked back at Hayden. “You ever seen something like that before?”

      Hayden didn’t answer right away. His eyes were still tracing the lines of the icon, his hands clenching into fists. “Pozz,” he said after a pause. “Not this exact symbol, but others like it.”

      “What is it?” Alina asked.

      “I don’t know exactly what it means, but looks like a Relyeh sigil.”

      “Relyeh? What’s that?” Henry asked.

      Hayden looked at the older man. “Bad news.”
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      “What kind of bad news?” Alina asked.

      “It’s a long story,” Hayden replied. “And we don’t have time to linger here.”

      “Can you at least tell me how you know about it?”

      “I have a history with the Relyeh.”

      “What are they, some kind of gang?” Henry asked. “I take it they’re no friends of yours.”

      “Pozz. They’re like a gang. And the Relyeh aren’t anyone’s friends.” Hayden turned to Alina. “We need to go. North to where I left my supplies, and then east across the river.”

      “It’s getting late,” Henry said. “It’ll be dark soon. You can stay at my house. I’ve got a stable where you can stash your bike. Nobody will think to look for you there.”

      Hayden considered the offer. He wasn’t afraid to travel at night, but for all the effort Alina had made cleaning herself up, he could see the exhaustion underneath. Besides, it would be easier to ride in daylight when he could see any potential incoming threats. And he had no reason not to trust the man.

      Except he didn’t want to stay in Memphis. Not with Mayor Kroll on alert, and especially not when word got out that he had dispatched most of the mercenaries already in town. He didn’t mind having a big red X on his back, but he didn’t want to become a sitting duck.

      “I appreciate the offer, Henry,” Hayden said. “But we need to keep moving. Anyway, you’ve got your son to think about. I don’t want to be responsible for anything bad happening to him.”

      Henry nodded. “I understand. I’ll wish you good hunting then, Mister Duke. Take care of Miss Jacobs for me. She’s a fine woman.” He walked over to Alina. “Miss Jacobs, when this is over, if you find what you’re looking for and you need somewhere to go, you’ll always have a place to stay in Memphis.”

      “Thank you, Henry. I’ll remember that.”

      Henry took her hand and lifted it to his lips, kissing it softly. “Good hunting to you too, Miss Jacobs. I wish you both well.”

      “Thanks again,” Alina said. She started walking back toward the bike while Henry returned to Hayden.

      “I see you’re missing a piece,” Henry said, motioning to Hayden’s empty holster. “You’re welcome to mine if you want it.” He held it out toward Hayden. “It’s an older issue. My daddy said it was used in the Civil War, but I know that’s bullshit. Anyway, it takes standard rounds which are still in pretty good supply. You should be able to make it compatible with those loaders of yours.”

      “I appreciate the offer, Henry,” Hayden replied. “I’ve got a stash outside town. I can replace the gun.”

      Henry put out his hand again, and Hayden took it. “It was a real honor to meet you, Sheriff.”  he winked as he said it, his smile getting big on his face. He didn’t say it mockingly like Baen. He said it like he believed he’d solved the mystery.

      “The world needs more people like you in it, Henry,” Hayden said. “Take care of yourself.”

      “You too.”

      Hayden returned to the motorcycle, sliding onto it. Alina climbed on behind him as he lifted the kickstand and started the engine, pulling away facing west and offering Henry a nod as he passed.

      He guided the motorcycle along the access road, keeping to the west for a few clicks until he reached the highway. Then he guided it up the exit ramp and onto the roadway facing east again. Picking up speed, he guided the bike over the crumbling asphalt.

      He had come to Memphis through the north checkpoint about ten kilometers away, but he wouldn’t need to pass it again as long as he stuck to the highway. A short trip north would bring them to a long-abandoned residential area stuffed with houses in every state of decay, though a few had managed to withstand the slow crawl of time and could still provide reasonable shelter. He had left his gear hidden close to one of them. They could sleep there for the night.

      The whole trip only took about thirty minutes, the sun beginning to set as Hayden turned the motorcycle onto the residential street, past an old sign that announced the area as Whispering Hills. The bike purred as he coasted along the cracked and slightly overgrown pavement in the middle of a sea of brown and green vegetation that had been swallowing the closely packed, suburban  houses for years. Some of the structures had succumbed to the elements, falling into pieces as they rotted away. Others were collapsing more slowly. missing part of their roofs. Doors hanging from hinges. Windows broken out. A few were still upright, though the conditions of the interiors were impossible to judge.

      One had a split in the foliage, a clear indication of Hayden’s first pass through the area. The trodden greens led to a small garage placed next to one of the houses, the door missing, the interior uninviting but dry. He pulled the motorcycle into it, dropping the kickstand and waiting for Alina to dismount before joining her.

      “I take it nobody lives here,” she said.

      “Not that I came across,” he replied.

      “You aren’t worried about leaving the bike visible?”

      “If anyone dangerous spots the bike, we’re already in trouble. Besides, that’s why I parked it away from where we’ll actually be. This way. Be careful where you step. We don’t want to leave new prints.”

      Hayden retraced the route the bike had taken , unable to press the foliage down further with his feet than the motorcycle had with its wheels. Alina stayed behind him, following his path as they went back out into the street, walking back the way they had come. The overgrowth thinned out some near one group of houses, and Hayden guided Alina to a relatively intact driveway and around to a broken window on the side of the house.

      “Wait here,” he said. “If you hear noises, it’s likely just the local wildlife. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I hid my equipment in another house a few doors down.”

      Alina climbed into the house through the open window frame, disappearing through the nearest doorway. Hayden turned around, crossing over to where he left his equipment, careful where he stepped. He entered the next house through a missing back door, going into a room in the back thick with the stench of mold and rodent droppings. Mice scurried away as he crunched over broken glass and passed into the kitchen. A rusted old refrigerator sat against the wall, and he pulled it open, revealing his black duffel. A few more mice scrambled away when he pulled it out of its hiding place, slinging it over his shoulder and carrying it back to the first house.

      He went in through the same window, entering from the kitchen and heading into the living room. The roof of this home was made of a different material and had held up much better than the others. The inside was dry and mold-free, and for whatever reason didn’t have the same rodent infestation as the first. There was evidence people had lived here at some point after the invasion. The mattress from the bed upstairs was on the floor in the corner near a boarded up window. Old food wrappers still littered the floor.

      “Alina?” Hayden called softly. She didn’t respond. “Alina?”

      Where could she have gone?
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      Alina couldn’t have gone far, and Hayden was sure he would have heard something if she were in trouble. Besides, she had already proven she could take care of herself.

      He decided not to worry about her. Instead, he put his duffel down next to the mattress and pulled off his coat, followed by his bandolier, shirt, holsters, pants and boots. The body armor sat tight against his skin, the rubbery suit leaving little to the imagination, though a codpiece protected his groin. He ran his fingers along it, finding the divots and scuffs left behind by the rounds he had taken. He was sure the hits had left bruises beneath, but they would all be healed by now. He had told Henry he was just a regular man, and most of the time he felt like one. But he wasn’t. Not really. His genetics weren’t the same as they had once been.

      Nothing was the same as it had once been, and he had the Relyeh to both thank and curse for it.

      He heard a cough, his head whipping up and to the right, to the top of a staircase leading to the second floor. Alina stood there, hair straightened as best she could get it, the dirt wiped from her face. There had to be a leak somewhere if she found water.

      “Not very modest, is it Hayden?” she said, looking back at him.

      “Function over form,” Hayden replied. “It saved my life today.”

      He looked away from her, unzipping the duffel and pulling out a fresh set of clothes while she descended.

      “How do you use the bathroom in it?” she asked.

      “The material absorbs liquid waste and wicks it into the air,” he replied. “Solid waste is a little more tricky.”

      “I can imagine. Henry said it was Marine combat armor. Where did you get something like that?”

      “Northeast. A place called New Eden.”

      “New Eden?” she replied excitedly. “That’s where I was going with Jacob.” She walked over to him. “Is it everything people say it is?”

      “I haven’t been back since the end of the trife, but I imagine it is. Governor Stacker is a good man, and he has a lot of resources behind him.”

      She sat on the mattress next to the duffel, looking up at him as he pulled on the new clothes. “I wish we had made it, Jacob and me. I wanted to give him a better life. He would have had it there.”

      “Pozz. He would have. You did good by him for trying.”

      “Did I? I should have done more to protect him. I should have left the wilds sooner. I just thought…I was afraid the rumors about the trife were wrong. That they were still out there. I was only trying to keep him safe.”

      “I know you were. And I know it probably doesn’t help to hear me say it, but it wasn’t your fault. You tried to give your son a chance. This world isn’t ready to come out of survival mode yet, and that’s understandable too. Grimmel is something else.”

      “He scares you.”

      Hayden shook his head. “He doesn’t scare me. We have no proof Grimmel exists as an entity. But the idea of him makes me nervous.”

      “The Relyeh symbol?”

      “Pozz.”

      “You told Henry the Relyeh were bad news.”

      “That’s right.” Hayden finished dressing. He sat down on the mattress next to Alina, pulling the duffel onto his lap. He reached into it and brought out a silver food package. An MRE. “Hungry?“

      “That’s food?”

      “It’s over two hundred years old, but it’s still edible,” he replied.

      She took it, looking at the label. “Thanksgiving dinner. Do you know what Thanksgiving is?”

      “It was a holiday here on Earth, before the trife. People used to get together and eat to show their gratitude for not starving to death when things got rough. I’ve had that flavor before. It’s not bad.”

      She tore the package open and sniffed it curiously. “It smells pretty good.” She smiled and took a bit of the pale, foamlike bar inside, chewing slowly. “Tastes pretty good too.”

      Hayden selected an MRE and tore it open, taking a bite.

      “What flavor is that?” Alina asked.

      “Honestly, I think they all taste about the same. But this one says it’s beef stroganoff.”

      They fell silent while they ate the MREs. Hayden finished first, and he went back into the duffel, replacing the spent loaders on his bandolier and the lost revolver.

      “What’s that one?” Alina asked, pointing to a rifle at the top of the pack. “I’ve never seen anything like that.”

      The weapon had a snub, rectangular nose that led back into a thick body and stock, a wide magazine with imprints for a grip hung beneath the barrel.

      “CRG15. Carbine railgun. The magazine holds three hundred flechettes, made from whatever metal is easiest to melt in this case. The needles are launched along an electromagnetic rail. Overkill for most situations out here, but useful for penetrating heavier armor or metal, like Roids.”

      “Roids?”

      “Robots. Machines built by the USSF toward the tail end of the war. Sometimes they fall into the wrong hands and become a problem. It’s one solution.”

      “Did you get that in New Eden too?”

      “Pozz.”

      “What about that thing you stabbed Reg with? It looked like a tiny spear.”

      “You’re asking a lot of questions.”

      Alina smiled. “I’m trying to understand you, Mister Duke. You came out of nowhere, you saved my life, you cut down who knows how many people who were trying to kill you. You carry exotic weapons, you wear exotic armor, you have a stamp to make your own currency, and don’t think I didn’t notice that you took a bullet to your cheek and it closed over inside of a minute. So what gives? And don’t tell me you’re just regular folk again because it’s obvious you aren’t. Who are you?”

      “You know who I am,” Hayden replied.

      “No, I really don’t. I...”  Alina froze, her mouth dropping open and then slowly sliding closed again. “That’s not possible.”

      “Why not?”

      “Even if it is possible, it doesn’t answer my questions. It doesn’t explain anything.”

      “It’s not enough?”

      “No. Well. Yes. I suppose it should be. But... “ She fell silent, trying to work through the ramifications. “You aren’t supposed to exist. You aren’t supposed to be real.”

      “Would you prefer that I wasn’t?”

      “No! I mean...” She looked at him, locked her eyes on him. They began to tear up while she stared at him. “I just can’t quite believe it. The one person in the universe I wanted here to help me and here you are. A person I didn’t even believe existed, and yet you do. I don’t even know what to think, other than to be grateful. If anyone can get justice for Jacob, it’s you.”

      “And I will,” Hayden replied. “We will.”

      Alina leaned over, putting her arms around Hayden. He wrapped his arm over her shoulder, letting her sob against his chest for a minute.

      “I had a family too,” he said softly. “I lost them. I know what it’s like.”

      She lifted her head. “I’m sorry about your family.”

      “I’m sorry about yours. Get some rest now, Alina. You’re going to need it.”

      She pulled away from him and wiped her eyes. “You’re really him? You’re the Sheriff?”

      “Pozz.”

      “So the trife are really gone? You destroyed them?”

      “Not on my own. But yes, the trife are gone.”

      “Thank you,” she said as she laid down on the mattress, on her side facing him. “Are you going to sleep? Do you even need to sleep?”

      Hayden laughed. “Not as much as you do, but yes. I still need to sleep. Just relax, Alina. You’re safe here.”

      Alina smiled and closed her eyes. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt safer in my life.”

      She was out within seconds.

      Hayden sat with her for a minute before getting back to his feet. The trife were gone, but now it seemed as if the Relyeh weren’t.

      How the hell did that happen?

      And what would it take to finish them off for good?
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      Hayden did need to sleep, but only a few hours each night. That was still more than he ever wanted. Whatever the Relyeh had done to him, his sleep carried his mind into another place. A place filled with memories and nightmares, as if the process was designed to kill him over time through pure fear.

      Maybe it would have done that to a lesser man. Someone less resolved in the purpose of their existence or less educated in the ways of the Hunger. Hayden didn’t look forward to the nightmares, but he also refused to let them weaken him during his waking hours or haunt him while his eyes were open. In some ways, he understood them. He did see memories.

      But they weren’t always his.

      That was the hardest part because he never knew where he might find himself, or what he might see. Often his subconscious mind guided him to people and places he knew, and it was painful to relive those moments. Other times, it carried him far away. To distant worlds where the Hunger already held sway. To other alien races held captive by the cosmic terrors of the ever expanding race. Only one other group of beings besides humans had ever held the Relyeh in check, and humanity’s grip was tentative at best. One minor slip, one mistake and the enemy would return to finish what they had started.

      Or maybe they already had.

      He woke in a cold sweat, flat on his back, on the mattress next to Alina. Fully alert. His heart beat faster than normal, but not racing, his hand already resting on the revolver that never left his hip.

      Something was wrong.

      He stood up, glancing down at Alina, still sound asleep. He didn’t move again, eyes squinting slightly as he focused his attention on the environment. He stayed frozen for a few seconds until he could make out what he’d heard. The distant sound of an engine. What were the odds of that? Nobody should know he was here.

      “Alina,” he said softly, pushing her shoulder with his foot. “ Prior.”

      She opened her eyes, frightened when she saw him on his feet, posture alert. “What’s wrong?”

      “Maybe nothing, but we don’t want to get caught flat.” He turned and crouched, reaching into the duffel and removing the CRG. “Tap this to power it up,” he said, showing her the small touch control on the side near the trigger. “Make sure you power it off when you don’t need it to save the battery. Turn this dial to adjust the firing speed. Squeeze the trigger once to fire a single round. Double-squeeze for a five round burst. Hold down for continuous fire based on your output setting.” He held the weapon out to her.

      She sat up, taking it. “What kind of kick does it have?”

      “None. There are dampers in the stock and the mechanism itself minimizes it. I would have shown you how to use it before, but I didn’t think you’d retain it as exhausted as you were.”

      Alina leveled the weapon, finger off the trigger. She looked down its length. “I see a crosshair hovering over it.”

      “Projected. It’ll  also compensate for external environmental factors to help you hit your target, especially over long range. As long as you line up the reticle, you won’t miss.”

      “That hardly seems fair. Nobody I’ve ever met has had a gun like this.”

      “The enemy doesn’t care about fair. And believe me, there are other people out here with advanced tech. The USSF left stashes, caches and bases all across the continent. The war machine left a lot of dangerous stuff just sitting around for bad actors to get their hands on when it was over. They didn’t expect the trife to leave anyone alive.”

      Hayden put a finger to his lips to ask for silence. He continued listening, convinced the engine noises were getting closer. How could someone have followed him? Something wasn’t right about that.

      He zipped the duffel and slung it over his shoulder. “If you need to pee, now’s a good time.” Alina held the CRG out, but Hayden put up his hand. “Take it with you. They’re still a ways out, but you never know.”

      “I don’t hear anything.”

      “No disrespect intended, but you probably have hearing loss. Most people out here do to one degree or another. There are motors headed this way. At least two.”

      “Shouldn’t we get out of here?”

      “No. They might not know we’re here for one. Could just be passing through. If they do know we’re here somewhere, they won’t know exactly where, and they’re a lot more obvious than we are. That’s to our advantage.”

      Alina took the CRG and went out of sight. Hayden could hear her relieving herself in one of the long-empty toilets, and then she quickly returned. “I need a suit like yours. How do you think they tracked us?”

      “I don’t know. Could be they tagged the bike. If they did, I underestimated their access to old tech.”

      “Then they’ll converge on the bike?”

      “Pozz.”

      “And that’s why we didn’t stay close to it.”

      Hayden nodded. “You’re a quick study, Prior.” He put his finger to his lips again, and she nodded and remained silent and still.

      They listened for nearly a minute. Halfway through, Alina gestured that she could hear them now too. The engines were definitely getting closer, coming toward Whispering Hills. If they thought he was nearby, did they really think he wouldn’t hear them? It didn’t make a lot of sense to be so loud.

      The engine sounds cut out almost immediately after the thought crossed his mind.

      “They’re gone,” Alina whispered.

      “No. They’re coming on foot. Trying to sneak up on us.”

      “You heard them three minutes ago.”

      “I’m trained to be more alert to changes in my surroundings. That’s all. Come on.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “If they’re coming at us on foot, we’re seizing the advantage.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Whoever this is, I imagine they’re a little tense about being out here in the dark looking for a man who dropped over a dozen of their friends already, including a pair of War Dogs.”

      “War Dogs?”

      “Trained fighters. They think they’re the children of Marines. That might be true about ten percent of the time. They’re almost as bad as the Relyeh.”

      “What makes the Relyeh worse?”

      “They aren’t human.”

      Alina’s face paled. “What?”

      “Don’t worry too much about it. I’ve dealt with them before.”

      “Because you’re the Sheriff.” She exhaled, relieved to remember who she was with.

      Hayden led her out of the house. He crept slowly back along the path to where they left the motorcycle, making sure not to make fresh marks on the ground. Alina followed close behind, equally careful in her advance.

      They reached the bike and then Hayden turned to her. “How do you feel about shooting from a moving vehicle?” he asked.

      “We aren’t making our escape?”

      “Running won’t stop them from chasing us.”

      “You said they might have done something to the motorcycle. Can’t we fix it?”

      “We could, but then they wouldn’t know we’re coming.”

      Alina opened her mouth. Stopped herself. Nodded in understanding. “I think I get it. I’ve never fired this kind of gun, and I’ve never shot anything while in motion.”

      “That’s okay. I need you to sit in front of me. When I say so, you’ll need to take control. All you have to do is keep us going in a straight line.”

      “How would you do this if you were by yourself?”

      “I’d have more agility on the bike and less restriction on my range of motion. Different situations call for different approaches. The other option is I can leave you here and come back.”

      She shook her head. “No. I don’t want you to leave me.”

      Hayden smiled. “Good, because I don’t want to have to come back.”

      Hayden secured the duffel on the rear of the motorcycle before climbing on, sliding back a little more than usual. He held out his hand. “Give me the CRG.” Alina did, and he put it on his back over the duster. “Magnetic lock,” he explained when he saw how she was looking at it. “The armor has a battery embedded along the back that powers the assistive musculature.”

      “We don’t have schools in the wilds, Sheriff.”

      “There are synthetic muscles embedded on the inside of the suit that make me stronger and faster than I would be without it,” he explained more simply.

      “I really need that,” she replied with a smile.

      “Once you get to New Eden, you won’t. Climb on.”

      Alina straddled the motorcycle in front of him, finding a place to hold on to the frame. Then Hayden started the bike, the low rumble like a roar in the silence. There was no way the approaching enemy wouldn’t hear it.

      But that was exactly what he wanted.

      He walked the bike backward until they were in the street, and then switched on the headlight and turned the throttle, sending them into the night.
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      Hayden didn’t ride slow. He opened the bike up, racing over the cracked asphalt and weeds with Alina sitting back against his chest and holding on. From the sound of the approaching cars before they stopped, their attackers weren’t too far ahead. He knew they could hear the bike coming, and if he was right about a tracker, they could also see them. A dot on a screen, if nothing else. But if he could blind them with his headlight before any of them could get a shot off, he and Alina just might have a chance to run the blockade the mercs had almost certainly put up to stop them.

      The modboxes came into view a few seconds later, their metal frames reflecting the bike’s headlight enough to make out their shapes. Like Hayden thought, they were positioned in a blockade across the street. He recognized one of them.

      “That’s Henry’s car,” Alina shouted over the rumble of the bike.

      A few seconds closer gave them an even better look. Hayden didn’t get chilled easily, but the sight of Henry’s body dangling from the spikes that jutted out from the modbox’s grill sent a shiver down his spine.

      “Henry,” Alina cried out.

      There was no sign of the people who came with the cars. They had abandoned them in the middle of the road.

      Bait, and he had taken it. He didn’t think they had it in them.

      The bullets started coming in from both sides of the road. Hayden leaned forward, pushing Alina down to cover her. She screamed as rounds hit the metal frame close to her hands, sending up sparks and loud pings. Hayden felt every one of the hits on his armor, digging into the spider-steel and trying to tear through.

      He pegged the throttle, sending the bike shooting forward and disrupting their aim. But he couldn’t get around the cars without slowing and giving them free reign to bury them in gunfire.

      The armor could take a lot of hits but not an endless barrage. And he needed to keep Alina safe.

      Hayden hit the brakes as they reached the barricade, sending the modbike into a skid. He put his foot down and slid the big bike sideways, stopping beside the open passenger window of Henry’s car. The gunfire stopped, the attackers thinking they had him right where they wanted him.

      Maybe they did.  Then again...

      Alina yelped in surprise as he grabbed her and dumped her in through the car window. Then he jumped off the bike, letting it fall into a lean against the car before grabbing the CRG from his back and tossing it into the window.

      As he stepped away from the barricade, flashlights came on from both sides of the roadway, momentarily blinding him.

      “What the hell is this?” one of the mercs said in a gruff voice. “I hit you. I know I did.”

      “I think we need to hit him again,” another one said.

      “Hold on,” someone from the other side of the road barked. “Kroll said if we can take him alive then we should.”

      “We shoot him in the legs then,” the gruff voice said.

      “I already told you he’s wearing protection,” another, more familiar voice said. Henry’s son, Billy.  Damn it. “Why do you think he’s still standing?”

      “So then we shoot him in the head. Problem solved.”

      Hayden’s eyes were adjusting to the lights. He could make out silhouettes, but not much else. “Kroll sent you after me?” he asked. “Why?”

      “Kroll don’t like folks like you messing with a good thing,” the third man replied. “Now, are you gonna come quiet like, or should we blow your head off?”

      “How’d you find me out here? I wasn’t exactly advertising.”

      “Billy tailed you. Followed you back this way. Came to us when you left the highway.” The man started laughing. “Turned in his own father for some notes. Do you like our hood ornament?”

      “No,” Hayden replied.

      “Too bad. Not that I give a shit. We figured you were nearby. All we needed was to get your attention. You probably think you’re smarter than us. That you’d catch us by surprise. That’s what Kroll said. He told us someone that can shoot up Marvin thinks he’s better than us. Guess what, Mister? You ain’t. We outsmarted you.”

      “You did,” Hayden admitted. “Congratulations.” He found Billy, standing further back from the two men on the right side. “How much was your father worth, Billy? He was a good man.”

      “None of your business,” Billy replied.

      “Five hundred,” the apparent leader—the closest one on his left—said. Hayden assumed he was Sonny. “That’s what betraying your pa is worth.” He laughed. “We never did like Henry anyways, did we? He always talked so damn slow, like hurry the hell up old man. Spit it out.”

      The mercs approached, converging at the road. “Now, are you going to do this the easy way,” Sonny asked. “Or the hard way?”

      “You don’t need to die here tonight,” Hayden said. “My fight’s not with you or Mayor Kroll. Though what you did to Henry isn’t sitting all that well with me.”

      Sonny laughed again. “You’re not in control of this situation. I am. Now put your hands up over your head or I’ll put a bullet through your eye.” He jerked his rifle up to emphasize his willingness to use it.

      Hayden starting raising his hands.

      “Slowly,” Sonny ordered.

      “Sheriff,” Alina said behind Hayden, too quietly for the others to hear. “I’ve got a bead on him. Taking the shot in three...two...one.”

      Hayden dropped to his knees at the same time Alina fired, the single flechette making a slight pop as it was launched from the barrel of the carbine, going straight through Sonny’s eye and out the back of his head.

      Hands falling to his sides, Hayden grabbed his revolvers, pulling them free. Four of the remaining six mercs were adjusting their aim, trying to get him with a head shot. Billy took off in the other direction, making a run for it.

      Another pop sounded behind Hayden, followed by four more. The rounds chewed into a second attacker, knocking him down as the return fire came in, the bullets zipping past Hayden’s ears. He shot back at them, putting another to the ground, and then another. He dropped all the way, rolling laterally and giving Alina a clear line of fire.

      Alina opened up with the railgun, nearly fifty rounds spewing out within a couple of seconds as she swept the field. There was no reason for her to aim. And no way to miss. The flechettes cut off one of the attacker’s legs above the knee, and blasted through the stomach of the other.

      It was over that fast, five of the six men down and Billy trying to escape. Hayden stood up again, firing a round that whistled past Billy’s ear.

      “Billy, stop!” Hayden shouted.

      He did as he was told, collapsing forward onto the grass.

      Hayden looked back as Alina climbed out of the modbox toting the CRG. She glanced at him as she walked over to the legless merc.

      “Please,” he said, looking up at her.

      “You want mercy?” Alina said. “Did Jacob get mercy, do you think, before Grimmel’s men killed him?” She fired a single round into the man. He didn’t move again. “That’s the only mercy you get from me.”

      Hayden holstered his guns, walking over to Alina. She looked at him again, her entire body shaking. Not with fear or distress. Anger. He knew the feeling.

      “Thanks for the assist,” he said. “Again.”

      “I don’t know how you ever survived out here without me, Sheriff,” she replied with a smile. “I like this gun.” Her eyes went past him, to where Henry’s corpse was hanging. “Poor Henry. I can’t believe his own son turned on him like that.” She shook her head. “Jacob never would have done that to me.” She looked over to where Billy was lying in the grass. “We should kill him for what he did.”

      “Killing doesn’t solve everything,” Hayden replied. “And I need some answers.” He crossed the roadway, stopping when he reached Billy. “Get up.”

      Billy stood up but kept his head down, refusing to make eye contact.

      “Look at me,” Hayden growled.

      Billy looked up, his expression fearful and defiant. “What are you going to do? Kill me?”

      “Neg. I could have done that already.” He grabbed the shoulder of Billy’s shirt and yanked him around. “Look back there. Look at your father.”

      Billy shook his head. “I don’t—”

      “I said look at him!” Hayden shouted.

      Billy looked up, eyes flicking over Henry’s body.

      “No. Really look.”

      He lifted his head again, staring at his father. Tears began to stream from his eyes. Remorse. It wouldn’t bring Henry back, but it showed Hayden the kid had some sort of conscience.

      “This didn’t need to happen,” Hayden said. “Notes can’t compensate for a man’s life. And you can never undo what you did.” He paused while Billy started sobbing. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t atone for it.”

      “What do you mean?” Billy asked.

      “I need to get close to Mayor Kroll. You’re going to help me.”

      “You want to go back to Memphis?” Alina asked from behind him. “I thought we were crossing the river?”

      “I don’t want to go back,” Hayden replied. “It’s going to make things harder. But I need to make sure Kroll isn’t Relyeh.” He looked at Billy. “You’re going to bring me in.”

      “Me?” Billy said. “Nobody will believe I caught you and everyone else died.”

      “So you have a reputation as a weak coward?” Alina asked.

      “N…no,” Billy countered.

      “Then why wouldn’t they believe you?”

      Billy didn’t answer.

      “We’ve got two cars here,” Hayden said. “Alina, do you know how to drive?”

      “No. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I can teach you in five minutes. Billy’s going to get Henry down while we do. Isn’t that right, Billy?”

      “I’m going to be sick.”

      “Go ahead and be sick. And then get your father off that car. He deserves better than to hang there like that.”

      “I didn’t mean for him to die,” Billy said softly. “I thought if I followed you, if I told them where you were, they would pay me and I could bring the notes back to him. I didn’t mean to tell them you spoke to him.”

      “You’re an idiot, Billy,” Alina said. “If that’s true, what do you think they were going to do with you once they had Sheriff Duke?”

      Billy’s face froze. “What? Sheriff Duke? I… You… No. This can’t be happening.”

      “I’m afraid so, Billy,” Alina growled. “If you had kept your damn mouth shut and gone home like Sheriff Duke told you to do, this wouldn’t be happening. It was none of your business anyway.”

      Billy started crying again. “I’m sorry.” He looked over at his father. “I’m so sorry, pa.”

      “Get him down from there,” Hayden repeated.

      “Yes, sir,” Billy replied.

      “We’ll be back in a few minutes. You’d be smart to still be here. You owe it to your father, and you owe it to me.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Alina, you ready for your first driving lesson?”

      “Ready, Sheriff.”

      “Let’s go.”
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      Alina picked up the basics easily enough, and by the time she felt comfortable enough to manage the car on her own, Billy had finished getting his father down off his car and had laid  him out on the grass, posing him with his arms crossed peacefully over his chest. Hayden wanted to bury the man, but he had already lost so much time, and now he had to double back to Memphis again to pay a visit to Mayor Kroll.

      Maybe his mistake was not going to see Kroll in the first place. The Mayor was connected somehow to Grimmel. He needed to know if the name belonged to a single entity or was a moniker for something else. An idea instead of a person, like he had told Alina. He felt better about heading back there now that he had his duffel with him. Alina had wondered about the CRG, but he was also carrying a P90 plasma rifle in the bag. He could only imagine what she might think about it.

      “Billy, what’s the easiest way across the river?” Hayden asked.

      The kid was still kneeling beside his father, whispering a prayer. He made the sign of the cross before standing and coming over to where Hayden and Alina waited by the cars.

      “East along the highway. There’s a fork that goes to a northern and southern route. South is faster, but you’ll need to leave the mods behind and get a riverman to take you. Well, you can’t take the mods north either. Maybe the bike. It just depends on what boats are around.  You’d need to go fifty miles further north to get to a bridge, and the road isn’t clear all the way up because nobody really uses it.”

      “So either way we need to ditch the vehicles?” Hayden asked.

      “Yes, sir. Most likely. But there’s a smaller settlement on the other side. Nothing like Memphis. More like it was before the trife disappeared. But they’ve got horses I bet, if you know how to ride.”

      “I know how to ride.”

      “Me too,” Alina said.

      “Then you shouldn’t have a problem.”

      Hayden turned to Alina. “Keep the CRG. I’ll give you an extra magazine. Nobody will bother you once you start shooting it, but hopefully it won’t come to that. If you can find a riverman to hire, do it.” He reached into the pocket of his coat and pulled out the wad of notes, splitting it in half and handing them to her. “That should cover what we need.”

      “And then some,” Billy said.

      “Which fork should I take?” Alina asked.

      “Stay south. I’ll catch up when I’m done with Mayor Kroll.”

      “We should go to him together.”

      “Neg. That won’t work. I want him to think you’re dead.”

      “What does that matter? Aren’t you planning to kill him.”

      “I might need to. But if he’s Relyeh, it’s better to present the way we want them to think things are.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Me neither,” Billy said.

      “They can talk to one another over long distances with their minds.”  It was the simplest way he could think of to break down the complexity of the Hunger’s network. A network he thought was offline, but now he wasn’t so sure.

      “Telepathy?” Billy asked. “Like Professor X?”

      “Who?”

      “I’ve got a stash of old comic books back at the house. Well, three. But one of them has this old bald guy who can talk to people with his mind. It’s about people with superpowers. They call them mutants. One of them can turn into metal. Another one can bamf from one place to another—he looks like a blue devil—and another has claws.”

      Hayden wasn’t sure how to react to Billy’s sudden effusiveness. He stared at the kid for a few seconds before nodding. “Yes, like Professor X, I suppose.”

      “Cool.”

      “There’s nothing cool about it, believe me.”

      Hayden picked up the duffel and opened it, grabbing a large, square magazine for the CRG and handing it to Alina. He also gave her one of his backup pistols and an extra magazine for that too.

      “Can I have a gun?” Billy asked.

      “Take a rifle from one of the mercenaries,” Hayden replied. He took off his bandolier and gunbelt and handed it out to him too. “And take these. I’m your prisoner, remember?”

      “You’re going in unarmed?” Alina asked.

      “No. I’ve got the microspear. It’s the deadliest weapon I have.” Hayden looked up to the sun,  just starting to rise. “We need to get moving. Stay safe, Miss Prior.”

      “You too, Sheriff.”

      Alina returned to the second modbox, climbing in through the window and starting it up. She pulled forward, making a wide circle around Hayden and Billy and then heading off south along the highway alone.

      “Let’s go, Billy,” Hayden said. He went over to one of the dead mercenaries and grabbed a loop of rope hanging from the man’s waist before going to the passenger side of Henry’s car and climbing in. Billy went to the driver’s side, dropping Hayden’s equipment in the back window before taking up position behind the wheel.

      “There’s no way they’ll believe I captured you,” he said, shaking his head and then looking over at Hayden. “Mayor Kroll isn’t stupid. She knew you would come at us instead of hiding. She’ll know you’re up to something.”

      “Could be. But she’ll want to bring me close even if she does intend to kill me. She’ll want to get a look at me. That’s all I need.”

      “What about me? She might kill me for trying to trick her.”

      “I can’t tell you it isn’t possible. Maybe even likely. You owe it to your father to stand up like a man. If you die, then you die. But you won’t go out a coward.”

      Billy sat with the idea for a few more seconds. Then he reached forward and started the car. “Are you afraid to die, Sheriff?” he asked as he started to pull away.

      “Neg. Not so long as I die for the right reason. Whatever you think you are, Billy. Whatever guilt and sadness you feel right now about your father. You can make a choice what to do from here on. Stay the person you were that got him killed or become someone that would make him proud. Any time we have an opportunity to make a decision like that, we’re fortunate. But it’s important to make the right one. Pozz?”

      “Yes, sir,” Billy replied. “Maybe when this is done, I can be one of your deputies.”

      “I don’t take deputies anymore. They tend to have short lifespans, and I still feel responsible for every one of them.”

      “You shouldn’t. They made the choice. I’m making the choice too. I’ll get you to reconsider.”

      Hayden smiled. “Maybe you will.”
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      “Mayor Kroll doesn’t live in Memphis proper,” Billy explained. He had already driven back through downtown, and now he turned left at a half-collapsed sign that read Meadowbrook Country Club. “She keeps her own space. Those knots feel okay, Sheriff?”

      Hayden shifted his hands beneath the ropes, loosening the knot with a twitch of his wrists, and then pulling them wide to tighten it again. “They’re perfect.”

      “Try to look hurt. There’s guards up ahead.”

      Hayden almost laughed at the statement. He could see the two armed guards on either side of the road, about halfway between the entrance and building further back. It was a large brick house with a white roof, in better shape than any of the other buildings in the settlement. Scaffolding on the side of the house proved the Mayor was doing the work to keep the property that way.

      The guards were dressed in dark pants and light shirts, each with a red bandana around the neck, partially obscured by a brown leather jacket. A revolver sat on each of their right hips, the only weapon either appeared to carry. One of the guards moved to the center of the road as Billy approached, blocking them. The other stood to the side, coming to the driver’s window as the modbox came to a stop. He leaned down, looking in at Billy and then Hayden, who put his head back against the seat and turned it doing his best to look exhausted.

      “Billy Marsh,” the guard said. “Where’s the rest of the crew?”

      “Dead,” Billy said, a slight quiver in his voice Hayden hoped the guards wouldn’t pick up on. “This asshole killed them.”

      “And he didn’t kill you?”

      “I got the drop on him while he was busy with the others. Cold-cocked him right in the head with the butt of my rifle.”

      “But not before he killed everyone else.”

      “That’s right. I tried to get there faster. This one’s like a tempest, I’ll tell you that. Nearly bit my face off when he came to.”

      “He doesn’t look so scary to me. Are you sure you got the right guy?”

      “This is the guy I seen talking to my pa. Mayor Kroll said there’s a thousand note reward for him. I bagged him, the notes are mine.”

      “Or the real men bagged him, and you ambushed them to keep the notes,” the guard said. “That’s more likely from a Marsh.”

      “What the hell do you know, Wade?” Billy said. “The Mayor wanted him. I brought him back. End of story.”

      “We’ll see,” Wade replied. “Go on ahead.”

      The other guard stepped out of the way, and Billy got the modbox moving again. “Damn Wade Johnson,” Billy said. “Always such an asshole. Thinks he’s so much better than me.”

      They stopped a second time when they reached the front of the former country club. Another set of guards came down to meet them, both moving to the passenger side as Billy climbed out of the car. Hayden looked at them, keeping his eyes droopy and his movements limp.

      “He on drugs or something?” the guard asked.

      “I cold-cocked him good,” Billy replied. “He’s still dazed.”

      The two guards reached into the window, grabbing Hayden roughly and dragging him out of the sealed vehicle. He offered a little bit of fight so they wouldn’t think he was coming willingly. They kept pulling until his legs fell to the ground, and then they dumped the rest of him there. He landed on his back and groaned in false pain while the two guards laughed.

      “I thought he’d be harder to capture,” one of them said, kicking him in the side. Hayden grunted, though he barely felt it through his armor. “That’s for Marvin. He was a friend of mine.”

      “Pick him up,” someone said. Hayden looked toward the door to the building. A dark-skinned older man with a thick graying beard stood there. He was dressed in black pants, with a black vest over a red shirt. The clothes were in fine shape, relatively new and good quality. Like the guards, the newcomer had a revolver on his hip, though it looked to be an older, better model than the newer production, matte black and sleek.

      “Yes, Sergeant Wilson,” the guards said, each one grabbing an arm and yanking Hayden to his feet.

      Sergeant. Friend of mine. Hayden didn’t need it spelled out. Mayor Kroll was surrounded by War Dogs. Was he one too?

      “Walk, fobber,” one guard said, shoving Hayden forward. He didn’t need fobber spelled out either.

      The two guards trailed Hayden as he slowly scaled the three steps up to where the sergeant stood. The man glared at him with dark eyes, shaking his head. “We don’t tolerate gussies like you here in Memphis. We protect our own.”

      He threw a punch into Hayden’s gut. Hayden bent over while the sergeant rubbed at his hand.

      “I forgot you’re wearing armor,” the sergeant said. “We’ll take that from you once you’re dead. It won’t fit me, but I’m sure we can put it to good use.” He smiled and looked at the guards. “Kroll wants to see him.” His eyes crossed to Billy. “Wait here, Billy Marsh. I’ll have Corporal Shen here bring back your reward.”

      Billy’s eyes widened at the statement. He knew what his reward would be, and he didn’t want any part of it.

      “I brung him here. I want to see this through.”

      “You don’t get a say,” Sergeant Wilson replied.

      “Wait,” Billy said. “The Sh…the prisoner had a duffel with him. You should show it to Mayor Kroll. The stuff he has in it. I ain’t never seen stuff like it before. I’ll go get it.”

      Billy ran off before the sergeant could protest. He put his eyes back on Hayden. “Where are you from, Mister?”

      “Why do you care?” Hayden replied.

      “I’m curious where you got your training. Captured or not, you killed Marvin. That takes either a lot of skill or a lot of luck. I would say luck, but you knocked out Hirsh too.”

      “I’ve been around, that’s all.”

      “Around?” Wilson laughed. “Gun for hire?”

      “Something like that.”

      Billy ran back up the steps carrying the duffel in one hand, and Hayden’s holstered revolvers in the other. “I can show you,” he said, breathing hard. He put the bag on the ground.

      “Bring it,” Wilson said.

      “Yes, sir,” Billy replied, picking it back up.

      Sergeant Wilson led them into the building. The lobby was large, with a reception desk off to the left, and door to what looked like a lounge on the right and another set of doors ahead. All of it was dark wood, freshly polished and in impeccable shape.

      They went through the second set of doors, entering a long corridor. Wilson walked them down it about halfway, stopping at a door on the left and knocking.

      “Sergeant Wilson, ma’am,” he shouted.

      “Come,” came the reply in a light, slightly raspy voice.

      Wilson opened the door, entering first. The guards guided Hayden in behind the sergeant.

      The room was bigger than Hayden would have thought from the outside. One wall was a bookshelf teaming with volumes, another nearly all window. The third had a huge painting of a naked woman draped over a sofa in the middle of a jungle hanging against it, behind a mahogany desk with a single tablet resting on top. A woman sat behind the desk, and it only took Hayden a moment to realize she was the subject of the painting.

      “Mayor Kroll,” Sergeant Wilson said. “You wanted me to bring you the prisoner straight away.”

      Kroll looked up, her blue eyes spearing into Hayden as she stood up. She had dark hair and a chiseled face, and wore a low cut blouse and flowing pants partially contained by the gunbelt and holsters on her hips. She stared at him without speaking as if she could read his mind.

      If she were Relyeh, she could...if she wanted.

      “What’s your name?” she asked, her voice deeper and more commanding now.

      “Hayden,” he replied. “Hayden Duke.”

      “Mister Duke. You have the look of a man who’s seen a lot of things. Who’s done a lot of things. The look of a man who knows how to survive in this world.” She circled her desk, coming to stand a couple of feet away, her eyes never leaving him. “So why did you make so much noise when you got here?”

      “Noise?” Hayden replied. “It wasn’t my intent. I was looking for work. I found some.”

      “I heard. Where’s the woman now?”

      “Dead,” Billy said.

      “If at first you don’t succeed,” Kroll said with a smile. “I guess you’re unemployed again.”

      “Are you offering me a job?” Hayden asked.

      “It’s tempting. But unfortunately my War Dog brothers and sisters demand blood for the blood you spilled. I just wanted to get a look at you before we put you down. I’ve never heard of anyone like you before.” She smiled at him. “But you’re just a regular man, aren’t you? Good with a gun, but not much more than another obstacle to remove.”

      “Are you working for Grimmel?” Hayden said.

      Kroll laughed. “You’re asking me questions? Why bother?”

      “If I’m dead anyway, you might as well answer.”

      “Nobody works for Grimmel,” she replied. “We either accept the consequences of not following the directive or we follow the directive.”

      “So you’re afraid of him.”

      “I’m not afraid. I’m smart enough not to take the wrong pig by the tail. Memphis is mine. Grimmel doesn’t interfere with that. I don’t interfere with Grimmel. Simple, really.”

      “Do you know why he’s collecting children?”

      “I just told you, I don’t interfere. And I don’t question. Grimmel can eat them for all I care.”

      “But you know he’s hired your people to work jobs for him. He’s raiding caravans and taking kids.”

      “I know. It’s fair work for good pay. I’m not crying over some little brats that won’t make it out here anyway. If they do they’ll grow into folks like Billy over there. Next to useless. The only good babies are War Dog babies.”

      “You-” Hayden started to say, but Kroll interrupted him.

      “Wilson, put a bullet in his brain.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Wilson drew and cocked his revolver, putting the muzzle against Hayden’s temple. “Enjoy the afterlife, Mister Duke.”
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      Hayden was already moving by the time Sergeant Wilson put the gun to his head, twisting his wrists to free the knotted rope binding them and pivoting away from the gun. Wilson pulled the trigger, the heat of the shot burning the side of Hayden’s face and echoing painfully in his ear as the bullet itself punched through the wall beside him.

      All hell broke loose.

      Hayden threw a hard right cross into Wilson’s gut, the armor-augmented punch heavy enough to knock the wind out of the War Dog, nearly doubling him over. The other two guards were slow to react. They reached for their guns at the same time Hayden pulled his microspear, turning toward Kroll.

      She had one of her revolvers free already, moving a lot faster than the others. Because she was infected? Hayden moved in on Wilson, putting him between them so she couldn’t take the shot without hitting her man. He grappled with the sergeant, slicing his wrist with the microsphere and forcing him to drop his gun.

      Meanwhile, Billy backed away from the fight, trying to get out from the center of the action still carrying Hayden’s gun belt and duffel. The kid was less than useless, running yet again.

      Hayden punched Wilson in the gut again, and then moved back around him to use his big body as cover. Kroll took the opportunity to fire at Hayden. She missed them both, the round hitting the books on the back wall, sending a couple of them tumbling from the shelves.

      The two guards closed in on Hayden. One of them managed to get a hand on his duster, using it to pull him away from Wilson. Instead of fighting the change of momentum, Hayden went with it, backing into one guard and throwing his head back, catching the man behind him in the face and shattering his nose. The problem now?  The move had left him wide open to Kroll. He dove aside as she took another shot at him, this time striking the nearest guard in the chest.

      Hayden came up between the second guard and Wilson, once again obscured from Kroll. He shrugged out of his duster, lunging at the sergeant before he could retrieve his gun. Wilson saw him coming and turned, getting his forearm up before Hayden could stab him with the microspear. His return punch hit Hayden hard in the gut, the force shoving him back. He regained his balance, coming at Wilson again, throwing a quick punch as a round hit him hard enough to stick in the back of his armor. He growled at the pain, throwing himself into Wilson and driving the microspear upward into the man’s abdomen. The alien weapon sunk in, the tendrils reaching out and stopping the War Dog’s heart and lungs and leaving him a dead weight in Hayden’s grip.

      He turned the dead sergeant toward the second guard, who stopped shooting. He yanked the microspear back out as he continued the turn, building momentum and then throwing the body at Kroll.

      She tucked her shoulder to throw the sergeant away from her, buying Hayden precious seconds.

      “Sheriff!” Billy shouted.

      Hayden glanced over to see his revolver already in the air. He caught it clean, still pivoting back toward the second guard. He was ready to throw the microspear at him, but now he didn’t need to. He put two rounds in the man, one in his chest, the other in his gut, knocking him down.

      He didn’t slow, making a full pirouette back toward Kroll. She was bringing her guns into position, trying to hit a spinning, moving target. She fired first, both revolvers. One of the rounds hit Hayden in the ear, tearing most of it off as it passed. The others missed, whistling past his head.

      He ignored the blossom of pain and the sudden loss of hearing, getting his gun into position and firing once...twice...three times in quick succession before coming to a stop. The two revolvers fell from Kroll’s hands as the first two bullets hit her in the arms. The third hit her in the leg, and she dropped to a knee.

      “Billy, grab a rifle from my bag and watch the door,” Hayden said as he started toward Kroll.

      Billy knelt beside the bag and unzipped it, looking in at the guns. “Uh, Sheriff. I don’t know how to shoot any of these.”

      “The one on top. Hit the switch on the side, point and pull the trigger when there’s something to shoot.”

      The door burst open. Another guard came through, met with a round from Hayden’s revolver that went through his neck. He collapsed, clutching at the sudden wound, choking for air and trying to hold back the gush of blood.

      Billy grabbed the P90, picking it up, finding the switch, and turning it on. “What does stream mean?” he asked.

      “Don’t touch the dial!” Hayden snapped back.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Hayden made it to Kroll as more guards reached the door, trying to rush them. Billy opened fire, the plasma bolts sizzling across the room and leaving big holes in their chests when they connected.

      “Oh shit!” Billy said, both amazed and afraid of the weapon.

      If there were any other guards, they decided not to challenge the gun in Billy’s hand. Or Hayden. Leaving them alone with the Mayor.

      Kroll remained on her knees, face twisted in pain, looking up at Hayden. “So it’s true,” she said. “The Sheriff himself. And I shot your ear off.” She laughed.

      He felt the blood running down the side of his neck, hot and sticky. The flow was already beginning to slow. “It’ll grow back.”

      “What?”

      “I heard Grimmel’s people carved Relyeh symbols into the chest of a man they killed. What can you tell me about that?”

      Kroll laughed again. “I’m not telling you a damn thing, Sheriff. You’ll kill me clean. I don’t think I can say the same of Grimmel.”

      “Who told you I would kill you clean?”

      “You’re a lawman. A good guy. There might not be any rules out here, but you’ve got your own moral code to follow. I’ve seen the old vids. I know how it works.”

      “That’s how it used to work. But the Relyeh don’t count.” He held the microspear up. “Do you know what this is?”

      “A tiny knife?”

      Hayden watched her face. There was no sign of terror or worry. If she were infected, the parasite controlling her should be figuratively shaking in its boots.

      “Tell me what you know about Grimmel,” Hayden said. “You don’t have to die. Maybe he’d kill you, but once I kill him you’re free and clear.”

      “You probably made the same promise to Baen. That did him a lot of good, didn’t it? You can’t just kill Grimmel, Sheriff. Grimmel’s everywhere. And nowhere. You should just let it be. Walk away. So what if a few kids get taken now and then? It could be a lot worse.”

      “One kid is one too many. If you say you know how it works, then you understand that.”

      “Not in this case. You’re making a mistake, Sheriff.”

      “Then it’s a mistake I have to make. Tell me what you know.”

      She exhaled painfully. “Grimmel hires mercenaries wherever he can find them, preferably War Dogs. They supplement his followers and launch raids on camps, settlements, caravans, anywhere they can find children. They take the kids. I don’t know why. I don’t know where. I do know there’s a place on the other side of the river they use as a collection point or something. At least, that’s what my brothers and sisters tell me. They group a hundred, two hundred kids before shipping them off.”

      “Baen told me about the place across the river. Do you know which direction they move them?”

      “No.”

      “You said the hired guns supplement Grimmel’s people. Do you think that means he doesn’t have a huge following?”

      “No. I think it means he’s got them doing something else. Before you ask, I don’t know.”

      Hayden nodded, kneeling in front of her. “Stay still, unless you want to die.”

      “What are you doing?”

      He came in close, putting his face within centimeters of hers. She stared into his eyes as he reached around her, positioning the microspear over her shoulder blade. As long as he got the location right and didn’t go too deep, the weapon wouldn’t kill her.

      “You have a good smell, Sheriff,” she said.

      “Blood?”

      “And something else. I don’t think I’ve ever smelled it before. Sweet and tangy, with a hint of smoke.”

      “Barbecue sauce?”

      She laughed.

      “Don’t move.”

      She stopped. “Does this mean you aren’t going to kill me?”

      “Not unless I have to. Are you going to leave me without a choice?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know what to do. I told you, the War Dogs want your blood.”

      “You already have some. You’re not in a position to take any more.”

      He jabbed the microspear into her, putting the tip just beneath her skin. She didn’t flinch, and the weapon didn’t activate.

      He pulled it out, a sense of relief washing over him. “You’re clean.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” He backed away from her as he stood up. “You have a choice. Keep trying to come after me, you and your Dogs here. Or back down and let me do my work. I don’t enjoy killing, but I’ll keep doing it as long as I have to.”

      “I’m between a rock and a hard place, Sheriff,” Kroll replied. “Either way I lose.”

      “Then don’t play. Grab a car and get out of here.”

      She laughed. “You put a bullet in my leg, remember? I can’t walk.”

      “I can fix you up.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Because we don’t have to be enemies. You. Me. The War Dogs. I’m trying to make this place better for everyone. You can help with that.”

      She looked at him and nodded. “Maybe I will.” She shifted her leg, putting weight on the one he had shot. “Good enough. The bullet went through. Go do what you need to do, Sheriff. And I’ll do what I need to do.”

      “All right,” Hayden replied. He picked up his gun and pocketed the microspear. “Take care of yourself, Miss Kroll.”

      “You too, Sheriff.”

      Hayden turned away, walking back to where Billy was standing, still clutching the plasma rifle. The kid’s expression started shifting and Hayden’s heart sank a little. Damn it. He pulled the revolver as he turned. Kroll managed to hold one of her guns in both hands, pointing it at him.

      “It’s either you or me,” she said.

      He winced as he fired, putting a round between her eyes. She dropped to the floor.

      He sighed as he looked back at Billy. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
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      Hayden made sure to check Sergeant Wilson and the other guards for Relyeh parasites before he left, walking out the front door of the former country club while the remaining guards looked on. They didn’t make an effort to stop them, eyeing Hayden with a cautious mix of fear and disgust as he and Billy returned to Henry’s modbox.

      The War Dogs would regroup, and someone would take over the job as Mayor of Memphis. Whether or not they would try to uphold their blood oath remained to be seen. Not today, at least.

      “See you around, Wade,” Billy said as they passed the group of guards, singling him out. Wade’s eyes narrowed in anger, but he didn’t respond.

      “I’ll drive,” Hayden said when they got to the car. “Keep us covered until we’re out of here.”

      “Yes, sir. Do you think they’ll follow?”

      “Not right away. This isn’t the first time we’ve crossed one another. I’m hoping they’ll let it go once I deal with Grimmel.”

      “You aren’t afraid of anybody, are you, Sheriff?”

      “I’m not afraid of them, but I do know my limitations. Their numbers are a lot bigger than one, and I don’t want to get New Eden involved with anything having to do with the survivors out here.”

      “Why not?”

      “Aligning with New Eden means making sacrifices in the name of safety. It looks good in the immediate time frame, but Earth needs to learn to stand on its own.”

      “Oh.”

      It was obvious Billy didn’t understand, but Hayden didn’t feel like trying to explain right now. “Thanks for coming through back there,” he said instead. “I thought you were going to run.”

      “I was,” Billy admitted. “But then I remembered what you told me on the way here. I was scared, but I stayed anyway. It worked out, didn’t it?”

      “Pozz. Don’t get too cocky about it, though. Things don’t always work out.”

      “I know. You said your deputies don’t usually live very long.”

      “That’s right.”

      Hayden and Billy reached the car, with Hayden taking the wheel. Billy leaned out through the passenger side window, still holding the plasma rifle and pointing it at the handful of guards outside the building. Hayden started the modbox and put it in motion. Billy only sank back into his seat once they were well away and making the turn back onto the main street.

      “How have you survived so long out here, Sheriff?” he asked when he did.

      “A little bit of skill, a lot of dumb luck and too many sacrifices,” Hayden replied. “That’s why I normally work alone.”

      “The stories say you can’t be killed. And you said your ear would grow back. That has to help, right?”

      “It’s better not to get your ear shot off in the first place. It’ll take weeks to regenerate. It hurts like a hornet sting, and I’m deaf in that ear for who knows how long. The stories exaggerate. I can be killed same as any other man. Put enough holes in me so I lose more blood than I can recover, and I’m dead. Shoot me in the head, I’m dead. Suffocate me, I’m dead. The regeneration is as much a curse as a blessing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I used to have augments. Two cyborg arms. Strong and durable. Even if I cut my arm off to put a replacement on it, the arm would grow back within a few months.”

      “That’s amazing. So how did you end up like you are now?”

      “I died. Or came as close to it as anyone can and still make it back. The only thing that saved me was Relyeh technology. They call it Purification. It repairs your DNA. Makes you exactly the way nature intended.” He paused. “That’s how it’s supposed to work, anyway. I know I’m different. I still don’t understand all the ways they changed me. In some ways, they made me better. In others, worse.”

      “And you don’t know why?”

      “In part, I do. The Purification tried to make me a better version of myself. But there were consequences. I see things when I close my eyes. Horrible things, most times. I’m linked to them somehow.” He paused. “It doesn’t make sense to me, though.”

      “The things you see?”

      “That too. But I was talking about Grimmel and Mayor Kroll, and the connection to the Relyeh. Why would somebody associated with Grimmel carve Relyeh symbols into a man’s chest? How would they even know how to make them unless they were Relyeh? And if there are still Relyeh parasites here, why wouldn’t they infect Mayor Kroll? She’s exactly the kind of target they normally prioritize.”

      “I’m sorry, Sheriff. You completely lost me on that one.”

      “Unless they’re intentionally staying cautious. Maybe they know I’m catching onto them and they don’t want to be discovered. They know that I know how to kill them.”

      “That part makes sense. My pa always said no instinct is stronger than the instinct to survive.”

      “That’s true. It’s a question we can’t answer right now. Not until we get across the river and scout out Grimmel’s operation.”

      “We? Does that mean I can stick with you a little longer, Sheriff?”

      “You aren’t safe in Memphis, and I’m not cruel enough to throw you out into the wilds on your own. You can stay with me until we make it somewhere you can settle on your own or until I can ship you off to New Eden.”

      Billy smiled. “Does that make me a deputy?”

      “No, it makes you a charge. But don’t expect to have it easy. You have a lot you need to learn. Your father protected you too much.” Hayden held back the thought that came with the statement. Maybe if Henry hadn’t coddled his son so much, he would still be alive.

      “I want to learn, sir. I know I messed up. I want to make my pa proud, so he didn’t die for nothing.”

      “Good. Now quiet down for a little while. I need to think.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Billy instantly fell silent, sinking down into the passenger seat and closing his eyes. He was snoring inside of a minute.

      Hayden looked over at the kid and shook his head. He didn’t have much hope Billy would survive the next few days.

      But then, based on what he had already learned and supported by his missing ear, there was a good chance he wouldn’t either.
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      The sun was fully up by the time Hayden and Billy reached the end of the highway. Hayden pulled to a stop a few hundred meters back from half a dozen other modboxes and a pair of horse-drawn carriages. There was a small camp set up beyond the vehicles, a series of tents and likely inoperable RVs resting on what was left of the bridge that once connected the two sides of the Mississippi River. He could just barely make out a matching camp on the other side through a haze of mist rising off the water’s surface.

      “Riverside West,” Billy said.

      “Let me guess, the other one is Riverside East?”

      Billy laughed. “Yes, sir. Legend has it that the bridge was destroyed during the war. Blown out to keep a horde of trife from crossing. Some folks say the Space Force had a huge starship hidden nearby, and they got a bunch of the important people off the planet by slowing their advance.” He paused, and then turned to Hayden. “Is that true, Sheriff?”

      “It might be,” Hayden replied.

      “Do you think the Space Force really had starships?”

      “They were called the Space Force for a reason.”

      “Do you know what happened to them?”

      He did, but he wasn’t going to admit it. Telling survivors the whole truth about the trife invasion and its aftermath usually caused more problems than it solved. “I don’t. I’m not saying there were definitely starships like that. Just that the name Space Force suggests there were.”

      “But you got rid of the trife, right? That’s what all the stories say. The Sheriff killed them all.”

      “Those are stories, Billy. Exaggerations. I helped some people a lot smarter than me figure out how to get them off Earth. But they’re still out there, in space. I’m sure of it.”

      “Oh. Do you think they’ll ever come back?”

      Hayden sighed quietly. “I’m worried they already have.”

      “Oh.” Billy’s face paled at the thought. “The trife were the Relyeh?”

      “They were one kind. There are others. They get under your skin and take control of your nervous system. You could talk to one and never know it.”

      “Oh, hell.” Billy swallowed hard.

      Hayden smiled. “I’ve been looking for them for two years. I haven’t found one yet.”

      “What about Grimmel?”

      “If he’s Relyeh, I’ll kill him too.”

      “Pozz. I know you won’t let me down.”

      “Come on, we need to find Miss Prior.” He pointed through the modboxe’s windshield. “There’s her car.”

      “She doesn’t like me.”

      “She’s angry you got your father killed. When she sees you’re trying to make up for it, she’ll come around. You need to toughen up a little, kid. Sometimes people won’t like you. Not everybody likes me.”

      “But you’re the Sheriff.”

      Hayden winced. He didn’t want to be on that pedestal. “I’m just a man, Billy. The more you remember that, the better off we’ll all be.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Hayden turned off the car and climbed out of the driver’s side window. He went to the back and grabbed his gun belt and bandolier, shrugging out of his duster again so he could put them on, and then slipping back into the coat. He drew his revolvers, checking the chambers before sliding them back into their holsters.

      Billy climbed out of the car still carrying the plasma rifle. Hayden pointed to it. “That goes back in the bag. We don’t need to advertise we’re carrying rare tech.”

      “What kind of gun is it, anyway? I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Plasma rifle. It fires bolts of superheated gas that can pierce through almost anything. There aren’t many of them left.”

      “Where’d you get it?”

      “I found a Marine weapons cache. I only took what I could carry and left the rest behind.”

      Billy’s eyes went wide at the idea. “You could be rich.”

      “I don’t need to be rich.”

      “Well, I think it’s cool.” He put the rifle back in the bag. “Do you have another gun for me?”

      “Not right now. You’re in charge of the duffel. You lose it or someone snatches it from you, I’ll shoot you. Understood?”

      Billy nodded, unsure if Hayden was kidding or not.

      They walked past the cars toward the small camp. Hayden guessed there were maybe a hundred people living here. Most of them were wearing newer looking clothes, like somebody had found a dry warehouse filled with textiles and passed through selling the haul. A lot of the shirts had logos and messages on them he didn’t understand, like the one that read surely not everyone was kung fu fighting. Both men and women wore an assortment of long skirts, jeans and colored pants, giving the whole scene the appearance of a downtrodden carnival.

      “Oh, something smells good,” Billy said.

      Hayden smelled it too. Some kind of meat. He eyeballed it a moment later. Chicken on a grill over a fire. A sign in front of it asked for ten notes for a meal. A pricey meal, but cooked meat was hard to come by without doing all the work yourself.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked.

      “Sure am,” Billy replied.

      Hayden dug out his notes and handed one with ten stamps to Billy. “Go ahead. Remember what I said about the bag.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He took the money and headed over to get some of the chicken. Hayden wasn’t all that worried about the duffel. The place was too small for anyone to get away from him if they tried to steal it. He looked away from the food, finding a large tent near the back, right at the edge of the destroyed bridge. He didn’t see Alina anywhere out here. She was probably inside.

      He waited for Billy to come back, carrying a plate with a few pieces of chicken on it, grilled and seasoned well enough to make his mouth water.

      “Take a piece, Sheriff,” Billy said. “You paid for it.”

      Hayden gave up the fight, taking the leg and having a bite. He closed his eyes at the enjoyment of the flavors. It had been months since he ate anything other than old Marine rations. “Delicious.”

      He carried the drumstick to the tent. A man was standing guard outside, but he didn’t say anything as Hayden went past him, using his shoulder to brush away the nylon flap of the entrance. The inside of the tent had six small tables set up, but only one of them was occupied. Alina was sitting at it with her back to Hayden, chatting with the man sitting across from her, who looked up as he approached.

      Alina turned her head in reaction, smiling when she saw Hayden. “There you are,” she said. “I was starting to get worried.” Her smile vanished as she caught sight of the patch he had put over his missing ear, partially obscured by his hat. “What happened?”

      “Minor accident,” Hayden replied. “No need to worry. It’s all under control.”

      The man behind the desk stood up and held out a strong hand. He immediately reminded Hayden of a younger Sergeant Wilson, with a similar size, build and complexion. His face was more handsome though, angled and clean-shaven. “Captain Roberts. You must be this darling lady’s husband.”

      “Hayden,” he replied, taking the hand. He didn’t respond to the rest of the statement. Let Captain Roberts think whatever he wanted.

      Roberts turned to Billy. “You must be their boy?”

      Billy stammered for a moment before settling for a nod. Roberts sat back down, returning his attention to Hayden.

      “Your wife and me were just settling on a price to get across the Old Miss. You’re lucky because I’m the only riverman within a hundred miles who has a motorboat. The rest of the captains, they need to either hire crew to paddle or do it themselves, and it makes the crossing slower.”

      “I wouldn’t think it takes that long to row across,” Hayden replied.

      “Oh, it doesn’t generally. But I offer other amenities too. My husband operates a stable on the other side. You can rent horses from him there if you want to explore the city. We do a fair business with scavengers and treasure hunters. Everyone thinks they’re going to find a tech cache or a spaceship hiding in the ruins.” His laugh was deep and raucous. “A fool and his notes are easily parted. You ever hear that one, Hay?”

      “No,” Hayden replied. “I hadn’t. How do you know we aren’t treasure hunters?”

      “Your wife already told me you’re making a run for New Eden. I suggested you take the land route and cross up north, but she says you want to go through the old city, and who am I to turn down business?”

      “And part us with our notes,” Alina said.

      Roberts laughed again. “That too. Anyway, take a look to my left and to my right. All the other captains are hired at the moment. You want to get across, you have to go through me.”

      “Did we settle on a price?” Hayden asked.

      “Two hundred.”

      It was Hayden’s turn to laugh. “I don’t know if I’m that much of a fool.”

      “I guess it depends on how fast you want to cross.” Roberts lowered his voice. “I should tell you though, between you and me. I’ve heard a rumor there’s a man matching your description making trouble, and there might be a reward on your head.”

      “Are you trying to make trouble?” Hayden replied.

      Roberts waved his hands. “Me? Oh no, not me. I’m not a fighter, and you look like you could whoop my ass three ways from Sunday. I’m just saying a man like you might be in a little bit of a hurry to get his family across the river, and a man like me might be willing to take advantage of that to charge a little extra. You get me?”

      “I get you. Two hundred it is.”

      “Really?” he laughed again. It was annoyingly infectious. “Well, that was easy. I guess you really are anxious to get out of here. I should have asked for three.”

      “I need horses,” Hayden said. “Three of your best. How much for that?”

      “Rentals are ten notes per day per animal.”

      “Not to rent. I want to buy them outright.”

      “They aren’t for sale.”

      Hayden took out his wad of notes and dropped it on the table between Roberts and Alina. “Are you sure?”

      Roberts stared down at the notes. “Damn. I definitely should have asked for three hundred. At least.”

      “Are you sure?” Hayden repeated.

      “Hold on,” Roberts said. He reached down under the small table, and Hayden instinctively put a hand on his revolver. “Whoa. Nothing like that, hombre.” He lifted his arm slowly, showing a two-way radio. He pressed on the button. “Tommy, I’m arranging transport for a man, his wife, and his kid. He wants to buy three of your stock.”

      He let go of the button and held the radio up for Hayden to listen.

      “Did you say buy? These are my kids, man. I’m not selling them.”

      “Tommy, did I mention this customer just dropped like two thousand notes on my table?”

      “I would have remembered if you did. Are you serious?”

      “Very.”

      “Is he?”

      “Very.”

      “Man, I need a minute to think about this.”

      “Tell him we’re in a hurry,” Hayden said. “He’s got one minute.”

      “Tommy, okay but you only get one minute. My man here is in a bit of a rush.”

      “I’ve also got two modboxes outside,” Hayden said. “And I can give you the keys to a motorcycle and its location. You can have all three.”

      “Tommy, plus two boxes and a bike. Seriously, man. What do you even need to think about.”

      “Okay, but he can’t have Racer or Delilah. They’re my best breeders.”

      “Deal,” Hayden said.

      “Tommy, we have a deal. Robert out.”

      “Your name is Robert?” Billy said. “Robert Roberts?”

      “Yeah, my dad thought he was funny. Asshole. I got back at him by being gay.” He laughed again, and then got back to his feet. “Keys.”

      Alina handed over the key to her car. Hayden dug in his pocket for the keys to Henry’s modbox and the motorcycle and dropped them in Roberts’ hand.  “When can we leave?”

      “Is right now good?”

      Hayden smiled. “Pozz. Right now is good.”

      “You can toss your garbage in that can there,” Roberts said, pointing at the nearly bare chicken leg in Hayden’s hand. “Weasel makes some serious eats, don’t he?”

      “He sure does,” Billy said.

      Hayden handed the leg to Billy, who tossed it with the rest of his garbage.

      Roberts smiled widely. “And away we go.”
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      Captain Roberts led Hayden, Alina and Billy out of the tent. They made their way back through the camp to a wooden stairway constructed against the side of the bridge. It was in good shape, well made and kept repaired. The river crossing was the camp’s survival, and anything that made it harder to get to the boats hurt everyone there.

      Hayden could see the other boats on the river as they descended. Roberts was honest in his assessment. Nearly all of the two dozen craft were small rowboats. There were three sailboats, but they had crews working oars instead of sails, their masts empty, the material hard to come by. Not every boat was transporting people from one side of the river to the other. A few were moving upstream or downstream, heading to other parts of the area. Fishing boats, most likely.

      Roberts’ boat was the only one sitting at the dock beneath the bridge. It was a former sailboat too, but it was larger than the others and had a large outboard engine hooked to the back. A woman was standing on the deck of the ship, and she waved to them when they came into view.

      “My sister, Carlotta,” Roberts said. “She’ll help you get settled.”

      “Settled?” Hayden asked, looking to the other side of the shore. “It’s only a little over a kilometer across.”

      “Amenities,” Roberts replied. “She needed a job, and I wasn’t sending her to Memphis to work as a whore.”

      An entire group of half a dozen guards also came into view, each of them armed with a hunting rifle and a revolver. Hayden’s hand slipped to his gun again as he walked past them, but they waved and greeted Roberts and barely paid attention to his customers.

      “Carlotta, this is Hayden, his wife Alina and their son…sorry, I didn’t get your name.”

      “Billy.”

      “Their son, Billy.”

      “Pleasure to meet y’all,” Carlotta replied. “Welcome aboard.”

      “Thank you,” Hayden replied.

      “Carlotta, cast off the lines. Hayden’s in a hurry.”

      “Got it, Robbie. You going treasure hunting?” She retreated toward the back of the boat while Captain Roberts went to the wheel and pressed on the starter for the motor. It spewed out some dark smoke before sputtering to life.

      “No,” Alina replied. “We’re headed to New Eden.”

      “Oh. I heard of that place. I heard it’s run by aliens, and they lure people in so they can eat them.”

      Hayden laughed. “It’s not.”

      Carlotta cast off the lines. “Clear!”

      Roberts opened the throttle. The engine made a lot of noise for very little velocity, but they did start moving out from the dock and across the river. “How do you know New Eden isn’t run by aliens?”

      “I’ve been there,” Hayden replied. “It’s an island, which makes it safer than most places. It also wasn’t as bombed out as some of the other cities. And it has some advanced tech left behind by the USSF.”

      “Well, that ain’t what I heard. Can I get you three anything to drink? We’ve got whiskey, cider, sarsaparilla. We also have a few preserved cans of something called Coca-cola. They’re an extra fifty notes each.”

      “No, thank you,” Hayden said. Judging by their speed, they would be across the river in a few minutes.

      “Suit yourself. If any y’all need something else, my name is Carly. Just give a holler.”

      She went to join Roberts at the helm. Billy went up to the bow, while Hayden and Alina remained where they boarded.

      “What happened with Mayor Kroll?” she asked.

      “Dead,” Hayden replied. “By my hand, but not because I wanted it. Grimmel didn’t leave her any better options. At least, that’s what she thought.”

      “Kroll was a woman?”

      “Pozz. Is that surprising?”

      “Yes. Especially out here. It’s a man’s world, Hayden, no matter what you might think. Survival of the fittest. Raw strength and stamina. We just aren’t built for that.”

      “You’ve gotten by without your husband.”

      “It’s harder than it would be with him. But I was raised to be a survivor. Did she tell you anything about you know who?” She glanced sideways at Roberts and his sister. She didn’t want him overhearing the name and deciding to turn on them.

      “Not much that I didn’t already know. They bring the kids to the old city and hold them until they have enough, and then they transport them south. We need to find where they’re being held, scout it out and go from there.”

      “We should free them if we find them.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “How can you say that?”

      “I want to destroy the source. It’s like killing a bunch of trife versus taking out their queen and nest. One is an easy short-term fix. The other is more permanent.”

      “Tell that to the kids in my caravan.”

      “I don’t want to sound callous, Miss Prior. But that’s the way it is. We need to stop it completely, not put a patch over it.”

      “I understand what you’re saying. It’s just…if we have an opportunity, I hope we can take it.”

      “I’m not ruling it out.”

      “Good enough, then.” She sighed and looked over at Billy. “What about him?”

      “What about him?”

      “He turned you in. He got his father killed doing it. He’s not a smart kid. A couple of years ago, we’d label him trife-bait and do our best to get him out of the settlement before he took any of us down with him. I don’t mean to sound callous either, but that’s the way it is.”

      “We aren’t a couple of years ago anymore. The kid showed some courage with Kroll. I think he has potential to be more than he was raised to be.”

      “If not, I guess he’ll be Relyeh-bait,” Alina said.

      Hayden nodded. “Give him a chance, just like I’ll give your plan a chance.”

      “That’s fair I suppose.”

      They fell silent, both looking out at the water. Hayden noticed the boat had turned away from the opposite shore and was making its way north. He headed over to the helm.

      “Do you need something, sir?” Carlotta asked.

      “Where are we going?” Hayden replied. “The dock’s that way.”

      “Oh, you don’t want that dock,” Roberts replied. “That dock’s for the plebes.” He laughed. “The stables are further north. Closer to the action. Old Memphis down south, that place is…” He trailed off, shaking his head. “That was all shipping and freight, and the trailers were picked clean years ago.”

      “Pozz,” Hayden said. “You should have told me where we were headed up front.”

      “My apologies, man. Don’t worry about a thing. Every little thing, it’s gonna be alright.” He sing-songed the second part, laughing when he finished. “You ever heard that one?”

      “No. What is it?”

      “Tommy scavenged an old music player stuffed with tracks from before the war. That’s one of my favorites. Bob Marley.”

      “Never heard of him.”

      “Most folks these days haven’t. In any case, we’ll be there in ten minutes or so.”

      “Are you sure you wouldn’t like a refreshment?” Carlotta asked again.

      “No, thank you,” Hayen replied. He headed forward, returning to his perch beside the mast.

      The boat finished its crossing, sliding up against a matching dock on the far side of the river. Carlotta jumped off to grab the ropes and tie up the craft while Roberts killed the motor and then joined them. There were no guards at this dock. There was no sign of anyone.

      “Tommy’s stables are just up the road a little bit. I’ll walk you over.”

      “Thanks for riding with us,” Carlotta said. “Good luck getting to New Eden. I hope you don’t get new eaten.” She smiled at her bad joke.

      “Carly, that’s terrible,” Roberts said. “I’ve taken dumps that stank less than that. This way, Hayden, before she drops another bomb.”

      Carly laughed at her brother’s reaction. “Goodbye, y’all.”

      ‘Bye, Carly,” Billy said.

      “Sorry about my sis,” Roberts said as they left the dock behind. “She’s a little crude sometimes.”

      “It’s no problem,” Hayden replied. He glanced over at Alina. Now that they were on the other side of the river, he was ready to see what the captain knew about Grimmel’s operation. “There is something else you might be able to help me with. Another amenity.”

      Roberts laughed. “Sure. What can I do you for?”

      “That trouble I got into on the other side of the river. Do you know what that was about?”

      “Is this a trick question?”

      “It might be.”

      “No, man. I don’t like getting too involved. I just heard you were giving the Mayor a bit of trouble is all.”

      “I was. I’m looking into the abduction of children. I heard the people responsible might have a base set up nearby.”

      Captain Roberts stopped cold, eyes flashing over to Hayden. All of the humor drained from his face, turning it to stone. “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why are you putting your nose into something that has nothing to do with you? You’ve got a wife and a kid to think about, man. You already got yourself involved. Best advice is to get out while you can. Go to New Eden. Enjoy your life.” He forced a smile. “Be happy.”

      “It’s not that easy.”

      “Yes it is. You bought three horses. Get on them and ride off into the sunset. Let sleeping devils lie.”

      “What do you know about—”

      “Shh!” Roberts said. “Don’t say it.”

      “We’re the only ones here.”

      “If that’s what you think, you’re thinking wrong.”

      Hayden creased his brow in confusion, and then looked out at the city ahead of them. He didn’t see any people, even when he scanned the shadows and corners and piles of rubble. A few birds flitted from one place to another, and a cat vanished into a hole in a wall. “Is that what he’s got you thinking? That he can see everything?”

      “He can. No exaggeration. No lie.”

      “Do you have proof?”

      “People who get too curious about that always wind up dead. Always. Those of us who live in these parts, we know to keep our heads down, mouths shut. I’m telling you it’s in your best interests to do the same.”

      “We can’t,” Alina said. “He killed my boy. He took nearly twenty others. I hear he’s taken hundreds.”

      “That’s your boy,” Roberts said, pointing to Billy.

      “Not by birth,” she replied, still covering for their story. “My son is dead.”

      “I’m really sorry to hear that. I am. But there’s nothing I can do to help you. And there’s nothing you can do to help him. You’ll just end up dead like all the rest.”

      “So you don’t care that hundreds of children are being taken from their families, and nobody even knows why?”

      Roberts looked at Alina, and then looked away, ashamed. “The stables are just up the way,” he said quietly. “I’ll take you to your horses.”
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      The stables were tucked away in a building ravaged by the war, its upper half collapsed, its lower portion crumbling and decayed. A path had been made through the rubble and debris leading to the building’s parking garage—a small, dark mouth that led into an open space—lit by strings of old LED bulbs powered by a small diesel generator.

      The garage was transformed into the stables, with aluminum stalls marked out across the walls, nearly thirty in all, though only half appeared to have either horse or tack inside. A tent sat near the center of the space, an electric grill and other assorted equipment organized in rusted carts nearby. Soft music played from speakers cast around the floor, the small silver boxes dented and scuffed but still functional.

      Tommy was in one of the stalls, putting a saddle onto a red roan. He paused and looked out when he heard them approaching. Then he reached into his pocket and the music stopped.

      “Robbie,” he said. “Just a minute, I’m finishing up with Sugar.”

      “Do any of you want a drink?” Captain Roberts asked. “I don’t keep fancy stuff at home, but we have a water filtration unit running on the generator, so the agua is pure.”

      “I’d like some water,” Billy said.

      “Might as well take three,” Hayden said. “And if you have flasks or something to bring on the road, I’d be much obliged.”

      “Sure. Why not? You paid for it. I’ll be right back.”

      Roberts left them standing there, disappearing behind the tent. Hayden heard the hum of the filtration unit a moment later.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” Tommy said, coming out of the stall. He was a polar opposite to Roberts. Short, thin and pale with long brown hair and a crooked smile. He had a large burn scar on the side of his face. He walked over to them with a limp. “Robbie taking care of you?”

      “He is,” Hayden replied, putting out his hand. “I’m Hayden. That’s my wife Alina, and my son Billy.”

      “I’m Tommy.” He shook Hayden’s hand. “Pleasure. I was just getting the last of your horses saddled. Sugar there, she’s a little older, but she’s a good horse. Still light on her feet. I’m going to miss her. Same goes for Buck and Creeper.”

      “I assume he isn’t named Buck after a character trait?” Hayden said.

      Tommy laughed. His chuckle was the opposite of Roberts’ too, soft and meek. “No sir. Buck Rogers. Do you know him?”

      “Can’t say I do.”

      “I’ve got a poster I can show you. He was a spaceman from the twenty-fifth century. That’s still a couple hundred years from now.”

      “He’s make-believe.” Billy said. “Like the X-Men.”

      “Who?” Tommy asked, intrigued.

      “You don’t have to worry about anyone coming down here and giving you trouble?” Hayden asked, cutting off what promised to be a long-winded conversation between the two before it could start.

      “What do you mean?”

      “No guards. No guns I can see. And your horses are worth a lot of notes.”

      Tommy smiled. “Oh. You want to see something cool?”

      “I do,” Billy said.

      Tommy reached into his pocket, retrieving a small black transceiver. Hayden recognized it immediately and put up his hand. “I see.” He smiled. “Makes sense. We don’t need a demo. Save the batteries.”

      “We bring regular shipments of diesel up from the south,” Tommy said. “Fuel is no problem. You must get around, Hayden, to know a roid by its control box.”

      “I’ve seen them before,” Hayden replied. “A Butcher, right?”

      Tommy nodded. “It was my pa’s, and his pa’s before him. Been passed down for years. A long time ago, someone in the family was a mechanic for the Marines, and then the Space Force, when they were first introduced. They’ll last forever if you treat them right.”

      Tommy brought the control box up to his face. “Exeter, come here.”

      Hayden’s hand absently fell to his gun as a soft hum sounded from one of the stalls opposite them. The ground vibrated with each step the robot took as it pushed open the stall door and started walking toward them.

      “Oh shit!” Billy said. “Is that for real?”

      The Butcher was nearly three meters tall, humanoid in shape with a small head, a barrel chest and large metal legs. One arm ended in a regular hand, the other in a huge axe-head. It was a monster of a machine, imposing and powerful. Not that the trife had ever been cowed by it.  With the demons, the bigger an opponent was, the more of them attacked it. Still, the Butchers had done much better than humans when it came to the trife. The axe head could easily cut through their tender bones, while the hands and feet could crush them. Hayden had seen other configurations. Sometimes a hand was replaced with a gun. Sometimes they had two bladed arms. Newer models were sleeker and a little faster, but all of them held up well against guns like most people out here carried.

      It crossed the garage floor at the same time Roberts emerged from behind the tent, carrying three large metal water bottles. The Butcher’s eye shifted to him, identified him and slid forward again, Coming to a stop a couple of meters in front of them.

      “That is so cool,” Billy said.

      “I think so too,” Tommy agreed.

      “Can I touch it?”

      “Exeter, enter safe mode.”

      The red light flashed green, and then the robot went still.

      “Now you can.”

      Billy went over to it, examining it. Alina seemed afraid of it too.

      “Bad experiences with roids, Hayden?” Roberts asked, noticing the position of his hand.

      “A few,” Hayden admitted. “Thanks for the water.”

      “Amenities,” Roberts replied with a smile.

      “Rob, can you get Buck and Creeper for me?” Tommy asked.

      “Creeper? Why her?”

      “She’s too old to breed.”

      “She’s my favorite.”

      “I know. I’m sorry, Rob. But we need to be smart about this. I’m sure you’ll find another favorite.”

      Roberts sighed and nodded, looking at Hayden. “Creeper is my horse. Try to keep her out of trouble, will you?”

      “You know I can’t promise that,” Hayden replied.

      “You’re really going ahead with it?”

      “I have to. I promised Alina I would. We can’t just let them take our kids. Especially not when the world at large needs new blood so badly. We’ve got a long way to go to get our planet back to where it was.”

      “Robbie, what’s he talking about?” Tommy asked.

      “He’s got it in his head to do some different hunting here in Memphis.”

      “You told me he was heading to New Eden.”

      “That’s what he told me to get me to take him across.”

      “We’re still headed for New Eden,” Hayden said. “After we deal with the situation.”

      “You aren’t going to survive the situation,” Roberts insisted.

      Tommy looked at Hayden. “I didn’t agree to sell you the horses so you could get them killed.”

      “I won’t. I promise. Even if we die, the horses will come back here. You know that.”

      “But they’ll know we gave them to you. They might blame us.”

      “How would they know?”

      “They see everything. That’s how they know where to be and when to be there.” He paused, head whipping toward Roberts. “Are they looking for these three? Do they already know?”

      “I don’t know,” Roberts replied.

      “Do they?” Tommy asked, looking at Hayden.

      He nodded. “I killed a bunch of War Dogs on the other side of the river.”

      “And Mayor Kroll,” Billy said.

      Tommy froze, his hand beginning to rise toward his mouth, the robot control device with it.

      Hayden pulled his revolver, putting it in Tommy’s face before he could clear more than a few centimeters. “Don’t even think about it.”

      Tommy’s hand stopped moving. Roberts went for his sidearm, only to have Alina point the CRG at him. “You either,” she said.

      The four of them stayed fixed in place like that, each of them eyeing the other.

      “I don’t want trouble with you,” Hayden said. “I just want three horses as agreed.”

      “You don’t understand. They saw you coming in here. They’re going to come after us.”

      “You have the Butcher to protect you.”

      “The Butcher can’t protect us from them.”

      Hayden took a long breath in, teeth clenched. “I’m getting really sick of everybody here treating Grimmel like he’s some kind of all-seeing, all-powerful god. Even the Relyeh Elders can’t see everything, and there’s no way he’s one of them.”

      “The who?” Roberts said.

      “Three horses,” Hayden said. “As agreed. You’ll never see us again, but you might get them back.”

      Tommy glanced at Roberts, and then nodded. Roberts lowered his gun. Tommy lowered the control box. Hayden and Alina followed suit.

      “It’s not that we agree with what’s happening here,” Tommy said. “But you need to understand the danger for us.”

      “I don’t understand it,” Hayden replied. “Because nobody will tell me. You worried about War Dogs? They’re a pain in the ass, but they’re no match for your roid. So what is? If you’re already damned, you might as well tell me what you know and give me a better shot at doing something about it.”

      Both men were hesitant to speak, each waiting for permission from the other. Finally, Roberts exhaled loudly. “It started here about a year ago. Everything was quiet and running great. The trife were gone and hadn’t come back. Our business was doing good. We never expected much out of this life, and we were getting more than we ever thought we might.”

      “We didn’t know about Grimmel right away,” Tommy said. “First time we knew something was wrong was when it happened like you say. We rented a horse out to a woman with a child. She wanted to scavenge the city, look for things she might be able to sell. Pretty common. Except Buck came back without her.”

      “I went looking for them,” Roberts said. “I was worried something happened to them. I figured they couldn’t have gone far. There’s a route most scavvies take if they just want a quick grab. I found her body there, a bullet through her skull. No sign of the baby.”

      “Same thing happened the next week,” Tommy continued. “A couple weeks later, a scavvie comes and tells us some kids were taken from a caravan headed north for New Eden. And then two more folks say the same thing the week after. Over time, we hear people are trying different routes, different times and it’s always the same. They know where the caravans are no matter what they do to stay safe.”

      “The group I hired didn’t tell me any of that,” Alina said.

      “Why would they? They wanted your notes. How many guards did they have?”

      “Fourteen, I think.”

      “Wait, I thought you came with your husband?” Roberts said.

      “I think we’re past that point now, aren’t we Hayden?” Alina replied.

      “She’s not my wife,” Hayden said. “And Billy isn’t my kid. We met in Memphis. I told her I would help her find the people who killed her son.”

      Roberts laughed. “I should have guessed. You’re too dirty to be running to New Eden.”

      “Dirty?”

      “I don’t mean it that way. Just means you have the look of the wilds on you. A real gunslinger. But you paid me. What’s she paying you?”

      “Nothing.”

      He laughed harder. “This keeps getting better. Nothing? Not even, you know.”

      “Nothing.”

      “The point is,” Tommy said while Roberts continued laughing. “Fourteen guards because they were afraid they would be attacked, and they thought it would be enough. And it wasn’t because they knew where all of the guards were, how many there were, everything.”

      Hayden considered for a moment. The Relyeh could use their network to reveal that information to one another. That would give eyes to all of them anywhere one happened to be. But Kroll and her War Dogs were clean. Everyone he had tested in the last two years was clean.

      There was another possibility, of course. What if Grimmel had high-flying drones that could transmit location intel back? What if he had access to an old satellite?

      What if someone did see them cross the river and enter the stable?

      “Alina, the CRG.” He held out his hand, and she passed it to him. “Wait here, all of you. I’m going to take Sugar on a quick recon.”

      “You can’t take her out into a fight,” Tommy protested.

      “Sure can, I bought her fair and square. She’s mine. But believe me, I don’t want her to get hurt either. I’ve got a horse of my own back in New Eden. Zorro. He’s a great horse.” Hayden moved past them into the stall. “Hey Sugar,” he said, patting her muzzle. “Want to go for a ride?”

      She nickered softly in greeting, looking at his hand for a treat.

      Hayden continued patting her softly as he climbed up into the saddle and took the reins in one hand, keeping the CRG in the other.

      “If you hear shooting, stay here and hunker down. I’ll be back.”

      He guided Sugar out of the stall and turned her toward the exit. He kicked her lightly in the sides, urging her forward and she sprang to life, charging toward the exit with reckless abandon.

      Would anyone be out there to greet them?
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      Sugar exploded out of the garage, hooves pounding on the old asphalt, carrying Hayden at a breakneck pace. He let the mare run for the first fifteen seconds, staying low over her mane. His eyes swept down the city streets as she galloped along them, seeming to enjoy the run. He made it across three intersections before slowing her down, pulling her back into a canter and turning her around so he could look back at the garage.

      He saw no sign of trouble, but trouble wasn’t always obvious.

      He scanned the entire area, eyes tracing the shattered windows of the decaying buildings, looking for anything that might indicate the presence of anyone nearby. Part of him didn’t think even Grimmel could react that fast.

      The other part knew better.

      He spun Sugar in a full circle, beginning to relax when nothing turned up. Then he leaned back in the saddle, looking skyward. If he had only glanced, he wouldn’t have seen anything. But he let his gaze linger while he watched a passing cloud drift over the city, enjoying the way it mingled with the blue of the sky.

      A glint at the edge of the cloud caught his attention. He leaned forward, putting his hand up against the brim of his hat to reduce the glare. He saw the glint a second time, slightly larger. He wished he still had the augment in his eye that would have allowed him to telescope in on the object and get a clear view. The Relyeh took the eye when they took all his augments, leaving him purely human once more. The blessing and the curse again. Now he had to settle for natural sight and its limitations. Not that he needed a lot of information to guess what was up there. If it was reflecting the light like that, it was either metal or glass. A drone just as he had suspected.

      He lifted the CRG, using its sighting system to help target the object. He couldn’t be completely sure it was Grimmel’s. More accomplished scavengers knew how to build or repair simple drones. Still, it was staying in one place, in a good position to track him in whichever direction he went.

      He let go of the reins and used both hands to hold the rifle steady. He wasn’t too worried about an angry scavy confronting him over shooting the thing down. It was a pinprick in the reticle, but maybe it was bigger than just the reflection. It was the only way he had any chance of hitting it.

      He kept a bead on it, the seconds passing as he gained confidence in the shot. He didn’t want to use more than one round, in case there were other hostiles in the area not affiliated with the drone. Whoever it belonged to already knew he was there. Hell, they probably knew he was about to shoot the machine out of the sky.

      His finger moved to the trigger, putting light pressure on it in preparation.

      But he didn’t take the shot.

      The rising thunder of hoofbeats on pavement reached his ears and killed his focus. It was for the best, because whoever it was, there were a decent number of them and they were riding hard.

      He looked back at the underground garage where Alina and Billy waited for him. If the riders were Grimmel’s, they’d be after him. Tommy didn’t seem worried about any other threats, so Hayden assumed the riders were part of Grimmel’s posse.

      He had been making a lot of assumptions lately. Was that the real power of what Grimmel’s name created? Fear, uncertainty, doubt. Friends turning into enemies. Everything and everyone becoming an adversary. He was supposed to be a lawman, and in his world people were innocent until they were proven guilty.

      Retreat then? Head back to the stables and hunker down? If the incoming posse were unfriendlies, they would chase him back to the garage. He didn’t want to pin down the others if the riders were only interested in him. Too many people had already sacrificed themselves in the name of his mission. Too many good people lost.

      His own family.

      The roar of horses grew louder, closing on his position. He checked the drone, noticing it was losing altitude, coming in closer. He lowered the CRG, turning Sugar in the direction of the incoming stampede.

      It came around the corner a moment later. At least twenty horses and riders in close formation, galloping straight for him. He didn’t try to run. He didn’t move at all. Innocent until proven guilty. If they shot at him, he would fight back. Until then, he would take his chances. He couldn’t let Grimmel win the psychological warfare.

      They slowed as they neared, giving Hayden a better look before he was completely surrounded. Men and women both old and young, their hair cut short, their faces painted with white lines across their cheeks, their bodies wrapped in dark robes with an assortment of leather coats over them. They had bows slung across their backs, rifles hitched to their saddles. Two of them wore masks, leathery brown with tinted-glass eye holes and large filters jutting out from their mouths. He didn’t think they were Grimmel’s. Nomads, more like. Wanderers, likely just passing through, maybe doing some scavenging of their own on their way somewhere else.

      They slowed even more when they reached him, guiding their horses until they had him inside a circle. They didn’t pull their rifles or their bows, so he didn’t raise his CRG. He let himself be surrounded as the drone came to a stop a few meters away, hovering over the only nomad whose cheeks were painted red.

      They both sat astride their horses, staring at one another for a long minute. Then the man with the red face smiled.

      “Sheriff Duke,” he said.

      Hayden flinched in surprise. “You know me?”

      “We came all the way down from up north, past Edenrise to the peninsula, around and back up again. Wound up here. It’s been what, two years now? Almost three. I remember you.”

      Hayden stared at the man, frustrated because he didn’t remember him. It put him at a disadvantage he didn’t like. “You knew Edenrise?” he asked.

      “We did. Never stopped there though. I heard it fell on some hard times.”

      “You could say that.”

      “I can see you don’t remember me, Sheriff. It’s okay. I’m sure you’ve saved a lot of lives. You can’t remember everyone you help. You could have killed me that day. I tried to shoot you in the back. But you gave me a chance and trusted me after that. You led the Hellion away. And I’m alive because of it. I changed after that night. Stopped taking advantage of people and tried to save them instead.”

      Hayden stared at the man, looking past the paint. “Clint?”

      “That’s right,” Clint replied.

      “I can’t believe it. I didn’t think you made it out. What happened to the others? Billy? Chance?”

      “They weren’t as lucky. We should have stopped at Edenrise instead of heading south. We ran right smack into a nest. I remembered what you did for me, and because of that I was able to get some people out. I could have used you though, Sheriff. Of course, the trife are gone now. Nothing but bones and memories. I’m sure you had something to do with that.”

      “I did my part.”

      “We’ve got a camp a half-day’s ride north of here. We were scouting the area, looking for meat when the Buzzard picked you up.” He motioned to the drone and then to one of the riders with a mask who held up the drone’s remote control. “I couldn’t resist heading over. I’d be honored if you’d dine with us tonight, Sheriff. I’m only here because of you, and my people are only here because of me.”

      “You’re lucky I didn’t shoot you,” Hayden said. “I was about to take out your drone.”

      He laughed. “I know. That’s the other reason I came over. Functional Buzzards don’t come cheap.”

      “Where’d you get it?”

      “Botter down south. He repairs and sells them. You should get one if you can. I bet it would come in handy for you.” He leaned in slightly. “Especially now. You’re the same, but different. You had a big augmented arm last time I saw you.” He paused. Confused. “That looks like flesh and blood to me now. And you look a good ten years younger. Last time I checked, reversing the process was impossible.”

      “Edenrise,” Hayden said, which was only partially true. “Is isn’t as impossible as you think.”

      “Good to know.”

      A masked rider with a second remote control in hand moved up to Clint’s side and said something to him. Clint flashed a thumbs-up.

      “We’ve been hunting a pack of wild hogs,” he said. “We just got a bead on them. What do you say, Sheriff, are you in?”

      “I have companions back that way,” Hayden said, pointing. “Can you spare one of your riders to lead us to your camp?”

      “Essie!” Clint said. One of the older women rode out of the circle, positioned beside Hayden. She had to be close to sixty, a rarity in this environment and testament to her survival skills. She was wrinkled but lithe, probably one of the best hunters among them.  “Go with Sheriff Duke. When he’s ready, lead him back to the camp. I’ll see you there, Sheriff.”

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied.

      Clint urged his horse to turn, and then made a short bird-like call to bring the other riders back around with him. Then they charged off again, going after the dogs.

      “Sheriff Duke,” Essie said. “It’s an honor.”

      “The honor is mine,” Hayden replied. “You’ve earned it.”

      She smiled, showing some of her teeth were missing. “They’re not gonna catch a thing without my bow.” She cackled at that. “Say, you got whiskey wherever it is we’re going?”

      “You never know,” Hayden said, taking up the reins and putting Sugar into a trot. Essie fell in beside him.

      You never know.
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      The Butcher stood in the entrance to the garage when Hayden returned with Essie. Its red eye flashed over him before turning green when it identified him, and then red again when it spotted the nomad.

      “Halt,” it said, taking a step toward her and raising its axe hand.

      “Tommy!” Hayden hollered. “It’s me! Tell your roid to stand down. I brought an acquaintance back.”

      “Exeter, stand down!” Tommy shouted back from inside.

      The Butcher moved aside, letting Hayden and Essie enter. Hayden noticed right away his duffel was open, and Alina or Billy had equipped themselves and the two men with its contents.

      “Nothing to worry about,” Hayden said. “I spotted a drone out there. Eyes in the sky, but they belong to an old friend of mine, Clint. He’s leading a group of nomads back north. This is Essie.”

      Essie waved to them. “Pleasure to meet you all,” she said.

      They lowered their guns and waved back while Hayden introduced them.

      “Essie, that’s Alina, Billy, Tommy and Captain Roberts.”

      Hayden dismounted. “Alina. Billy. We’re going to head on out with Essie to meet up with Clint at his camp, as soon as everything of mine gets returned to its proper place and we finish settling up on the horses.”

      “Yes, sir,” Billy said.

      “I gave them the rifles, Hayden,” Alina said. “I didn’t think you’d want to leave them unarmed.”

      “No harm done,” Hayden replied. “Tommy, are the other horses saddled and ready to go?”

      “They are,” Tommy said. “So, no sign of trouble?”

      “No. Maybe they don’t see as much as they want you to think.”

      “How else do you explain what they know then?”

      “Maybe they don’t know as much as they want you to think, either. Fear is a powerful tool. All it takes is a few coincidences, a few stories and a few people to believe it to start making it seem like there’s more to it than there really is.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Roberts said.

      They stayed with Essie while Tommy and Roberts went to get the other two horses. Alina cocked her head and up at the older woman. “You look like you’ve been around a while.”

      “You could say that,” Essie replied, smiling. “I’ll be sixty-two this winter. I’m the oldest gal in our camp.”

      “How did you survive the trife so long?”

      “The same way everyone did. Hiding when it was time to hide. Running when it was time to run. Killing when it was time to kill. I’ve done some things I’m not proud of. I think we all have.”

      “Agreed,” Alina said.

      “Definitely,” Billy added, dropping his gaze to the floor. “I have a lot to make up for.” He looked up at Hayden. “What about you, sir? You ever do something you regretted?”

      “I wouldn’t even know where to start,” Hayden replied. “I try to leave all that in the past, at least when I’m awake.”

      Tommy and Roberts returned with Buck and Creeper, both appaloosas with black and white spotted coats and signs of their age in the gray around their muzzles. They weren’t the caliber of Sugar, but they were in good body condition and their hooves were trimmed and well shod. They would do.

      Alina went over to Creeper and took the reins, leaving Billy with Buck.

      “I can help you tie down your gear,” Tommy said.

      “Thanks,” Billy replied.

      “Billy, keep the P90 at hand,” Hayden said. “Just in case.”

      “Yes, sir.” His saddle had a scabbard for a rifle attached and the plasma weapon fit it cleanly.

      Hayden passed the CRG back to Alina, leaving himself with his revolvers. Tommy finished hitching the duffel to Buck’s saddle and then backed away. “All set,” he said.

      “Much obliged for your help,” Hayden replied. “You too, Roberts. Stay safe out here.”

      “You too,” Roberts replied. “Good luck with your search.”

      Hayden tipped the brim of his hat to them before wheeling Sugar back around. “Essie, lead the way.”

      “Sure thing, Sheriff,” she replied.

      

      He winced slightly—Essie didn’t know he wasn’t volunteering his identity—and glanced back at Tommy and Roberts. They both looked at him with shocked expressions.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Hayden said to them. They nodded in silence, their mouths still hanging open. But now there was a look in their eyes that said maybe they were starting to believe it.

      Once out of the garage, they followed Essie through the streets of Memphis in silence, eyes sharp, staying alert. The city had taken a pounding during the war, leaving very few of the taller buildings fully intact. Rusted shells of burned out cars and buses littered the streets, while the storefronts all showed signs of forced entry and plunder, with discarded trash of all kinds littering the otherwise barren floors beyond the doorways and shattered windows.

      The desolation gave Hayden the impression that the days of scavenging and treasure hunting in Memphis were coming to an end sooner rather than later. Tommy and Roberts might do better to pack up and move on. If they sold even half the horses they’d collected they would have more than enough notes to live like kings, the way Billy had suggested he do.

      Essie guided them a few blocks east before turning north. It might be that all these old cities had once had their own personalities, but they all seemed the same to Hayden now. Different sizes, different layouts, but each one a shell of what it had been. He could sense some of the personality in this city. The buildings were less modern in appearance, the workmanship of the facades still visible beneath years of grime and absent mortar. More brick and stone. Less glass. He appreciated the historical construction. It told a different story.

      They kept going, following old metal rails planted in the ground, circling a trolley still resting on the rails after so many years. It was nearly gutted, first by scavengers and then by fire, but the shape of it remained apparent. Hayden hadn’t seen anything like it before.

      “The camp is there,” Essie said, pointing ahead to a dark brick church. Amazingly, it looked almost fully intact, at least on the outside. The faded red doors were scratched, attacked by trife over the years without succumbing to their efforts. The windows were cemented over, but the shape of them remained.

      The area around the church was open, providing better visibility of the nearby surroundings than the other parts of the city, and there were patches of grass along the street, offering an opportunity for the horses to graze. Hayden spotted a few of them a little further down, managed by a single nomad who carried an assault rifle in his arms, keeping guard over the animals. He waved to Essie when he saw them, and she offered a big wave back.

      They dismounted when they neared the church. Essie approached the big door and kicked it in an obvious pattern before backing up. The doors swung outward, a pair of nomads pushing from either side. The smell of horse wafted out from the former house of worship, along with the scent of cooking meat.

      “This here’s Sheriff Duke, Alina and Billy,” Essie said. “They’re our guests tonight.”

      “Welcome,” the nomad on the left said. He was no more than eighteen and had a long scar across his cheek from a close call with a trife.

      “I take it Clint isn’t back yet?” Hayden said.

      The doorman shook his head. “They should return soon.”

      “We can wait inside,” Essie said. “You can bring your horses in.”

      Hayden held Sugar’s reins as he guided her into the church. The horses inside were tied loosely to the support columns lining the building. The pews were gone, an assortment of nylon tents arranged haphazardly  in their place. There was no sign of an altar or any of the religious decorations that had once graced the house of worship. Anything wood had most likely been burned for heat, anything artistic taken or destroyed.

      Nearly fifty nomads were present. Half were tending to the animals while the other half prepared for the hunters’ return. Everyone had a job to do, and they didn’t pay much attention to Hayden and the others as they went about doing it.

      Hayden hitched Sugar to one of the posts. Alina and Billy did the same with their mounts.

      “Sheriff, what about Grimmel?” Alina whispered.

      “What about him?” Hayden replied.

      “We didn’t even talk about coming here. You just decided. I don’t understand why we’re wasting our time with these people when we could be out there looking for the children.”

      “A few reasons,” Hayden said. He had expected the question. “For one thing, these nomads came up from the south, which is the same direction the children go when they’re moved from the local collection point. They might have heard or seen something that will help us. Two, they might have heard or seen something in the city that will give us a better indication of the collection point’s location. Three, they have access to a pair of Buzzard drones. It will sure be a lot faster to send drones out looking for the kids than trying to find them on horseback. That’s a benefit I wasn’t expecting but one I’m happy to try to take advantage of. Four, maybe I can talk Clint into helping me deal with whatever we find. He owes me one.”

      “I see,” she replied. “Do you think they will? Help, I mean? This isn’t their fight.”

      “Honestly, I can’t be sure. But anything we can get from them is more than we have right now. Sometimes you need to slow down and take a breath before you plunge headfirst into freezing waters.”

      “It’s hard to do when I think about those children and what they might be going through. What Grimmel might be doing to them.”

      “It is,” Hayden agreed. “I don’t like the idea either, but we need to play it smart to give ourselves the best chance of success. It’s hard to stay patient, but failing at it might mean terrible consequences for everybody. I know because I’ve fallen into that trap before.”

      “Your family?” Alina asked.

      Hayden nodded somberly. He didn’t want to talk about it. Not now. Not ever. “Let’s see if there’s anything we can do to pitch in.”
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      Hayden was helping clean up horse manure when Clint returned with his hunters, riding through the doors of the church with half a dozen dead feral hogs. The Buzzard drones followed them through, the machines tracking the two masked riders and coming to rest on their shoulders, perched like the birds of prey they were named for.

      “My friends,” Clint said loudly. “Tonight, we dine well!”

      The nomads whooped and cheered at a volume that nobody would have dared reach when the trife still hunted the Earth. They seemed to realize it too, because the entire group went nearly silent immediately after, shushing and freezing to listen out of habit.

      “There are no trife to fear, my friends,” Clint said. His head turned and he picked out Hayden with ease. “We have Sheriff Duke to thank for that.”

      Hayden looked at the nomads, who started hollering again. Then he went about his business, carrying a shovel of shit from the side of the church and tossing it out the rear door.

      Clint was waiting for him when he returned, holding his long coat and hat out to him. “What’s wrong, Sheriff?” he asked. “You don’t like the attention?”

      “No,” Hayden replied, putting down the shovel and taking the duster and hat and putting them on. “I never have.”

      “But you deserve it.”

      “Do I? For what? You don’t know the whole story, Clint. You know I helped you. But I hurt a lot of people along the way here. I made a lot of mistakes.”

      “Haven’t we all?” He looked into Hayden’s eyes, his smile fading. “But you didn’t come here to eat and relax, did you? Not Sheriff Duke. You don’t do anything without a good reason.”

      “I’d be happy not to mention it,” Hayden said. “But I’d rather have information than hospitality, if you believe you owe me something.”

      “You know I do. You saved my life.”

      “And you saved mine.”

      “You saved my life twice.” Clint laughed. “And you changed my entire attitude. That’s more valuable than a hamhock or a bit of gossip from the south. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t recall you being so perceptive.”

      “I used to let other people do the thinking for me. Once I started thinking on my own, I was able to do more than survive. I learned to lead and to excel. I grew this camp from nothing.”

      “I’m impressed.”

      “You should be.” Clint motioned toward the center of the church, where the other nomads had gathered. They were setting up electric cooktops while some of the hunters prepared the meat outside. The nomads had a small truck they used as a carriage parked out back, filled with supplies and more importantly a generator to power both their cookware and their drones. “I wish Chance was here to see this. To see what I accomplished. That bastard always told me I was worthless.” He smiled and pointed to a door nearby. “This isn’t a Catholic church, so no confessional. But a closet is as good a place as any to bare your soul, isn’t it Sheriff?”

      “I suppose it is,” Hayden replied.

      He followed Clint to the door, glancing back before entering. Alina was near one of the support columns with Billy, one eye on the gathering and the other on him. He nodded slightly, and she nodded back.

      The room was a small closet, with nothing in it save a rusted metal shelving unit. Still, it offered Hayden a little bit of privacy with Clint, who clearly didn’t want to talk about whatever Hayden planned to bring up in earshot of any of his fellow nomads. The question was why not?

      Hayden left a crack in the door to allow a small filter of light into the room. Clint leaned against the opposite wall, arms folded defensively across his chest.

      “You want to know what I saw down south, right?” Clint said preemptively.

      “To start,” Hayden replied.

      “Lots of water. Marshland. Lizards as big as one of our stallions, and snakes that could swallow them whole. It’s hot as hell, too hot for the horses. We didn’t stay long.”

      “Why’d you go down there?”

      “Looking for plunder. Why else? We heard there was an old launch site down there. I thought we might find some old tech we could salvage to use or sell. It was a waste of time. The launch site was underwater, and like I said, the wildlife was everywhere. The trife never cared about animals, only people, and with the people gone they multiplied. Jenny was pissed I brought them down there. A lot of the crew was. So we hightailed it back this way, going for a more temperate climate, looking for something better.”

      “Why not go to New Eden?”

      “An island? No room to roam? No thanks, Sheriff.”

      “You see anything else down south? Hear any rumors?”

      Clint shook his head. “No. You’re fishing. For what?”

      “And you’re holding back,” Hayden replied instead of answering the question. “Why? What are you afraid of?”

      “I’m not afraid,” Clint said unconvincingly.

      Hayden eyed him for a moment, his hand slipping into his pocket. “You’re nervous. I can see the way you’re breathing. The cool sheen on your forehead. The dilation of your eyes. You’re a shitty liar, Clint.”

      “What do you want from me? I invited you here as a friend, and you’re accusing me of...what exactly?”

      Hayden pulled out the microspear, holding it up. He kept his eyes locked on Clint’s. “Do you know what this is?”

      “N...no,” Clint stammered. “It looks sharp.”

      “You’re going to turn around and let me jab it in your neck.”

      “What?” he shook his head. “N...no way. Uh-uh.”

      “Clint, you might be a changed man with a whole posse of nomads out there, but I can still kill you at my leisure. Or do you not believe that?”

      Clint swallowed hard. “I believe it, Sheriff.”

      “Then why are you being cagey with me? There’s only one reason I can think of.” He spun the microspear between his fingers. “Turn around.”

      Clint looked at the spear before locking eyes with Hayden again. Hayden had seen this kind of response plenty of times before.

      He was ready when Clint bolted for the door.

      He let Clint get so close he could almost taste his freedom. Then he wrapped a foot around his ankle, grabbing him by the neck and pushing him aside so he slammed into the wall. Clint tried punching him in the ribs, his fist useless against the combat armor.

      Hayden spread his fingers on Clint’s neck to open a space. Then he jabbed the microspear in, fully expecting the man to drop dead.

      He didn’t. He whined lightly in pain as a line of blood trickled out from the blade, but Hayden was careful.

      And he wasn’t infected.

      “What in the hell?” Hayden said, pulling the spear out. He turned Clint around, shoving him back against the wall. “Why are you running if you aren’t a carrier?”

      “What?” Clint said. “What do you mean, a carrier?”

      “Relyeh,” Hayden said.

      “Who?”

      Hayden let Clint go, backing up a step. “Damn it, Clint. I almost killed you because I thought you were infected by a Relyeh parasite. What the hell are you doing, trying to get away from me like that?”

      Clint was shaking now. “You don’t know?” he asked.

      “Know what?”

      “About Jazzy.”

      “Who’s Jazzy?”

      “It doesn’t matter. I just thought you knew. I thought you were planning to get your brand of justice. That’s what you do, isn’t it? That’s what I thought. You’re like the judge and executioner both.”

      Hayden shook his head. No matter how much the idiot tried to change, you couldn’t take the idiot out of him. “Now that you’ve mentioned it, you should tell me.”

      “I’d rather not.”

      Hayden pushed his duster aside to rest a hand on his revolver.

      “Okay, okay,” Clint said softly. “She was a girl. I paid two hundred for her. A lot of notes.”

      “I don’t go after horny nomads,” Hayden said. “Prostitution is wrong, but it’s the least of my concerns.”

      Clint exhaled. “Oh. Okay. Whew. Good then. I just thought, you know.”

      Hayden paused. Clint wasn’t this scared because he had overpaid for a woman. “How old was she?”

      “We’re good Sheriff, right? I mean…”

      “Hold old?”

      Clint swallowed again. “Just a kid. It was only one time and I wasn’t her first. Her mom put her out there for sale, and it’s not against the law because their ain’t no law and—”

      He was cut off when Hayden hit him hard in the gut, doubling him over with one punch. Hayden grabbed his head, throwing him down into the corner of the room and pulling his revolver.

      “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t end your miserable life right now,” he growled.

      “Please, Sheriff. It was a mistake, I know. A moment of weakness. It was only one time and I never did it again. I’ve spent a year wondering when I might run into you and when you might pull that gun on me and cut me down the way you should have. I thought if I brought you in you wouldn’t see it but you just have like a sixth sense or something.”

      “You couldn’t be more obvious if you tried.”

      “I’m sorry, Sheriff. I shouldn’t have. I know. I regret it, and it’ll never happen again, I swear. I have a conscience now and I haven’t touched any other girls. Or any women at all in the two years since. I swear. Please, Sheriff. Don’t people deserve a second chance?”

      Hayden glared down at him, his finger resting on the trigger. He couldn’t cut Clint down here without having to fight his way out of the area, and he didn’t want to risk Alina or Billy getting hurt over this. Besides, sometimes even manure could be useful.

      “Today’s your lucky day, Clint,” Hayden said. “I spared you once before, and I’m going to spare you again.” He uncocked the revolver and put it back in his holster. “We aren’t friends. We’ll never be friends. I think you’re a pathetic excuse for a human being, and I can’t wait until I don’t have to look at your face anymore.” He paused, reconsidering his lenience. The truth was, Clint might be able to help him save some kids, and in a small way that would make up for what he had done. “What’s with the face paint, anyway?”

      “It makes me feel more powerful. Like a native.”

      “It looks ridiculous. Get up. You’re going to do exactly what I tell you to do, or I’m going to tell everyone in this place about Jazzy, pozz?”

      Clint nodded, using the wall to bring himself to his feet. He was still shaking, terrified of Hayden. “What do you want me to do?”
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      “No moving, Sheriff. I need to adjust the ties.”

      Hayden remained still as Rasheed, one of the Buzzard pilots, pulled on the straps on the left side of the mask, needing to make it tighter to adjust for his missing ear. According to Rasheed, the fit was important because remaining focused on the drone’s vision was essential, and any light that came in through the mask was potentially distracting. Losing concentration could not only cause the drone to crash, it could lead to vomiting inside the headgear. It didn’t come off quickly, which meant the wearer could literally choke on their own puke and die if they weren’t careful.

      Hayden felt the tug of the leather straps against his wound, and he gritted his teeth and stayed silent despite the pain. The damage was healing, but it was still tender.

      “We good,” Rasheed said. “Sheriff?”

      “Pitch black,” Hayden replied.

      Not completely. The lenses glued to the mask were currently translucent, allowing him to see out until the drone was switched on and active, allowing the pilot to move around without having to take the mask off. Clint was sitting on his left, the other mask on his head. Alina perched on his right—CRG in hand—keeping an eye on the nomad leader and his people. Hayden had been cryptic in his explanation of the situation, but she didn’t need much prompting to stay cautious and alert.

      “Yeah, look tight,” Rasheed agreed. “You know how zoom a Buzzah, Sheriff?” The tall, thin man had an interesting accent that Clint described as gumbo. According to him, a lot of people down south shared the patois.

      “This is my first time.”

      “Ah. Clean green. I tell you what, Sheriff. Where you look, the Buzzah go. You lower eyelids, Buzzah go slower. You open eyelids, Buzzah go faster. Yaba?”

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied. “Sounds easy enough.”

      Rasheed laughed. “Is faster than you think, Sheriff. But no, not so hard. Many people, they hate the mask. That the hard part. Make them dizzy. Make them sick. Not so easy to get off. But you not afraid. I think you be fine.”

      “Clint, are you ready to power up?” Hayden asked.

      Clint looked back at him. Hayden could still see the tinge of fear in his eyes through the lenses. It would only take a word to turn the nomads against their leader. While it was true that there were no laws out here, that didn’t change people’s sense of common decency or morality. Hayden knew there were places where Clint’s actions were too much of the norm. This wasn’t one of them.

      “I’m ready,” Clint replied.

      “Sheriff, reach back to press switch on computer,” Rasheed said.

      Hayden reached back to the pack he was wearing, running his hand along the fabric side until he found the hole. He dug his finger into it, finding the switch that would activate the system. He flipped it up.

      Immediately, the lenses became completely dark, and the USSF eagle and star logo appeared in three dimensions in front of the black. It was only there for a few seconds before the system on his back connected to the Buzzard on the ground outside the church. When it vanished, he was seeing through the camera of the drone in high resolution grayscale.

      “Light is green,” Rasheed said. “Ready to zoom. Blink eyes twice to go.”

      Hayden blinked twice. The Buzzard rose straight up, gaining a hundred meters in a matter of seconds. He wasn’t used to the motion or the height, and the tightness of the mask helped trick his brain into thinking he was really there. He felt like he was about to fall, and it took all of his self control to remain still and calm.

      Clint’s Buzzard swung over in front of him and hovered.

      “What are we looking for, Sheriff?” Clint asked out loud, his voice slightly muffled by the mask.

      “I’m not sure,” Hayden replied. “Somewhere someone could hide trucks and equipment without it being visible, from ground level at least. You said you haven’t noticed anything like that?”

      “No, Sheriff,” Rasheed replied. “Me and Willow, we woulda seen active rumblers in the city. But we not explore everything. We look for good meat is all.”

      Rasheed’s partner was sitting closer to Clint, keeping an eye on her drone rig while he used it. It wasn’t Clint’s first time behind the controls of the craft, but she seemed very protective of the gear.

      Hayden hadn’t said anything about Grimmel or what had happened in Memphis. He had decided the nomads’ best assets and most useful tools were the drones, and had prioritized getting them into the sky to survey the old city. Judging by the question, it didn’t seem the nomads knew anything about Grimmel, or if they did they hadn't made the connection.

      It was possible they knew as much about it as he had twenty-four hours ago. The nomads were just passing through and probably hadn’t been exposed to any gossip.

      “Is it bandits or a militia? Cannibals or something?” Clint asked. “Or maybe some pre-war tech?”

      “That’s not your concern. Your job is to help me find potential targets. Pozz?”

      “Pozz,” Clint replied. “I’m going to sweep south along the river.”

      “I’ll head further inland then. Shout if you spot anything suspicious.”

      “Will do, Sheriff.”

      Clint’s Buzzard tilted and swooped sideways, clearing Hayden’s path before accelerating behind him and zooming away.

      “Activate vertical flyin’, you blink two times, ” Rasheed said. “Deactivate, blink three.”

      Hayden blinked twice, and the drone shot forward, rapidly gaining speed. The motion was a little disconcerting, but also exciting. His heart rate jumped as the Buzzard zipped away from the church and toward the southern part of the city.

      “Lower eyelids you slow down,” Rasheed said. “Takes practice. Try turns too, yaba?”

      “Pozz,” Hayden said, turning his head and partially closing his eyes. The drone slowed and banked, allowing him to make a low speed circle.

      “You doin’ good,” Rasheed said.

      “How can you tell?”

      “No crash yet,” he replied with a laugh.

      Hayden continued south, practicing with the Buzzard by speeding up and slowing down, lowering his head to swoop and raising it to gain altitude, tilting and turning to control the craft. It only took a few minutes before he felt confident and comfortable with the device.

      “You like, Sheriff?” Rasheed asked.

      “I do,” Hayden replied.

      He especially liked how much of the city he could see from the higher vantage point. Old Memphis spread out beneath him, less ugly from the sky than it appeared on the ground. The vegetation mingled with the ruined construction, casting a more colorful complexion across the decay. Life renewed.

      He guided the drone inland, headed more east than south. He spotted a highway to his left, thick and wide and splitting the old city nearly in half. He angled toward it, planning to follow the roadway south. If Grimmel was moving children in numbers, they were likely picking up the road at some point. They couldn’t do that without leaving evidence.

      He swept along the highway, eyes tracking well ahead. He might not have ever spotted that evidence from the ground, but it was plain as day from the sky. Rotting vehicles lined the highway directly beneath him, an ancient traffic jam that no doubt ended in tragedy. He could almost picture thousands of trife descending on the roadblock and  passengers opening their car doors to run only to be cut down by the fast-moving aliens and their razor-sharp claws.

      There were still plenty of cars further ahead, but there was also a visible path through it, a pattern to the clearing that wove like a snake through the mess, intentionally designed to be invisible from the ground, though Hayden wasn’t completely sure why. Everyone here was afraid of Grimmel, so why go through so much trouble to hide the path?

      Unless Grimmel didn’t make the path. Maybe he was just using it. Or maybe it was a false positive. A defunct road south.

      He traced it back to the source, his view settling on a complex to the left of the highway. An old refinery, it had train tracks leading in and out on both sides and dozens of truck trailers resting on the sidelines. It was big enough to easily hide hundreds of kids and the equipment needed to move them.

      It had potential, but he needed to get a closer look.

      “Clint, I think I found something,” he said.

      “Sheriff,” Clint replied. “I think I found something too.”
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      “What do you see?” Hayden asked, blinking three times to hold his Buzzard static.

      “I’m way south along the river. I might even be past the city. It looks like a mess of rusted pipes and buildings, and there’s big storage drums all around it.”

      “That sounds like another refinery.”

      “If you say so. There are railroad tracks heading south on one side and a dock on the other, with a barge moored to it. There’s smoke coming from the barge, and a few horses up on the deck.”

      “Horses?” Alina said. “Sheriff, they took the horses from the caravan.”

      “That doesn’t mean it’s the same horses,” Hayden said. “Any sign of people?”

      “No, sir. But one side of the barge is covered. They could be hiding under there.”

      “I doubt they’re hiding. Do you see anywhere on the shore they could be storing something large?”

      “Like what?”

      “Anything that takes up a lot of space,” Hayden replied, not ready to reveal he was looking for hundreds of children, or at least somewhere large enough to keep them contained.

      “All the buildings are pretty big, depending on what size you mean. There could be anything in… oh. Sheriff, I’ve got movement. Looks like someone’s down there. A man just came out of one of the buildings.”

      “What does he look like?” Alina asked.

      “Big guy. Ugly. He’s carrying something. He’s putting it on his shoulder. Oh. I think he sees me. Hey, it looks like he’s got an augment like you used to have.”

      “What does the thing on his shoulder look like?”

      “Long, round tube. He’s turning it toward the drone.”

      “Clint, get the drone out of there!’ Hayden snapped.

      “It’s fine, Sheriff. Even if he can see me I’m too high to shoot. I’m a lot higher than I was when.. He just fired something at me. Like he can hit me from...shit!” Clint slammed his hand against the wall.

      “What happened?”

      “That bastard shot me down,” Clint whined. “What was that damned thing?”

      “Rocket launcher,” Hayden growled. “I told you to move.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “You kill the Buzzah?” Rasheed asked.

      “Sheriff, that has to be them,” Alina said. “If a scavenger found a missile they would sell it, not fire it at a drone.”

      Hayden blinked twice to put his Buzzard back in motion. He wasn’t convinced the man who fired the rocket was holding the children, but Alina was right about one thing. A regular scavenger wouldn’t waste it on a drone.

      A regular scavenger also wouldn’t have a cyborg right arm.

      The shooter was a War Dog. Probably a Mongrel, someone who voluntarily dismembered themselves in order to wear a synthetic replacement limb. He had something to hide. But for all they knew, the man thought the drone belonged to Grimmel’s people and he took it out to keep them from finding him.

      “Clint, once you’re out of that gear, get my horse ready. Yours too. You’re coming with me.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “I’m not sure yet, but I want to be ready.”

      “Get my horse too,” Alina said.

      “Me too,” Billy added.

      Hayden didn’t know where the kid was sitting. He hadn’t spotted him before he put the mask on. “Neg. Just me and Clint. We don’t want him to feel threatened.”

      “He already feels threatened, Sheriff,” Alina replied. “Or he wouldn’t have shot down the drone.”

      “The poor Buzzah,” Rasheed said. “You not careful bossman. I go too.”

      “Where Rass go, I go,” Willow said.

      Hayden decided not to argue. He needed to stay focused on flying the drone. He guided it downward toward the refinery he had spotted, looking out for signs of activity. The place was cold and deserted, the asphalt beside the tracks lined with old rail cars, the pavement closer to the building surrounded by rotting trailers. Sets of stairs lined the outer perimeter, leading to the platforms of the loading docks, each dock defended by a steel roll-up door. All of them were marked with scratches and scuffs from trife claws, suggesting survivors had once found refuge inside.

      “What are you doing?” Alina asked.

      “Searching the place I found. All the doors look like they’re sealed up tight. I’m trying to find a way inside.”

      “Do you think the children are there?”

      “I don’t know. It’s right next to the highway, and the road is strategically cleared. It makes me suspicious, but it could all be ancient history at this point. A setup from another time and place, maybe even a choke point for the Marines to hit the trife a long, long time ago. But it’s worth checking out.”

      He continued maneuvering the drone around the building, searching for access. He found it as he brought the Buzzard toward the front of the structure, a hole in the back corner of the roof hidden in shadow until he moved in close enough to see it.

      “Found it,” he said. “I’m heading in.”

      He lowered his eyelids as far as he dared, slowing the drone to a near stop when it reached the hole. Then he looked down, causing it to drop toward the darkness and through.

      There was no light in the place save what filtered in through the hole and a row of air vents high on one of the walls, leaving it tough to see. The Buzzard activated its night vision a moment later, giving him a clear view.

      Hayden blinked three times, freezing the Buzzard in place. He stared down at the ten large cages spread across the floor, the piles of old clothing cast aside around them, signs of filth and excrement visible within the creases and folds. Some of the material was darker in places, stained with still-fresh urine.

      “I think this was where they kept them,” he said. “There are cages and old clothes.” The clothes were all different sizes, some of them small enough to fit a five or six year-old. He turned the drone in a circle, pausing it again when he found another stack of clothes in the corner, a pile nearly four meters high. His heart caught in his throat, his hands balling into fists. So damn many. “The place is abandoned. They’re already gone.”

      “Damn it,” Alina said. “We’re so close.”

      “I’m bringing the Buzzard in,” Hayden said. “We ride as soon as I can get out of this mask.”

      He blinked twice to put the drone back in motion, lifting his head to make it rise. His gaze hit the ceiling of the building as he did.

      Something was there, wedged into the space between two of the support beams. Thick arms and legs held the supports to keep it in place, while a pair of yellow eyes stared at the drone.

      “Shit,” Hayden said, flipping his head up and opening his eyes. He was already too late. The creature sprang from its hiding place, lunging through the air and batting the drone. It went into a dizzying spin, rotating out of control until it smashed into the wall and fell.

      Hayden felt like he was falling too. His hands clenched even tighter, his heart rising to his throat. Then the drone hit the ground, face up, pieces flying out past the camera.

      The creature was clinging to the wall beside the hole in the roof, glaring down at the Buzzard. It bared its teeth before looking away, quickly scaling the remainder of the wall and vanishing outside.

      “The Buzzard’s down,” Hayden said. “Get me out of this thing.”

      “We lose another Buzzah?” Rasheed said. “Shiiiit.”

      “Forget the Buzzard,” Hayden said. “We have bigger problems. I don’t know what Grimmel’s doing with those kids, but he has a Hellion.”

      “Hellion?” Alina asked. “What’s that?”

      “Bad news,” Hayden replied.

      “I thought the Relyeh were bad news?” Billy said.

      “They are,” Hayden snapped. “But right now, the Hellion is worse. Much, much worse.”
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      “I’ll tell you what a Hellion is,” Clint said as Rasheed worked to get the mask off Hayden’s head. “You think the trife were demons? The Hellion is the Devil himself. Makes those bastards seem like puppy dogs and kitty cats.”

      “It’s a Relyeh?” Alina asked.

      “No,” Hayden replied. “Rasheed, faster. Clint, if you’ve got the horses get your people inside and close the doors.”

      “It can’t possibly know we’re here,” Clint replied.

      “Are you kidding?” Hayden said, in a tone that sent Clint running back through the church, barking orders to his nomads to get everyone and all the horses inside and close the doors.

      “Here we go, Sheriff,” Rasheed said, loosening the last strap and tugging the top of the mask to pull it from Hayden’s head. Hayden sucked in air. The headgear’s material was somewhat breathable, but not enough to completely fill the lungs.

      “Here, Sheriff,” Alina said, handing him a towel. He used it to wipe sweat and moisture from his face. “You said the Hellion isn’t Relyeh?”

      “No. We made the Hellion.”

      “We did?” Billy said. “You mean people?”

      “Yes. When we were getting our tails kicked during the war, the USSF turned to genetic engineering as a possible solution. There was no government left. Nobody to tell them what the rules were or what was moral or safe. They took people and started changing them, searching for a combination that would overpower the trife.”

      “And the Hellion is the outcome?” Alina asked.

      “Not exactly,” Hayden replied. “By the time the Hellion was developed, the war was already lost and they couldn’t make enough of them to overpower the trife. One of anything wasn’t enough against the hordes. I’ve only encountered one other, and it was a trained hunter.” Hayden stood up, hands moving instinctively to his guns.

      Clint came running back. “I did what you said, Sheriff.”

      “Good,” Hayden replied.

      “You have a look on you, Sheriff,” Alina said. “There’s something you aren’t saying.”

      Hayden glanced over at her, surprised she picked up on it. The thought was still deeper back in his own mind, a seed of a hunch. “I think the Hellion is after me.”

      “What?” Billy said.

      “I’m the one making all the trouble. I took out Marvin and Mayor Kroll. Tommy said Grimmel has eyes everywhere. If that’s true, he would know what I did by now. And if he has a Hellion...no wonder he’s got all these people running scared or jumping to do his will. A civilian has no chance against that thing. Hell, a platoon of War Dogs has no chance.”

      “But we do, right Sheriff?” Clint said. “You killed one before.”

      “I got lucky. It nearly killed me.”

      “So what do we do?” Alina asked.

      “Who’s Grimmel?” Clint asked at the same time.

      Hayden paused, eyes dancing around the church, taking it in while he thought. Alina looked ready to stand toe-to-toe with the Hellion. Clint was pale and scared. Billy was shaking visibly, but he hadn’t bolted yet. Rasheed and Willow stood side-by-side, calmly waiting for direction.

      The rest of the nomads were in motion behind them, horses and riders crowding into the space as quickly as they could.

      Hayden didn’t get the chance to answer the questions. Someone outside screamed, a blood-curdling cry that reached the church and echoed around the inside.

      The Hellion was already here.

      Hayden found Sugar and rushed over to her, grabbing the side of the saddle and planting a foot in the stirrup to mount. “I’m going out,” he announced. “Alina, the CRG.” She tossed him the weapon. He caught it cleanly, and then wheeled Sugar toward the door. “Move aside! Move aside!” He turned to Clint. “Close the doors behind me.”

      Alina opened her mouth to protest, but Hayden was already on the move. The nomads pushed the doors open and he urged Sugar ahead, hoofs clapping on the broken tile floor of the church as he charged out into the open.

      He barely made it twenty meters before locating the Hellion. It was fifty meters away, hunched over a horse that had been overlooked, its claws sunk into the mare’s side. It looked up, its hard, leathery skin seeming to bristle when it saw him. It rose on two powerful legs, turning in his direction.

      He raised the CRG, taking aim as it dropped forward onto its long front arms and charged on all fours, moving fast. He squeezed the trigger, the needles cracking out of the barrel and launching toward the Hellion.

      It rolled aside ahead of the shot, agilely coming back to its hands and feet and then springing sideways as Hayden unleashed a few more rounds. The creature vanished behind a building, the needles punching through the mortar in a cloud of dust.

      “Shit,” Hayden said, frustrated he missed. But the thing had dodged just as he fired. He didn’t remember the other Hellion being so aware and responsive.

      He wheeled Sugar again, scanning the roads near the building, waiting for it to come back and at the same time knowing it wouldn’t. Hellions weren’t mindless killers. They were hunters. It knew Hayden had the upper-hand as long as he had a decent firing line. It would stay somewhere out of sight.

      Watching. Listening. Waiting.

      Hayden had one chance to take it down clean and he had missed it.

      He turned Sugar slowly, retreating to the church and dismounting at the door. He never took his eyes off the area where the Hellion retreated as he pounded on it, three knocks, pause, two knocks, pause, one knock. A simple pattern to tell the nomads a human was out there.

      He backed up as the doors swung outward, still maintaining his outward attention.

      “Billy,” he shouted. “Grab my bag and let’s go!”

      “Sheriff?” Clint said, running over to the open door and looking outside. “What’s going on? Where’s the Hellion.”

      “Out there,” Hayden said without looking at the man. “And it’ll stay out there as long as it knows I’m watching. We need to lead it away.”

      “We?” Clint said.

      Hayden nodded. “You’re coming with me. I assume someone in your group can take over and guide the others north?”

      “Sheriff, I can’t come with you. My place is here. These are my people. I started from nothing and took them in.”

      “Justice, Clint,” Hayden replied. “You need to make up for what you did. This is how.”

      Clint’s eyes shifted between the two nomads stationed at the door, who were looking at him with confused expressions, wondering what Hayden meant by the statement. He smirked sheepishly. “Alright. Alright. Essie!” The older woman came at Clint’s call. “I need you to take over for me while I help the Sheriff with his problem. Head north along the highway. I’ll catch up with you there.”

      “Okay, bossman.” She looked at Hayden. “Good luck, Sheriff.”

      “Thank you,” Hayden replied.

      Billy rode forward, the duffel of guns still strapped to Buck’s saddle. Alina rode Creeper beside him.

      “Miss Prior,” Hayden said. “It’s best if you wait here.”

      “Are you trying to protect me, Sheriff?” Alina replied.

      “It isn’t safe, and I might not be able to.”

      “I appreciate the notion, but it’s never been safe for me, Sheriff. You know that. They killed my boy. This is my fight as much as it is yours. Maybe more.”

      Hayden held the CRG out without shifting his attention from the outside. “Clint, give this to Alina.”

      “Yes, Sheriff.”

      “Don’t you need that to kill the Hellion?” Alina asked.

      “We probably do. It doesn’t matter which one of us takes the shot.”

      “Pozz.”

      “Essie,” Hayden said. “We’ll lead the Hellion away. Get everyone out of here as fast as you can.”

      “Yes, sir,” Essie replied.

      “You’re sure it’ll follow us?” Alina asked.

      “It wants me. I know it,” Hayden replied.

      “How do you know?” Clint asked.

      “Because if you and your nomads were the primary target, you’d all be dead already.”

      Hayden squinted his eyes when he caught a hint of movement in the shadows of the building. Mercenaries he could handle. War Dogs he could manage. The Hellion? He wasn’t so sure.

      “I’m going to make a run for it,” he said. “Alina, I want you right behind me. Billy, you next. Clint, you bring up the rear.”

      “Me?” Clint said. “What if it attacks us from behind?”

      “Then Alina will have a chance to get a shot off at it while it kills you,” Hayden replied. “You reap what you sow sooner or later. You ought to know that by now.”

      Clint’s face flushed, and he nodded submissively. “Yes, sir.”

      “Are you ready?” Hayden asked.

      “Ready, Sheriff,” the others replied.

      He leaned over Sugar, whispering in her ear. “Like the wind, darlin.” Then to the others he said, “Let’s ride.”
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      Hayden urged Sugar into a gallop, the horse taking off from a standstill and gaining speed with surprising quickness.Only a few strides  and she was in an all-out run. The others pushed their horses to do the same with hard heels and sharp hey-yas, sending their mounts surging forward behind the roan mare.

      He guided them toward the building where the Hellion was hiding. Thundering from the asphalt of the road to the sidewalk, staying tight against the structure, he was slightly concerned they wouldn’t follow.

      “Sheriff!” Billy shouted as they reached the midpoint of the building. Hayden whipped his head back in time to see the Hellion standing between two uneven pieces of crumbling wall, four meters over their heads and looking down.

      Alina was already on it, showing impressive riding skills by maintaining her balance in the saddle with her thighs while she swiveled her torso to shoot at the creature. The CRG’s rounds blasted through the stone, detonating the wall beside the creature and forcing it to duck away. Alina spun back forward, taking up the reins again.

      They reached the end of the building and Hayden cut to the left, giving the Hellion a little more time. He spotted it further back as it leaped from one collapsing wall to another, trying to reach them while staying away from the CRG.

      Hayden fired. The first shot hit the wall in front of the Hellion. The second hit it squarely in the shoulder. The creature shrieked but otherwise shrugged off the attack, the bullet unable to pierce its tough hide. Hayden wasn’t trying to kill it. He just wanted to make sure it continued to follow.

      They rode through an intersection and across the street. The Hellion continued the chase, scrambling to the edge of the building and leaping, powerful limbs carrying it across the street to the intact rooftop of the structure there. Hayden lost sight of it then. He guided Sugar to the right at the next intersection, slowing slightly to make sure the creature was still behind them.

      It was. It had dropped from the building to the street, staying behind them, tight on Clint’s heels. “Sheriff!” he cried out, grabbing his rifle and firing back at the Hellion. It took the hit, ignoring the bullet that failed to harm it.

      Hayden picked up the pace again, confident the Hellion would continue the chase. He looked back, trying to get a glimpse of it behind the horses.

      They crossed another intersection, Sugar cutting hard to avoid an old car. The move nearly tore Hayden from the saddle, and he tightened his grip on the saddle to keep from falling off.

      Clint turned right at the intersection, breaking off from the group.

      “Clint!” Hayden shouted. But he was gone, racing off to the west while the rest of them headed south. The Hellion didn’t lose stride, staying on Hayden’s trail and keeping up the chase. Damn it. If he ever saw that worm again, he wouldn’t hesitate to kill him.

      They continued charging through the city, keeping to their southern heading, the Hellion trailing behind them and gaining. Hayden knew the thing had nearly infinite stamina, that it could hold to the pace they were keeping a lot longer than the horses could. They had successfully guided it away from the nomads. Now they needed to either lose it or confront it.

      Part of Hayden wanted to fight. The Hellion wasn’t only a danger to him. It was a danger to anyone crossing its path. A genetically manufactured monster that shouldn’t exist, especially now. He didn’t know how Grimmel managed to get control over one. He thought the Hellion he had killed was the only one of its kind.

      If that were true, then it meant Grimmel was making new ones.

      If that were true, then he had stumbled across something so much worse than he had ever imagined. He hadn’t fought so hard and lost so much to help rid the planet of trife only to see them replaced by a different kind of monster.

      Hayden wasn’t ready to fight. Not yet. He needed to get farther away from the nomads. Then he could make his move. But would he get the chance? And what kind of move could he make?

      He looked over his shoulder again when he heard the soft whoosh of the plasma rifle firing behind him. The Hellion had nearly closed the gap to Billy, hot on his back and gaining.

      The plasma bolts from Billy’s rifle slowed it slightly as it jumped left and right with each stride, trying to throw off Billy’s aim. The kid couldn’t maintain the assault for long and was forced to grab the reins again a moment later.

      Alina picked up the slack, firing the CRG wide of the Hellion in an effort to keep it honest, careful not to hit Billy or his horse. The asphalt splintered behind them from the force of the blasts, the rounds coming in rapid fire. The Hellion fell back, slowing to avoid the assault.

      Hayden looked forward again, following the shape of the road to decide which way to go next. The factory where the Hellion came from was empty, the children already on the move.

      How? To where?

      He knew from Baen and Kroll that Grimmel was herding the captives south. Other than that, he had no idea where to find them.

      But he wasn’t out of leads. Whether or not he was part of this, the War Dog who shot down Clint’s Buzzard knew something and Hayden intended to find out what it was. That path led south and west, back toward the river.

      He reached the next intersection, urging Sugar to make another right. She raced around the corner with little complaint, and was just coming out of the turn when she reacted violently, planting her feet to bring herself to a sudden stop. His thighs gripping the saddle like a vice and one hand glued to the saddle horn, Hayden barely managed to keep his seat. Behind him, Alina and Billy pulled their mounts up short.

      A black mass stood directly in front of them. It rose on its hind legs, spreading its powerful arms and opening its mouth in a ragged howl of challenge.

      How did the damn Hellion get ahead of them?

      It didn’t, Hayden realized.

      There were two.
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      Hayden was blocked in by the Hellion in front of him and Alina and Billy behind. He did the only logical thing he could do.

      He jumped off Sugar, landing beside her, the Hellion only a few meters away.

      It lowered itself slightly, flexing its claws. Hayden spread his duster, putting his hand on his other revolver.

      The Hellion charged, howling as it leaped at him. Hayden drew his second gun, pointing them both at the creature and blasting away. Six rounds hit it in the head and chest, but none of them managed to find a spot through the tough armored skin. Still, the impacts caused the Hellion to fall short, giving Hayden a chance to reload as he jumped back. He tossed one of the revolvers in the air, using his free hand to pick a speedloader and shove it into the other before the first returned to his hand. It seemed impressive, but he had practiced the maneuver a million times, finding the toss normally distracted his opponent long enough for him to put a bullet in their gut.

      The Hellion didn’t fall for it, taking a swipe at him at the same time he caught the gun. Hayden just managed to twist away just enough for the creature’s claws to dig through his chest armor and into the flesh beneath.

      He ducked low as Creeper came around the corner. Alina opened fire with the CRG. The flechettes ripped into the Hellion’s tough hide and it howled in pain.

      Hayden didn’t waste the opportunity. He holstered a revolver and grabbed the microspear, lunging toward the Hellion. It was too hurt to react quickly and he jabbed the weapon deep into its eye. It gurgled once and then collapsed.

      One down.

      Hayden pulled the microspear out and turned back the way they had come, looking for the other Hellion. Billy reached the corner, coming to a stop.

      “Where is it?” Hayden said.

      Billy turned his mount around one way and then the other, scanning the buildings from top to bottom. “I don’t see it.”

      “Damn it.” Hayden ran to the corner to look back the way they’d come. He didn’t see it either. “We need to keep moving. It’s—”

      “Sheriff!” Alina said, opening fire with the CRG. He spun around again, tracing her aim and finding the Hellion leaping from one building to the next, vanishing behind the remains of a shed on top of the nearest building. Was that the same creature they had first encountered, or were there three? How many did Grimmel have to send at him?

      He was pretty sure he couldn’t manage them without the CRG and Alina’s expert handling of it. He was lucky to have one of the abbreviated railguns—since it hadn’t been made on Earth—but he still wished he had a couple more. The one had come to him from the USSF on Proxima. Not that Hayden was about to tell Alina or Billy that. He didn’t agree with Proxima’s No Contact Protocol—not that he didn’t understand the value of secrecy—but put it up against survival and he knew which one he’d pick every time.

      One massive question kept bubbling to the surface. Assuming the Hellions belonged to Grimmel, where had he gotten them? Or, how had he made them? It was one thing to discover an old USSF research facility hidden among the ruins of a city. It was another to put it back together, to splice genes, to find test subjects, to…

      Hayden’s mind froze.

      Grimmel was collecting kids. Lots of them. Had the Hellions revealed the reason why?

      Even if they did, what did it have to do with the Relyeh?

      It was a strange time to be working through the problem, but his mind always felt sharpest when he was in danger. The adrenaline brought him clarity, and clarity often brought him answers.

      Not this time.

      There were too many outstanding questions, and not enough information. All he really knew about Grimmel was that he was going through an awful lot of effort to keep him from getting out of Memphis alive.

      Hayden reloaded his other revolver before holstering them both. Alina and Billy remained mounted. Alina had picked up Sugar’s reins to keep her from bolting in fear, and both she and Billy watched for the third Hellion to reappear.

      The seconds passed. The area remained quiet. Hayden took Sugar’s reins, climbing onto her back. The three horses snorted to one another. They could still smell the Hellions, even if he couldn’t see them.

      “What do we do?” Alina asked.

      “They’re going to try to ambush us again, pen us in on all sides,” Hayden replied. “Or they’ll throw out a decoy and hit us from the flanks. We need to defend our space.” He waved his hand, showing a much smaller perimeter.

      “You think there are more than two of the creatures?” Alina asked, getting only a silent nod from Hayden.

      “Shit,” Billy said. “I hate these things.”

      “Me too,” Hayden replied. “C’mon,  we can’t stand here all day.”

      He put them back in motion, guiding them west and then south at a trot, crossing the city much more cautiously than before. They slowed at each intersection and approached every blind alley as if there was a Hellion hiding in it. They monitored the rooftops and windows, trying to stay ready for any eventuality.

      The effort wasn’t only slowing them down, it was exhausting. It was a struggle to keep focus on the defensive, and Hayden knew that was exactly what the Hellions wanted. They weren’t intelligent in the way humans thought of it, but they had a natural instinct for stalking prey. They were designed to be the perfect killers. He was sure they were nearby, out of visual range but near enough to hear and smell  the horses. They would choose the time and place to make their move, and it was up to the three of them to be ready for it.

      Each passing minute made it less likely that readiness would help all that much. As they passed through the city, the buildings became taller and more tightly packed, and many of them had damage that left obscuring piles of rubble and damage scattered nearby. It provided the Hellions with plenty of places to lie in wait to launch an ambush.

      Hayden rode with a hand always on a gun. Alina kept the CRG across her lap, while Billy finally decided to return the plasma rifle to its scabbard. They covered another kilometer, heading south, passing Tommy’s stables and continuing on. A dirty sign at the corner was somehow still upright, and it identified the road they were on as Front Street.

      The buildings weren’t as tall here, but they made up for it by being mostly intact. Apparently none of the USSF’s bombing runs had made it this far south. The construction remained tightly packed, though it was clear they were nearing the outskirts of town. The area they had entered wasn’t the most affluent. Even in the post-war wasteland, people had found time to scrawl graffiti on burned out cars and cracked plaster walls.

      SCREW THE TRIFE!

      The epithet appeared in huge red letters on the wall of a building, and again in smaller script on a street sign. Other markings joined it. Proclamations of love. Missives of despair. Curses and Bible verses. Thoughts and prayers.

      Hayden could almost feel the mix of defiance and fear behind the graffiti. This was all some of those people had left, and they used it to leave their mark for people like him. People who would read it and care about whoever had left it.

      This wasn’t the best time for those thoughts. He let go of them, refocusing on the environment. They were approaching another intersection, this one surrounded by taller buildings. If the Hellions wanted to hit them from multiple directions, they could use the height to their advantage.

      “Stay sharp,” Hayden said, swiveling his head to scan the rooftops. He realized his hand was getting tense on the butt of his revolver. He forced himself to loosen his fingers up and let his hand go slack. Tension would turn his aim to shit.

      It wasn’t his own safety that worried him. He’d been through enough to be, if not accepting of death, at least ready for it to come calling. But once he took someone under his wing, once he went out with others, they became his responsibility. He had failed that job too many times to count, and it ate at him daily. But he had to keep going out, and despite his best efforts, he couldn’t always do everything alone.

      “Hang back,” Hayden said as they neared the junction. “I’m going to move up ahead and try to draw them out.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Alina asked.

      “I’m sure it’s probably not a good idea,” he replied. “And I was trying to avoid it. I don’t know about you, but I’m getting sloppy from waiting. We need to make something happen or we’re going to fall right into their trap. They might not come out after me. If things go bad, the stables are back that way a few blocks. I’ll try to hold them until you can get back there. The Butcher might be able to help you drop these things.”

      He pushed Sugar to speed up before Alina could respond, moving toward the center of the intersection alone. He glanced up at the wires strung across the street, and the light boxes attached to them. Faded yellow and rusted, they swayed lightly in a breeze he couldn’t feel. He traced the wires to poles on either side of the street, dented and scuffed and laden with graffiti, keeping his gaze everywhere but on the rooftops or the streets.

      Daring the Hellions to come.

      And then they did.
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      It happened in a blink. Hayden didn’t even hear the Hellions until they landed on either side of him, coming down off the buildings in front of him. The creatures had circled the group, moved ahead and taken to the high ground. Now they were charging at him, racing across the street at full speed. One of them leaped over a wrecked car with one powerful jump, landing a dozen meters away.

      Hayden pulled his revolvers and slid off Sugar’s back, shouting at the horse to urge her away. She remained stubbornly in place, ready to face down the Hellions with him.

      Needles from the CRG zipped through the air, digging into the pavement near the Hellion on the right sending up asphalt and dirt. Alina tried to aim straight but she only had seconds, and as accomplished as she seemed, she wasn’t a crack shot. Billy joined the fight too, sending bolts of plasma arcing across the thirty meters to hit the Hellion on the left. The creature shrieked, but the plasma seemed to only leave its armor singed.

      Hayden backpedalled, trying to force the Hellions to come at him one at a time. Sugar reared up as they approached, front legs pawing the air.

      The creatures weren’t interested in her. They bypassed  her as if she weren’t even there, converging on Hayden. He opened fire nearly point-blank, his rounds punching the left Hellion hard enough to slow its advance. The right Hellion leaped at him, and Hayden dropped his guns, reaching for the microspear in his pocket. Too slow. The Hellion crashed into him, pulling  him to the ground, its claws digging into his armor. He clenched his teeth, turning his head to the side as teeth snapped down at his face, hot drool falling on his cheek.

      He threw a punch into the Hellion’s side, the strength behind it more than a typical human could bring to bear, but it wasn’t nearly enough to bring the creature down. It ignored the effort in fact, head snapping down, teeth nearly taking off his nose. He couldn’t see Alina or Billy. He couldn’t see anything but the Hellion’s face and malformed body, the remains of a human shape still visible beneath the toughened hide. He hoped they had done what he said, run for Tommy’s stables. There was a good chance he was going to die here, but at least he could buy them time to escape.

      The Hellion’s gnashing teeth came down at him again. Hayden shifted his face aside, and then brought his hand around, grabbing the creature by the neck. It took all of his strength to hold the head in place for even a moment, forcing the Hellion to release his shoulder and stab him with its claws.

      The body armor took the worst of it, but they still sank in, finding his flesh. He grunted at the pain but didn’t let go, keeping the Hellion close.

      What about the other one?

      He had no idea where it had gone, only that it wasn’t attacking him. Was it chasing Alina and Billy? Or was it standing idle, waiting for this one to finish him off?

      And what was that sound? A roar he didn’t recognize.

      A sharp whine followed a moment later, and suddenly the weight of the Hellion was gone, the creature thrown off him by an invisible force. He jerked his head to the side, watching as the Hellion tried to stand, only to be pummeled by bullets one after another after another, so rapidly and with enough force that it was pushed backward, the rounds leaving dozens of small wounds on its chest.

      Hayden rolled to his knees, grabbing the microspear and looking for the other Hellion. He found it nearby, recovering from a similar blow and getting back to its feet. He faced it down, gripping the microspear and waiting for its charge.

      It never came. The creature straightened, letting out a mournful howl before falling onto its face. Alina was right behind it, on foot a few meters away, the CRG finishing the creature off.

      Hayden swung back toward the other Hellion, the whine behind him subsiding. The creature recovered quickly, rushing him despite its wounds.

      Alina raised the CRG. Hayden held the microspear.

      Neither one of them had the chance to use their weapons. A big man with an augmented arm cut in front of them, lunging at the Hellion and taking it to the ground. It writhed beneath him, trying to get its claws into him, scraping at the metal of his arm. He punched it hard with a powerful fist, smashing it in the face at the same time he raised a knife in his other hand. He grunted as he brought the blade down, sinking it into skin softened by the bullets. The Hellion screamed in pain while the man pivoted on its chest, driving his knee into its gut and holding its head down with his augment. He twisted the knife before yanking it back out.

      The Hellion stopped moving.

      The next few seconds passed in silence. The man remained in place over the Hellion, long enough to ensure it was dead. Hayden finished getting to his feet, putting the microspear back into his pocket before looking down at his chest. He was bleeding heavily, the three marks from the creature’s claws visible through the armor. It hurt like hell, and he realized it was getting harder to breathe.

      “Sheriff?” Alina said, noticing the damage.

      “I’m okay,” Hayden replied, right before he stumbled and nearly collapsed.

      The other man hopped up and hurried over to Hayden. “We need to get him out of here.”

      “Billy?” Hayden asked. Where was Billy?

      “I’m here, Sheriff,” Billy said. “I’m okay.”

      “Leave the horses,” the man said. “They know the way home. Come with me.”

      “Who are you?” Hayden asked.

      “Your guardian angel, I suppose,” the man replied. He laughed. “You’re out of your fool head standing down two of those things. You’ve got rocks the size of Gibraltar. Name’s Oz.”

      “Did what I had to do,” Hayden said.

      “Hey, kid,” Oz said. “What are you doing? I said let’s move.”

      “Sheriff needs his pack,” Billy replied. “I’m having trouble with the knots.”

      “Sheriff, huh?” Oz said. “You looking to become a legend too?”

      “He already is,” Billy said. “That’s him.”

      Oz laughed. “You don’t look like a legend to me. Hang on kid, let me help you with that.”

      He went over to Buck, using his knife to cut the duffel loose and catching it easily with his augmented hand.

      “Decent weight. What do you have in here, Sheriff?”

      “None of your business,” Billy said. “I’m supposed to carry it.”

      “Sure. Here you go, kid.” Oz handed it over. “That’s some shooter you have there, miss…”

      “Prior,” Alina said. “Alina Prior.”

      “Miss Prior. I’ve never seen a weapon like that before.”

      “I thought we needed to get him out of here?” Alina said, nodding at Hayden. “He’s bleeding out.”

      Oz smiled. “Right this way. Sheriff, don’t get the wrong idea, but…” He scooped Hayden up into a carry, bringing him to a modbox stopped at the mouth of an alley. The vehicle was an older model, originally sleek and sporty. It wasn’t weighed down with armor and anti-trife spikes the way most modboxes were. In fact, the only obvious modification was the removal of the roof to make room for the Vulcan cannon mounted to a tripod bolted into the floor.

      Hayden had seen similar setups before, but never on a car like this.

      “Sorry about the mess,” Oz said as he lifted Hayden over the side of the car and into the back seat. Empty casings had fallen out everywhere. The patched leather seats were dark with burns from their heat. “Watch the feed when you get in.”

      Alina climbed into the car beside Hayden, pressing against the ammo box the weapon had fed from.

      Billy joined Oz in the front. “Nice wheels.”

      “They don’t make ‘em like this anymore,” Oz replied. “They don’t make ‘em at all.” He laughed, putting the electric car in motion, its motor nearly silent as they accelerated away from the scene. “You okay back there, Sheriff?”

      “I’ll be fine,” Hayden replied. He took off his hat, leaning his head back against the seat. “Wake me up if there’s trouble.”

      “You’re taking a nap?” Alina said.

      “I’ll recover faster that way, and we seem to be in good hands.” Even if they weren’t, there was little he could do about it while he was bleeding to death. He put the hat over his face and closed his eyes.

      Oz laughed. “Damn. Rocks the size of Gibraltar. I’m telling you.”

      Hayden ignored him. He was asleep within seconds.
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      “Wakey, wakey, eggs and bakey,” Oz said, rocking Hayden’s shoulder. Hayden opened his eyes as the other man lifted the hat off his face. “We’re here.” Oz shook the hat. “I can’t believe this thing stayed in place the entire drive over.”

      “I know how to prop it on my nose, though I wasn’t sure about how it would hold down without an ear.”

      “Seriously,” Oz said. “I noticed the bandage. You’re saying you lost the whole thing?”

      “Afraid so.”

      “I also notice you aren’t bleeding anymore. That werewolf got you good.”

      “Werewolf?” Hayden said.

      “I don’t know what the hell they are,” Oz replied. “So that’s what I call them.”

      “I don’t know what a werewolf is, but I can tell you there’s no wolf in them.”

      “Part man, part wolf. All mean. I spotted them around the city last night. No wolf? I guess I’ll have to come up with something else. Grimmel sent them, I’m sure.” He locked eyes with Hayden. “Looking for you, I bet.”

      Hayden stared back at Oz. Not only did he say the name openly, he didn’t seem that surprised by the Hellions or the fact that Grimmel sent them. “You know about Grimmel?”

      “I know about a lot of things.”

      “Where are Alina and Billy?”

      “Inside. I really do have bacon and eggs in there, Sheriff. We got here an hour ago. I thought we should get you out of your body armor and cleaned up, but your woman figured it was better to let you sleep it off.” He leaned in closer. “That’s not Marine issue.”

      It was Oz’s way of telling Hayden he knew where the armor had really come from. But how? Right now it was probably the least important question he wanted to ask.

      “At first I thought you were one of Grimmel’s,” Oz continued. “Especially since you’re GMO.”

      “GMO?”

      “Genetically Modified Organism. Don’t deny it, Sheriff. That gut punch should have at least knocked you out for hours if it didn’t kill you.”

      “I am,” Hayden admitted. “But not by Grimmel. My healing factor is enhanced. Strength and stamina a little bit too.”

      “You could have used a little more. If I were you, I’d file a complaint with whoever did the modifications. They should have jacked you up while they were at it.”

      “I suspected Grimmel was running genetic experiments,” Hayden said. “As soon as I saw the Hellions.”

      “Hellions? Where’d you get that name?”

      “I’ve seen one before. They came from the USSF’s GMO program. They were trying to make super soldiers to combat the trife.”

      “Do tell,” Oz said. “I haven’t heard this before.”

      “That’s most of the story. They put research facilities around the country, secret places that took survivors to run their experiments. I guess now Grimmel is using kids.”

      “To make them into Hellions?” Oz said. “That wouldn’t work.”

      “He’s changing them into something.”

      “Could be. How do you know it’s a bad thing?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Say he takes them, changes them, gives them a better healing rate and enhanced strength and stamina like you. Is that so bad?”

      “He’s killing their parents to do it.”

      “Okay, that part’s bad. What about the rest?”

      “It depends on his motives.”

      “What if he’s trying to improve our survivability? Make us all super soldiers?”

      “The ends don’t justify the means.”

      “That’s one perspective.”

      Hayden sat up, still looking at Oz. “Are you with Grimmel or against him?”

      “That depends on the day of the week. You can call me neutral, if you need me to pick a side. Come on in, Sheriff. Have something to eat, and I’ll take a look at your wounds. You’re safe here.”

      Hayden pulled himself up, ignoring the pain in his gut as he climbed out of the car. He paused to look around, noticing they were near the river, at the edge of a refinery. He looked back at Oz. “You shot down Clint’s drone.”

      “I shot down a drone earlier today, yes. I don’t know who it belonged to. It’s bad enough Grimmel sees everything. I don’t need someone else watching me too. This way.”

      Hayden followed Oz into a small, nearby building. The interior was stark and windowless, lit by a pair of bulbs hanging overhead. A set of metal folding chairs were arranged around an electric cooktop in the corner. Alina was kneeling over it, using a spatula and fork to manage the bacon and eggs while Billy looked on. The generator was on the other side of the room. What made it stand out to Hayden was that it wasn’t diesel but nuclear, probably from a starship. Where had Oz gotten it?

      A mattress sat on the floor further back, surrounded by books—mostly technical manuals and history books—while a slew of crates had been stacked in the last corner. One of the crates was open, a rocket launcher visible within.

      “Sheriff,” Alina said, smiling when she saw him. “How are you feeling?”

      “Okay,” Hayden replied.

      “There’s a head in the back, behind that door,” Oz said, pointing to a door between the mattress and the crates. “I’ve got some first aid back there too, if you don’t mind stitching yourself.”

      “It isn’t necessary,” Hayden replied.

      “GMO. Right. Well, you might at least want to get out of that thing and have a real piss.” He laughed.

      Hayden took Oz’s advice, retiring into the head to take off the body armor and relieve himself, and then tried the sink, pleased to find it was pulling running water from somewhere. He washed off his face before considering the armor again, checking the battery. It was getting low, so he got dressed without it, carrying it back into the room.

      “Do you have a port to charge my armor?” he asked.

      Oz nodded. “I got the reactor from a tank,” he said, answering Hayden’s question before he asked it. “The shell’s still about twenty klicks out from here. It was buried under a ton of brush, that’s why nobody found it before me.”

      “USSF tanks didn’t use reactors,” Hayden countered.

      “The ME1E did,” Oz said, coming over and taking the armor from him. “Only fifteen of them were produced before the facilities went offline. I tried to fix her up, but all I could get working was the power source and the Vulcan. I’ll take that. It helps me stay warm on cold nights, cooks my breakfast and keeps the Tesla charged.”

      He carried the armor to the reactor before sifting through a small box and finding the right plug to connect the two. A blue light activated on the back of the armor, and then Oz returned to the group.

      “You know a lot about military equipment,” Billy said.

      “He should,” Hayden replied. “He’s a War Dog.”

      “You figured me out that fast, hey Sheriff?”

      “It wasn’t hard. Are you a Mongrel?”

      “Affirmative. Took my arm off when I was eighteen. It was either that or donate the augment to someone else.”

      “Eggs, Sheriff?” Alina offered, scooping them and a few slices of bacon off the cooktop and onto a stained plate.

      Hayden accepted the offer.

      “I don’t have utensils,” Oz said. “So I hope you don’t mind eating with your fingers.”

      “Where’d you get the bacon?” Hayden asked before taking a bite of it. The meat melted in his mouth, and he closed his eyes, enjoying the flavor.

      “I do a lot of trade up and down the river.”

      “The horses on your barge,” Alina said. “Where did you get them?”

      “That’s a loaded question if I ever did hear one. Grimmel’s folks gave them to me in exchange for taking them and their cargo across the river.”

      “Cargo?” Alina said. “They were children.”

      Hayden was impressed by her restraint. She understood the situation they were in, and was doing her best to keep things on an even keel with Oz. It wasn’t easy to do, considering he admitted to helping Grimmel’s people transport the children in her caravan, and likely plenty of other kids before that.

      And he didn’t seem to care.

      “Cargo is cargo,” Oz said. “They’re lesser stock.”

      “Spoken like a true War Dog,” Hayden said.

      “Grimmel’s taking them to make them better than they are, Sheriff. It’s better for them. It’ll be better for us.”

      “How? The trife are gone. We don’t need super soldiers anymore.”

      “Don’t we? Who knows what else is out there. We need to be ready.”

      “That’s the reasoning then? Grimmel thinks he’s benevolent in taking those kids?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Who is he?” Alina asked.

      “I don’t know. Could be he’s nobody. His crew is good at science, I know that much. Why are you asking so many questions about him anyway?”

      “His crew killed my son,” Alina said.

      “He resisted then?”

      “He tried to protect the others. He was brave.”

      “He was stupid,” Oz countered. “Grimmel would have made him better.”

      Alina jumped to her feet, grabbing the cooktop and throwing it against the wall. The eggs and bacon still on the griddle slid down slowly. “Better? I don’t know what you think is going on, but I doubt it’s better.”

      “Looks like I got under your skin a little, Miss Prior,” Oz replied calmly. “My apologies. I’m not trying to pick a fight.”

      “What do you know about the operation?” Hayden asked. “We know he’s collecting kids and sending them south. I assume whatever lab he’s working from is down there too. GMO? With kids? How many of them are dying before he gets it right?”

      “I don’t have those answers,” Oz said. “I move them across the river, I get paid. No questions asked.”

      “What do you need notes for?” Alina asked. “You live like any other scavenger.”

      “I’m not some filthy scavvie. And what I do with my notes is none of your business. I will tell you this: I value information more than things.”

      “More than kids, too.”

      “Affirmative, Miss Prior. More than kids too. Some people have to make sacrifices for the others to survive.” He looked at Hayden. “You know that better than anyone, don’t you Sheriff?”

      Hayden nodded somberly. “I had a choice. The children don’t.”

      “A reasonable argument at least. But this is war, Sheriff. The trife disappearing, that doesn’t change a thing. There are enemies out there. Somebody has to do something to give us a chance. At least they’re trying.”

      “They aren’t the only ones.”

      “You mean New Eden? What are they doing besides hiding beneath their energy shields? How are they helping the common man?”

      “It takes time.”

      “We don’t have time. They could come back any day, any hour, any second.”

      “The trife?”

      “Affirmative. Or worse.”

      “What do you know about that?” Hayden asked. “Rumor has it Grimmel’s followers killed a man coming to Memphis from the south. They stripped him naked, carved him up and hung him from a tree.”

      “Julius. The man’s name was Julius.”

      Hayden raised an eyebrow in surprise. “You knew him?”

      “He was one of Grimmel’s, until he wasn’t. That’s what I heard.”

      “He tried to get out and they didn’t let him?” Hayden asked.

      “That’s what I heard.”

      “What else did you hear?”

      “This is just rumor,” Oz said. “Picked up from Helena, a town downriver. They said Julius saw some things that freaked him out.” He locked eyes with Hayden. “They said he was looking for the Sheriff.”
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      “They killed him because he was looking for me?” Hayden asked.

      “You?” Oz replied. “I think he was looking for the real Sheriff. The one with the augments. The one who took out the trife. You couldn’t even handle a pair of werewolves.”

      “He’s the real Sheriff,” Billy said. “Everything else is an exaggeration.”

      “Then yeah, I suppose he was looking for you. And I suppose Grimmel didn’t want him to find you.”

      Hayden’s hand slipped toward his revolver. “So where does that leave us?”

      Oz noticed. “Relax, Sheriff. If I wanted to take you out, I would have done it while you were sleeping. Or I would have let the werewolves do it.”

      “Grimmel won’t be happy with your decision.”

      “Probably not. I don’t answer to Grimmel, I don’t answer to the War Dogs, and I don’t answer to you. I’m my own man. Independent. Solo. I like it that way.”

      “Everybody else around here is scared shitless of him.”

      “That’s because they’re regular folk. Not War Dogs. Not GMO. They want to work in the fields during the day, hit the pub and brothel at night, keep their noses clean and their heads buried in the sand. They want a simple, normal life. It’s worth a little sacrifice to them to keep trouble away.”

      “That’s because they don’t have an M134 to use against Hellions.”

      Oz laughed. “Truer words have never been spoken, Sheriff. I have a leg up. I need to if I want to stay indie.”

      “The folks that killed Julius,” Hayden said. “They carved symbols into his chest.”

      “I heard that too.”

      “The symbols are part of an alphabet for a language spoken by the Relyeh. Does that name mean anything to you?”

      “Relyeh? No. Should it?”

      Hayden didn’t answer right away. Oz knew about the body armor but not the Hunger. Either his suggestion about the armor was more of an educated guess than real fact, or what he did know was badly outdated.

      “So you’ve never heard that name connected to Grimmel before?”

      “No. What’s your angle, Sheriff?”

      “What about the Hunger?”

      “I’m hungry right now,” Oz said. “Miss Prior tossed my lunch against the wall.” He laughed. “I can’t help you connect those dots, Sheriff.”

      “Can you tell me where to find Grimmel?”

      “Head south. That’s all I know.”

      “Any idea how far?”

      “No. But it’s like anything, Sheriff. The closer you get to something like Grimmel, the more things become clear.”

      “Or start to stink,” Alina said. “Sheriff, we should go. This man has no morals. No conscience. No soul.” She stepped toward the door. “I appreciate your help with the Hellions, Mr. Oz. At the same time, given a choice, I’d like to shoot you in that smug face of yours.”

      “Ouch,” Oz said. “Who’s trying to pick a fight now? I have my own life. I make my own decisions. I get involved when I want to get involved, and stay out when I want to stay out. You want me to value those kids? I don’t know them from horseshit. But don’t tell me I don’t have a conscience. I saved your asses because I saw people with the guts and the strength to make it out there. If Grimmel got those kids, it’s because their parents or they didn’t have what it takes.”  He paused, either to make his next statement more powerful or because he wasn’t sure if he should say it. “Same goes for your boy.”

      Alina rushed Oz at the statement, reaching him before he could react. “How dare you!” she snapped, offering a hard right hook that connected solidly with his jaw. He took the blow without complaint before gently grabbing her wrist and holding her back.

      “I’m sorry, Miss Prior. I probably shouldn’t have said that. But sometimes it’s the hard things that need to be said. You should leave this alone. Cut your losses and move on. You too, Sheriff. There’s no good to come from going after Grimmel. You already lost an ear and took an awful stab over it, and what do you have to show for the effort?”

      “I can go to sleep knowing I’m doing the right thing,” Hayden replied. “Justice for the innocent. Law from the lawless. Order instead of chaos.”

      “How do you sleep at night?” Alina asked.

      “Well enough,” Oz replied. “I respect you, Sheriff. I do. You know what you believe in and you’ll go through hell for it.” He paused, considering his options. “Those horses you were riding, they came from Tommy’s stables, right?”

      “They did.”

      “You rent or buy?”

      “Buy.”

      Oz nodded. “Good. I’ll tell you what. You trade me the horses, and come nightfall I’ll move you south down the river to the Greens.”

      “Why would you do that?” Hayden asked.

      “I make my own decisions. And I’ve decided I like you.” He pointed to Alina. “I’m not so sure about her though.”

      He laughed while Alina glowered. Billy stayed seated and quiet, trying not to get involved.

      Hayden stared at Oz. He didn’t trust the War Dog. It would be stupid to put more than a minimum of faith in him. But they needed to go south, and the barge would be a much faster and safer way to do it. Hellions didn’t like water all that much.

      “What if Grimmel comes after you because of me?” Hayden asked.

      “He knows me and the way I operate. He decides to take it personal, let him send his werewolves, his War Dogs, whoever. I’ve got a Vulcan I can shove up their collective asses.” He motioned to the crate. “Got some other toys too. What do you say, Sheriff?”

      Hayden glanced at Alina. She shook her head, not in favor of the idea. He understood the reason for her reluctance. But logically, this was the best move they could make.

      “We have a deal.”
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      Hayden didn’t know where he was.

      Not Earth. Not Memphis. Not in the small shed Oz holed up in when he wasn’t on his barge. He knew that much at least.

      Everything was dark. So dark he could barely see more than a meter in front of his face. Rain dripped from the edge of his hat, the larger drops obscuring his view. Or maybe helping clarify it. The ground was hard beneath his boots. The air was cool. Gusts of wind hit him every few seconds, coming from both his left and his right. Lightning flashed.

      The world was visible, but only for an instant. He didn’t see much. Rubble surrounded him. Huge, monolithic structures ribbed in crags and spines sat in the distance.

      He felt pressure in his head, like something trying to push through his skull and get into his brain.

      Haaaydddeeennnn…

      The lightning flashed again, showing the destruction around him a second time. Buildings burned and broken, debris everywhere. It was just like Earth, but not Earth. That much was obvious from the shape of the buildings. They weren’t tall towers of steel and glass that were pulverized and bent. He didn’t know what they were made from, but they looked more like crystal or quartz—dark in places, lighter in others—parts of it shattered and fallen like gemstones littering the scorched earth.

      The lightning flashed a third time. Hayden saw the craft in the sky, large and frightening, looming over the alien urban landscape. A beam shot from it, piercing the darkness and focusing on a point far away. It grew in intensity for a few seconds before vanishing entirely.

      An earthquake caused him to instinctively drop to his hands and knees. The shaking threw shards and ashes into the sky only to be beaten back down by the rain.

      The lightning flashed again. There were bodies on the ground around him, tall and lanky, dressed in dark robes that were themselves shredded and torn, the bodies burned and twisted. They were humanoid, but their heads weren’t human. Small mouths, two slits for a nose, and nothing but skin where their eyes should be. Hayden flinched at that, surprised.

      Haaaydddeeennnn…

      He heard his name in the back of his mind, a deep rumble of its own, drawn out and ugly. He recognized it. Shub’Nigu. One of the first of the Relyeh.

      The nightmares had come for over two years. The side-effect of his healing by Relyeh technology. But this was new.

      “Shub’Nigu,” he said. “What is this place?”

      Distant universe. Distant dimension.

      Laughter exploded in his mind, so intense he clutched at his head, pushing against it.

      You are nothing. We are everywhere. Your fear is delicious, and I hunger for it.

      Hayden gritted his teeth and clenched his eyes. “Get out!” he growled, fighting against the Relyeh Ancient. Fighting against his fear. “Get out of my damn head.”

      He wasn’t sure Shub’Nigu was in his head. He wasn’t sure if this place was real or not. It felt real. Tasted real. Smelled and looked real. He didn’t want to be here anymore.

      Stay. Watch.

      Hayden knew he couldn’t escape. He had been trapped here before. Every time he closed his eyes and slept. He had to ride this one out the same way he rode out all the others over the last two years.

      The difference this time: Shub’Nigu had never spoken to him before.

      Lightning flashed, revealing one of the aliens running across the ground in front of him and disappearing as the light faded. Another bolt followed almost immediately, showing the creature behind her. A Reaper, huge and bent, powerful and hungry.

      A third flash. The alien was running toward him, as if she knew he was there.

      The Reaper followed.

      Hayden reached for his pistols, hands closing on air instead of handles. He was unarmed. Damn it. His heart pounded as the alien approached. Despite the lack of eyes and the strange shape of her face, he could tell she was frightened and he wanted to help her.

      Helpless.

      Hayden spread his fingers and reached again for his revolvers. This wasn’t real. He had to have some control here.

      The alien reached him, running right through him. The Reaper was a dozen meters behind. Hayden reached for his revolvers a third time. This time, his hands closed on the smooth wooden handles and he yanked the revolvers out of their holsters, cocking the hammers and squeezing the triggers in one smooth motion.

      Pop! Pop!

      The Reaper’s eyes exploded from its head, and it howled in pain, reaching up and grabbing at its face as it passed right through him. He turned with it, still surprised he had managed to find his guns. Amazed he had shot the thing. This wasn’t real after all.

      A nightmare. Just a nightmare.

      Nooooo.

      Shub’Nigu’s voice exploded in his head. He clenched his eyes tight, pain washing down his entire body.

      Get out.

      The pain vanished. Hayden’s eyes snapped open. Alina stood over him, her face close to his.

      “Sheriff,” she said. “Hayden, stand down. You were asleep.”

      He glared up at her. He couldn’t see his guns but he felt the familiar weight of them in his hands, pointed up at the ceiling of the shed, cocked and ready to shoot. He uncocked them, lowering his arms. His chest heaved, his body tense. It had been so damn real.

      “I’m okay,” Hayden said, taking a few deep breaths. “I’m okay.” He holstered one of the revolvers and brought the other to his chest, opening the cylinder and counting the rounds. Five out of six. It was fully loaded when he settled down to get a few winks before it was time to leave. “Did I fire into the ceiling?”

      “I didn’t hear you shoot,” Alina replied. “I didn’t see anything either, except you drew your guns fast as lightning and pointed them up at the sky. I hurried over to wake you before you hurt somebody.”

      “But you didn’t see or hear me shoot?”

      “No, Sheriff.”

      Hayden stared at the open cylinder. At the space where the round should be.

      “Are you okay, Sheriff?” Alina asked.

      “Pozz,” he lied. “I’m fine. How long was I out?”

      “Thirty minutes at most.”

      “Where are Oz and Billy?”

      “They headed over to the barge.”

      “You let Billy go with him?”

      “We’re all going with him, Sheriff. That was your decision. If you trust him that much, I didn’t see the harm.”

      “I don’t trust him. But we need to make it south.”

      “There are other ways. He thinks he can justify what he does. Like his hands are clean because he’s just the transportation. He’s lucky I don’t put a bullet in his eye.”

      “Hold that thought. You might get your chance.”

      “You’re planning to jump him?”

      “Neg. I wouldn’t do that even if we did know the river. You should be above that too.”

      Alina nodded. “You’re right, Sheriff. When I think about Jacob it’s hard to stay above anything.”

      Hayden closed the cylinder of his revolver and holstered it. Then he climbed to his feet. “Might as well go check on them, since I’m up. You want to come?”

      “No thank you. I want to stay as far away from Oz as I can for as long as I can.” She grinned darkly. “I don’t want to be responsible for any accidents.”

      Hayden chuckled in response. “That’s probably for the best, Miss Prior,” he replied. Then he headed for the door, exiting the shed. He could see the dock and the barge about a half-kilometer west, past the rusted pipes that used to carry oil from the refinery behind him to ships that would anchor there. Oz’s modbox was nowhere in sight. Had the War Dog hidden it?

      He started for the barge, his mind still scrambled from the nightmare. Only it hadn’t been a nightmare. He had heard Shub’Nigu’s voice in his head. And he had lost a bullet to the vision. What had the Ancient called it?

      Distant universe. Distant dimension.

      The aliens there were under siege by the Relyeh Reapers. Another world falling to the Hunger. The same scene was being played out across the galaxy.

      But not here. Not on Earth. Not now.

      His thoughts were interrupted by the close thunder of hooves. He spun around, drawing his guns. Oz and Billy were in Oz’s modbox, kicking up a cloud of dust as they raced toward his position. He could just make out the shapes of horses through the cloud, giving chase. Were those Clint’s nomads?

      What the hell was going on?
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      Hayden remained in place as the modbox skidded to a stop beside him, a good twenty seconds ahead of the horses.

      “Sheriff, we need to go,” Oz said, jumping out of the car. “Right now!”

      “What’s happening?” Hayden asked, following Oz to the shed, with Billy right behind him.

      “Grimmel’s posse was waiting at Tommy’s,” Oz said. “Bastards jumped us as soon as we showed.” He opened the door to the shed, seeing Alina. “Miss Prior, we need to move. Grab your gear and get in the car.”

      Hayden stopped tailing Oz, turning around. “Billy, grab my duffel,” he said. Then he ran to the modbox, jumping into the back seat and taking the handles of the Vulcan. He hoped Tommy and Roberts were okay, but he doubted it.

      The horses were closing, bearing down in a hurry. Hayden didn’t want to kill the animals. He swiveled the Vulcan on its mount, aiming low and letting off a barrage, sweeping the ground in front of them. The bullets chewed up the dirt road, sending gouts of debris up ahead of the mounts and causing them to falter. They slowed as Hayden laid down another round of cover fire, hands shaking hard in the grips of the cannon. He was only vaguely aware of Oz, Billy and Alina as they piled back into the car.

      “Sheriff, hold on,” Oz said. Billy reached up and grabbed Hayden around the waist, holding him steady as the car lurched forward, accelerating away. Grimmel’s men opened fire, bullets flying wide or pinging into the back of the car. Hayden’s hat flew off his head as he dropped down in the back seat, getting out of harm’s way.

      Then the modbox sped up even more, the lack of armor allowing it to shoot away faster than the horses could run. They raced hard along the road to the docks, driving it onto the connected platform and out to the barge, only stopping once they were beside the boat.

      “Sheriff, you need to hold them off,” Oz said. “I’ll get her started up.”

      Hayden got up again, finding his duffel and unzipping it. He took the P90 out and passed it to Billy. He kept digging, finding an Mk2 assault rifle and dragging it out. He flipped on the power and checked the magazine.

      “Miss Prior, head for the barge. Billy, you too.”

      “Sheriff, you need help,” Alina said.

      “I’ve got this,” Hayden replied. “I don’t want any of those horses getting shot.”

      “You’re worried about the horses?” Billy asked. “Why?”

      “They’re innocent in this fight. Get moving.”

      He heard them rushing away behind him. Then he heard the rhythmic rumble of the barge’s engines firing up, the acrid smoke and fumes of the diesel. He ignored it all, ducking behind the side of the modbox and using the assault rifle’s projected sight to get a bead on the lead rider. He squeezed the trigger, the crack sounding a second before the bullet struck the man in the chest, knocking him from his mount.

      He was already on a second target by then, quickly lining up the shot, squeezing, and going to the next. A third rider fell, and then a fourth. They were getting closer, and he could see there were a little over a dozen left. Too many.

      Their bullets struck the Tesla on the driver’s side, a constant ping of slugs biting into and through the metal. Hayden sidestepped a couple of times as he fired, taking down two more riders as they tried to adjust their aim.

      “Sheriff!” Oz shouted. “We’re ready; come on!”

      Hayden noticed the change in the engine’s pitch. He looked back to see Billy and Alina unwrapping the mooring lines.

      He rose up, holding down the trigger to send a barrage of bullets out, all of them over the attackers’ heads. The riders slowed and started dismounting, forming a line and pressing the fight, taking advantage of Hayden’s retreat.

      The barge was nearly two meters away from the edge of the dock. Hayden ran toward it, bullets whistling past him, one of them grazing his side and sending a burning sensation up his spine. They had left so quickly his armor was still plugged into the generator in the shed.

      “Come on, Sheriff!” Alina shouted.

      Hayden reached the edge of the dock and jumped, launching through the air, out over the water. He landed on the side rail of the barge, slipping on the wet surface and falling forward into a stack of old tires. He bounced off, turning around as Oz bellowed, “Fire in the hole!”

      He had a remote detonator or something, because one moment the dock was there, the next it wasn’t. The whole thing blew, a huge explosion that sent water spraying up and onto the barge, dousing Hayden. It did worse to Grimmel’s men, who had moved in close enough to take the brunt of the blast; fortunately, the horses were further back. Bodies were tossed into the air, the attackers thrown violently away.

      A secondary explosion erupted further back at the shed, flames reaching high into the air. The ground shook and shards of debris rained down along with the upheaval of water and ash.

      Like the world in his vision.

      The twinge of pain where he was hit drew his attention. He looked down at his shirt, where blood stained his side. He lifted it up, confirming it was only a flesh wound. Reaching into the pocket of his duster, he pulled out his last patch.

      No more armor. No more patches. He had to start being more careful.

      He tore the patch open and stuck it over the wound. Then he leaned back against the tires to catch his breath.

      “Sheriff!” Alina called out.

      Hayden saw her near the stern, leaning over Billy. The kid wasn’t moving. Damn it. He pulled himself up and ran over to them. Billy was propped against the railing, his hand on his gut.

      “I’m hit, Sheriff,” he said. His face was pale, his breathing shallow. There was so much blood on his shirt already, it was sopping with it.

      Hayden lifted the shirt, angry at himself for using the last patch. Then he saw the wounds. Billy had been hit three times and was bleeding out fast. Grimmel’s men had seen the kid and targeted him; there was no doubt about that.

      “I’m gonna die, aren’t I...Sheriff?” Billy asked weakly.

      Hayden looked down at him and nodded. “I wish you weren’t.” He knelt down beside Billy. “I wish you weren’t.”

      But he was already gone.

      Hayden punched the railing in frustration, growling like an animal. “Damn it!” he shouted, looking back at what was left of Grimmel’s men. Nothing. At least he had that.

      He turned away, eyes sweeping across the stern of the barge. A ladder led up to the wheelhouse. He went over to it and started climbing.

      “Sheriff?” Alina said from the deck, staying with Billy’s corpse. “Where are you going?”

      Hayden reached into his pocket, pulling out the microspear as he neared the top of the ladder. Oz was facing away from him, but he started turning his head at Hayden’s approach.

      He didn’t trust Oz. The man’s rescue and now their escape was too convenient. Too fortunate.

      He had to be sure.
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      Hayden reached the top of the ladder, approaching the door to the wheelhouse. He could see Oz through it, standing at the wheel and looking ahead, guiding the large vessel down the small inlet feeding into the larger river. The shape of the land masses had allowed Oz to keep his ship hidden from the rest of the boats. Only emerging at night kept the description of the barge from coming up in any conversations about Grimmel, the missing children or the rivermen who worked in the area.

      Oz didn’t notice Hayden approaching and Hayden kept the microspear tucked in his hand. Out of sight. He would have tested the War Dog earlier given an opportunity, but now it couldn’t wait. Maybe it was because of his interaction with Shub’Nigu. Maybe it was a general growing sense of dread. Maybe it was his lawman’s instinct. Whatever prompted the immediacy, he had a feeling things weren’t what they seemed. That Oz wasn’t everything he seemed.

      He hadn’t liked the man to begin with. Still, there was a difference between doubting the man and doubting his potential master. Shub’Nigu had shown Hayden that it could still reach out to minds on Earth—including his but probably not only his—and he didn’t think the timing was coincidental. The Relyeh technology had done something to him to allow the connection to their network. He had let them scan him at New Eden, but the results hadn’t revealed anything out of the ordinary. No new growths. No alteration of brainwave patterns or activity. No unexpected changes to his DNA. As far as anyone could tell, the Relyeh had made him as genetically perfect as any human being could be.

      He didn’t feel anything close to perfect, and there was clearly something different. That it was undetectable made him nervous. If they could do that to him, had they done that to others? Was the microspear he carried useless for its intended purposes? Did the Hunger still need parasites, or had they come up with something more devious in the wake of their destruction?

      Hayden reached the wheelhouse door, turning the knob and pulling it open. When he started climbing the ladder, he planned to jab the weapon into the back of Oz’s neck without a second thought. Act first, explain later. Now he wasn’t so sure.

      Oz glanced at him over his shoulder. “Sheriff. We made it.” He smiled.

      “Not all of us,” Hayden replied.

      “What?”

      “Billy’s dead.”

      Oz winced. “Shit. I’m sorry, Sheriff.”

      “Are you?” Hayden asked. “The posse was mostly War Dogs, wasn’t it?”

      Oz nodded. “Grimmel cycles the groups. Whoever takes the kids is responsible for them until they reach the southern checkpoint, so a second group comes north to make the next pickup. My guess is they sent those monsters…”

      “Hellions,” Hayden said.

      “Those Hellions ahead of that group to take care of any trouble before they arrived. Only they got word the Hellions were dead and they started looking for you themselves, beginning with Tommy’s stables.”

      “They killed Tommy and Roberts,” Hayden said.

      “I don’t know,” Oz replied, even though it wasn’t a question. “We didn’t get too close, but it looked to me like the entrance to the place was already collapsed. Maybe your guys high-tailed it out of there after they got a whiff of the trouble you carry with you.”

      “You got a whiff of it too, and you’re still helping me. I have to admit, I’m finding it hard to trust such benevolent aid.”

      Oz laughed. “I don’t blame you. If I were you, I’d be ready to shove that microspear you’ve got tucked in your hand right into the back of my neck.”

      Hayden froze. Oz glanced over again, smiling.

      “Who the hell are you?” Hayden asked.

      “If you want to stick me, go right ahead,” Oz replied. “I’m not carrying an Advocate or any other Relyeh worms. Not anymore. Not since somebody cut the cord, so to speak. I assume that was you.”

      Hayden stared at Oz. Those two words, not anymore, explained so much. “You were a carrier?”

      Oz nodded. “For almost ten years. My branch of the Dogs—we called ourselves the Wolfhounds—we were out hunting one day, looking for game. We’re in the woods, broken into squads, standard gathering mission. We’ve got two-way radio comms, and we’ve made the sweep plenty of times before through the same stretch of forest. Everything’s optimal. Squad Alpha gets eyes on a huge buck, and my squad, Beta, is ordered in for the kill. No big deal, we’ve done this all before. We move in, take the shot, bring the buck down. Squad leader sends me in to retrieve because I’m the strongest and it’s a big catch. Fine by me. So I get to him and see the shot wasn’t as clean as we thought and he’s still alive. I do what any humane soldier would do. I pull my knife and put him out of his misery.”

      He pauses, looking out across the river, eyes narrowing to fight the glare of the sun.

      “So I finish him, and then I lean over to slice him so he’ll bleed out on the grass instead of on me. As I do, I see there’s this little black thing sliding out of his ear, kind of like a cross between a worm and a crawdad.”

      “What’s a crawdad?” Hayden asked.

      “They’re like little lobsters. They’re all over the river. Anyway, I’ve never seen anything like it, so I lean in for a closer look. Next thing I know, its got these narrow tentacle things clinging to my hand, and its pulling itself up toward my face. I try to grab it and rip it away, and suddenly I can’t move at all. I’m just kneeling there, frozen, with this thing clinging to me, and I have no idea why I can’t stop it. It slowly reels itself in until it’s crawlin’ along my cheek, and then down the back of my neck. I feel the burn when it cuts me open, but I still can’t do a damn thing about it.

      “Meanwhile, squad leader is bawlin’ me out over the comms, tellin’ me to hurry my ass up or he’s going to come find me. But I can’t move. Until I can. I get about three seconds of control back, and I grab my knife and try to slice it across my back. I manage to get the tip in before it feels like someone stabbed me in the brain and I’m frozen again. Then my entire consciousness, my whole soul feels like its getting pushed aside, and I can see everything and feel everything, and I’m aware of everything, but suddenly I’m no longer in control.”

      Hayden nodded. Almost everything Oz described was consistent with a Relyeh parasite. Almost. He had never heard of one entering an animal before. That part of the story didn’t make sense. “The tentacles hook into your nervous system, interrupting the signals you send from your brain and replacing them with its own. You become a puppet.”

      “No,” Oz countered. “It’s worse than that. You’re aware of everything, but you can’t say no to anything. And over time you begin to hear its thoughts and it starts to hear yours. Before long, you don’t feel like you aren’t in control anymore. You’re a slave, but you don’t know you are. I can’t think of anything more insidious than that.” He paused for a long, hard sigh. “Anyway, my squad leader comes over like he promised. He starts chewing me out. Next thing I know, I’ve got his neck in my hand, and I snap it like a twig. The rest of my squad goes ape-shit, and before I know what’s happening I gun and run. Take out my whole squad plus half of Delta during the escape. And that’s just on day one.” He paused again, eyes staying straight ahead this time. “Ten years, Sheriff. If you know the Relyeh, then you know what they do. You know what they need.”

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied.

      “Ten years of that, and then one day it just ended. The pain was intense. So bad I couldn’t see for three days afterwards, and I sat huddled in a corner convinced I was in hell. But then my sight started to return, the pain began to subside, and I was still here. Still alive. And even though by that point I didn’t know I was a slave, I sure as hell knew that I was free.” He looked at Hayden again. “And I owe you for that.”

      “I appreciate that,” Hayden said. “You shouldn’t be alive. We expected the hosts to die. I can’t explain why you didn’t.”

      “Maybe I’m just that strong,” Oz replied. “Like I said, the pain was unreal. But it was worth it.”

      “I still don’t understand,” Hayden said. “You went through all of that. You know what it’s like to be a slave. And yet you helped Grimmel take the children?”

      “Just because the parasite is gone doesn’t mean everything went back to the way it was before. Living with that thing changed me, Sheriff. Made me cold and hard. I know it. I feel it. I don’t regret it.

      “After I got free, I made my way down the river. This barge was much further north once. I killed the owners—may those folks rest in peace—and took it. I stayed on the river for a while, scavenging places most folks were afraid to go. That’s how I built up my stash.. Then I ran into Grimmel’s War Dogs. They told me they needed transport across the river and asked my price for no questions asked. I gave it; they paid it. Cargo is cargo. Besides, they told me Grimmel wanted to make the kids better and more resistant to the trials of this world. That sounded like a pretty damn good deal to me, Sheriff. It still does.”

      “Even though they’re killing people to get the kids?”

      “I’ve seen an army of trife descend on a town and wipe out five hundred people in less than a minute. And you know trife. They didn’t kill children. They didn’t care if they left the kids orphaned and unable to fend for themselves. People were used to that. How is this all that different?” Oz lowered his voice. “The only difference is that Miss Prior didn’t die like she was supposed to. That’s why all this trouble started.”

      “No,” Hayden countered. “I was already hearing rumors about all of this. I was already on my way here to investigate.”

      “What would you have found, Sheriff? A town full of people who wouldn’t talk about it. No leads. No clues. No names. Nothing. You’ve seen what kind of resources Grimmel has, but you persist. Why?”

      “If you have to ask, then you were infected for far too long.”

      “That may be true,” Oz agreed. “But I’m helping you anyway, to pay you back for what you did for me. To be honest, I don’t care if Grimmel gets the kids or not. I’ve got no skin in that game, and I don’t need his trade to live my life the way I want. I’m sad to see what’s happened to the War Dogs, truth be told. The Wolfhounds had a sense of honor and decency. We followed the tenets of the Marines who came before us. These groups, they aren’t the War Dogs I knew. They’re feral and out of control.”

      “But you worked with them.”

      “There was no reason not to. I’m an outcast to the Hounds. Can’t go back after what I did. They don’t know about the Relyeh. They won’t understand. My bed is made.”

      “No, it isn’t. You make it fresh every minute with the way you go forward, not the way you look back.” Hayden held the microspear in view. “I still need to be sure.”

      Oz smiled, tilting his head forward and sideways to give Hayden a clear angle. He sank the weapon in and pulled it out clean.

      “I imagine that little bastard decomposed inside me,” Oz said. “You satisfied, Sheriff?”

      “Almost,” Hayden replied, pocketing the microspear. “Do you know where to find Grimmel?”

      “Still no, Sheriff. They never took the kids down the river. Too slow. And when I asked I never got a clear answer. But I’m confident we’ll make some discoveries when we get to the Greens.”

      “How long will that be?”

      Oz smiled. “Well, we got an early start. Tomorrow sometime, I reckon. Grimmel will know we’re coming though. He’s probably watching us right now.”

      “Tommy said almost the same thing. Do you know how?”

      “Nothing definitive. If I have to guess?” He pointed up. “Eyes in the sky. Old targeting satellite. Or maybe he got control of a newer installation.” He said it like he was being sly. “Either way, better pray for rain.”

      “I was thinking the same thing. Maybe that’s a clue.”

      “If you say so, Sheriff. Feel free to make yourself at home. Nothing I have is off-limits to you.”

      “Much obliged, Oz.”

      “I’m sorry about Billy. He seemed like a good kid.”

      “He could have been,” Hayden replied. Then he exited the wheelhouse, descending the ladder and returning to where Alina continued to stand watch over Billy.

      “How did it go?” she asked, glancing up at the wheelhouse.

      “We can trust him,” Hayden replied.

      “You’re sure? Sheriff, you heard what he—”

      Hayden put up his hand to cut her off. “He’s got his own past that made him who he is. We can be angry or compassionate. I know which one this world needs more of. I hope you’ll trust me when I tell you we can trust him.”

      “I trust you,” Alina replied. “If that’s what you think, that’s what I’ll do.”

      “Thank you.” Hayden looked at Billy. “Let’s send him off proper.”

      “And then what, Sheriff?”

      “Then we prepare for war.”
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      After a quick and nearly silent ceremony, Hayden and Alina dropped Billy’s wrapped and weighted body into the water, burying him beneath its cool, murky surface. Hayden stood there over the stern of the barge, watching the white-shrouded corpse fade away as it sank into the depths. The tightness in his chest wasn’t only for the kid, but also for every other person he had lost in the line of duty. It was another name to add to the list. Another small cut across his heart joining all the other scars.

      The sun was sinking over the horizon by the time he picked up his duffel and stepped away from the stern, looking forward. The front of the barge extended nearly a hundred meters past the bridge. It wasn’t a single hull, but rather four different flat, rectangular skiffs lashed together with thick ropes, held tight to compose the single large vessel. Each skiff had its own composition. The forward port side—just a flat metal surface—was nearly empty. The rear port skiff was similar, though it had hundreds of old tires on it, providing a barrier between what Hayden assumed was most commonly the shoreline and the barge itself. That defensive wall helped protect an enclosed structure on the rear starboard skiff.

      A house, for all intents, had a sloped metal roof over what looked like four or five large steel containers cut and fused together. It had no windows and only one door which was square and wide and carried a thick locking mechanism. The forward starboard platform held a small diesel generator, closer to the bow, along with nearly a dozen steel drums, though Hayden had no idea what was in them.

      Oz had told Hayden to make himself at home, so he led Alina away from the stern to the entrance of the house. He stopped there to look up at the wheelhouse, returning Oz’s wave when the other man noticed him. Then he grabbed the handle and turned it, automatically unlocking the large steel bolts top and bottom. He pulled the door open, needing a decent level of force to drag it from the frame.  He looked in on a long, narrow living space with an archway connecting it to the next container. A ladder led up to the one stacked on top. The whole thing was nicely appointed. A long red leather sofa that had been patched with buckskin, a recliner reupholstered with a wool roughspun. Oz had a video player and a small stack of movies to go with an old flatscreen television that had a  long crack running down the center.

      “I could have used a place like this in the wilds,” Alina said, taking it in. “The trife could never have gotten through the thick steel.”

      Hayden didn’t respond. He was trying not to think too much about how Oz had come to own the barge. He wanted to give the man a chance to show he had changed, just like he had tried to give Clint a chance. The nomad leader had run off the first chance he got. It remained to be seen what Oz might do.

      He put his duffel down on the sofa before heading to the ladder and climbing until he could see the layout of the upper container. A bedroom, with a wide, comfortable looking mattress and thick wool blankets. A small battery-powered lamp hung beside him, currently powered off. There was only a small volume of light filtering in from outside, so he took it and carried it to the ground floor, handing it to Alina.

      “Don’t turn it on yet,” he said, returning to the door. He went outside and waved at Oz to get his attention. Then he motioned to the door, telling him he was going to close it. Oz flashed a thumbs-up, and Hayden pulled the door shut, turning the handle inside to seal it. “Okay.”

      Alina turned on the lamp, which cast more than enough light across the room, none of which had anywhere to escape outside. He continued his exploration of the small home, crossing into the container on the left. Someone had fashioned a latrine of sorts there, not much more than a cover over a small cutout in the floor of the container and a matching hole in the barge deck. There was a small lever to pull the hatch, revealing the river below for the waste to fall into.

      There was also a simple shower in the room, a plastic hose that came up from under the floor and was mounted against the wall. Beside it, half an old five-gallon can doubled as a sink. It could be twisted to dump the used water out, and a drain in the center of the room let the water from both the shower and sink wash out into the river. Hayden didn’t know if it was sourced from the river too. It was anything but fancy, but it was functional.

      The galley sat at the opposite end of the container. The long sides of the space were occupied by metal racks and drawers that held a large volume of canned and jarred foodstuffs as well as a number of old Marine MRE rations. An old electric cooktop was bolted down to a wood counter at the head of the room, and the storage below it was filled with bottles of various alcohols and jugs of water.

      “Hungry?” Hayden asked.

      “Not right now,” Alina replied.

      They left the galley and crossed to an adjacent container, which had clearly been a second bedroom at one time. An aged crib sat in the corner, with a smaller bed beside it. A few faded plastic toys were piled in the crib, along with some smaller blankets. The sight of it gave Hayden a chill. Had Oz found an entire family on board, and still claimed the barge for his own?

      The rest of the room was filled with crates similar to the ones Oz had left in the shed. Hayden opened one of them, finding a brand new suit of Marine combat armor tucked neatly inside.

      “Wow,” Alina said, looking down at it. “It’s like yours, but newer.”

      “Technically older,” Hayden said. “But definitely in much better condition.” he pulled at the rubbery arm of the suit. “It’s too small to fit me.” He looked at Alina. “It might be your size.”

      “Where do you think Oz got it?”

      Hayden had wondered before if Oz had found a USSF cache. Seeing the armor, he was pretty confident he had. “He told me he used to scavenge where nobody else would go. He didn’t go into detail, but clearly he found some valuable items.”

      “Valuable enough he never needed to trade with Grimmel to make a living,” Alina said.

      Hayden opened another of the crates. A plasma rifle rested inside, identical to the one in his duffel. He stared at it a moment, rubbing at his chin. The weapon wasn’t USSF issue. That ruled out a hidden Marine cache.

      So where had Oz gotten it?

      He would ask at some point, but not right now. Oz had told him nothing he owned was off-limits, and he had to know Hayden would find the weapons. That meant Oz clearly wasn’t nervous about Hayden knowing he had Centurion tech, however it had come into his possession.

      Hayden went through a few more of the boxes, finding a mix of pre-war equipment and off-world tech, though the single suit of combat armor seemed to be the only one in the inventory. He didn’t take the time to shift the stacked crates out of the way to search under them, instead returning to the spider-steel suit and pulling it from its container. He held it up to Alina. “You should try it on.”

      “Me?” Alina replied. “I don’t think I can wear that.”

      “Why not?”

      “It doesn’t belong to me, for starters.”

      “It doesn’t belong to Oz either.”

      “Technically it does.”

      “He won’t mind. He can’t wear it, and he obviously doesn’t care about trading it for notes. Go ahead. Take off everything but your underclothes.” Hayden turned his back to her to wait.

      “You don’t have to turn around, Sheriff. I’m not naked.”

      “People ought to respect one another.”

      “I appreciate that, but I’m going to need your help. I don’t know how to put this thing on.”

      Hayden turned around again. Alina had stepped into the feet of the armor and pulled it up above her knees, but she was struggling to get her arms into the sleeves so she could pull it the rest of the way up and clasp the front of the material together. She smiled at him while he looked at her, his eyes stopping at the stretched skin from her pregnancy.

      “You had a wife and child,” Alina said, her smile fading.

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied, swallowing the memory. He stepped forward, taking the sleeves and holding them while she slid her arms in and through. Then he pulled the two halves of the armor together, cinching the clasps.

      “The trife?” Alina asked.

      “No.”

      “I don’t want to pry, Sheriff.”

      “Good.” He looked up at her. “I made a mistake, and they paid for it. Simple as that.”

      He could tell by Alina’s expression she knew it wasn’t that simple. But he wasn’t about to say anything else. He never talked about it, and did his best not to think about it either.

      “The fit’s pretty good,” he said. “How does it feel?”

      “More comfortable than I expected. A little tight on my rear. I guess I’m bulletproof now?”

      “Bullet resistant. If you get hit, it’ll still hurt and leave a nasty bruise.”

      “It’s better than dying.”

      “Usually. ”

      “Do you think we’re going to find the children, Sheriff?”

      “Pozz. I do.”

      “Do you think we’ll find Grimmel?”

      “Pozz. I have to.” He paused. “There’s a bed up on the second level. If you didn’t rest before, you should now.”

      “Okay. What about you? I’m sure there’s room for two up there.”

      “I slept enough already. I noticed a few old videos in the other room. I think I’ll watch those for a while.”

      “Do you mind if I join you?”

      “I don’t mind.”

      Hayden and Alina left the second bedroom, returning to the main quarters.

      “Sheriff,” Alina said. “When we do find Grimmel. Do you think we’ll regret it?”

      Hayden met her eyes with his. He could see the tinge of fear behind them, searching for reassurance.

      “Neg. But he will.”
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      Hayden lost track of time, reclined back on the sofa next to Alina, watching the old movies either Oz or the prior owner of the barge had scavenged. The films weren’t good, and the television was even worse, with the large crack across the screen and something broken with the color that made everything appear green and blue. After so many years, it was incredible the stuff still worked at all.

      The relative normalcy of the moment brought Hayden’s mind back to another time and a better place, and sharing that moment with someone else put him in a state of peace he rarely entered. He didn’t fall asleep, and didn’t want to fall asleep. But he did close his eyes, doing his best to clear his mind and focus on his breathing. At some point he opened them to find Alina’s head on his chest while she snored softly. He looked down at her for a few seconds, seeing his wife’s dark hair instead of Alina’s lighter brown, his mind trying to will her back to life. He swallowed hard before slowly extricating himself from her, lowering her gently to the sofa where she continued to sleep.

      Hayden relieved himself and then went to the door, turning the handle slowly to keep the steel bars from clanging too hard out of position. He pushed the door open just enough to squeeze out and then shoved it closed again.

      The lapping of the water against the boat greeted him as he emerged. He looked up and over to the wheelhouse, making out Oz’s silhouette in the darkness. The War Dog waved to him, and he waved back. Then he turned and looked forward past the barge. There was just enough light from the moon to see the shore in the distance, and he wondered how well anyone on the shore could see the unlit barge. He looked to port, noticing they were much closer to solid ground on the tire-protected side, floating less than a kilometer from the shore. He noticed a light further downriver and wondered if that was their destination.

      He retreated to the stern, pausing there to look at the lights on the shore behind them, evidence of another settlement. It was on the wrong side of the river and too small to be anywhere important, and they didn’t seem to have paid much mind to the passing barge either. He scanned the water behind them for a few seconds, searching for any tails. Satisfied they were alone, he climbed the ladder to the wheelhouse.

      “Sheriff,” Oz said softly as he opened the door. “Everything okay?”

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied. “Alina’s sleeping. I came to see if you needed a break.”

      Oz smiled. “You know how to pilot a barge?”

      “It looks pretty easy to me. This part, anyway. Stand there and hold the wheel straight.”

      “You have no idea, Sheriff. It is easy through this part of the river, but I’m good. What about you? Did you get some rest?”

      “I got enough back at your shed. I don’t sleep a whole lot. Nightmares.”

      “I know what you mean. I kept seeing the damn Relyeh every time I closed my eyes for almost a year. The things you’ve probably witnessed, I’m not surprised.”

      “If you don’t want a break, maybe we can talk.”

      “Let me guess. You want to know where I got Centurion weaponry.”

      “You always seem to know what I’m going to ask before I ask it.”

      “It’s not that you’re predictable. It’s just that certain topics are obvious. I knew you would explore a little bit, and that you would find my primary stash. To be honest, I thought you would have been up hours ago. You must be starting to trust me to wait this long.”

      “I figured you hadn’t used any of it on us, so we were pretty safe. What do you know about Centurions?”

      “Probably less than you.”

      “I’m not so sure.”

      “I know they’re human, but they come from another planet, and that they visit Earth from time to time but don’t get involved. Like we aren’t worth it to them or something.”

      “They didn’t want us knowing they’re out there,” Hayden replied. “Because they didn’t want to help us against the trife.”

      “Bastards.”

      “Some of them. Not all. And things are changing.”

      “Are they? Because I haven’t seen it.”

      Hayden had to admit, he had expected more from their sister planet too. Two years, and little of it had yet to materialize. He hadn’t gone back to New Eden to find out why. He was needed out here.

      “It’s complicated,” Hayden said.

      “You don’t need to defend them, Sheriff.”

      “That doesn’t make it less complicated.”

      “Maybe not.”

      “So where did you get their tech?”

      “They had an outpost up north. I got wind of it from a fellow Dog who saw my arm but didn’t ask enough questions about me. The base was in the mountains, and it was dead of winter. Nobody with half a brain would go up there. But I did.”

      “Why?”

      “To see what there was to see. Freedom made me bold, Sheriff. I felt invincible. Or at least I didn’t care if I died as long as I was doing it of my own volition. Anyway, I beat the mountain and made it up to the outpost. The place was long abandoned when I got there, everything locked up tight. It took me a week just to get inside. I nearly froze my rocks off in the meantime.”

      “What did you find?”

      “A lot of comms equipment. Empty racks. Hastily abandoned food. Plenty of rodents. And an entire armory racked with guns and armor.”

      “You didn’t take the armor.”

      “No. I only took a few of the guns, and there was no way to get a truck up there. I didn’t really go for the scavenge. I went because I could. I wanted to see what there was to see. Learn what there was to learn.”

      “Anything interesting?”

      “I watched a video diary. Turns out they left because the Proxima government cut funding and once the money was gone there was no reason to stick around. They never thought any of us savages would make it up to the base, and if we did we’d never figure out how to get in, blah, blah, blah. Like I said, bastards. It’s a good thing Earth has you, Sheriff. Because we don’t have much else.”

      Hayden exhaled sharply at the statement. “It wasn’t supposed to be like that.”

      “If you trusted Proxima to do anything for us, you put your faith in the wrong place.”

      Hayden didn’t want to admit Oz was right, but he nodded. “We need to take care of ourselves. We shouldn’t rely on anyone. But that starts with upholding a sense of justice and morality. Which means not helping anyone murder people to steal their children.”

      Oz’s face flattened, and he stared off into the distance. “I’ve been thinking about that since our earlier talk. I realize I’ve been using what happened to me as an excuse to decide I don’t care about anyone else. I’m starting to think maybe you’re right. You didn’t set me free to carry on the way I have, did you?”

      “No,” Hayden replied bluntly.

      Oz laughed. “Not one to mince words. I respect that too. You lost your man, Billy. When we get to the Greens, I intend to replace him.”

      “You’re going to help me?”

      “Pozz,” Oz replied. “As far as this thing goes. After that? We’ll see. But I helped cause this problem. I should help fix it.”

      Hayden smiled, putting out his hand. Oz took it with his augment, gripping firmly but not so much that it hurt.

      “Welcome aboard,” Hayden said as they shook.
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      They were approaching the Greens by the afternoon of the following day, making the trip downriver without any additional hardship. Hayden didn’t go back to sleep despite the sense he should take advantage of the respite. He wasn’t afraid of Shub’Nigu, or of being shown things like the scene on that alien world. It was disconcerting and disgusting, but he had seen it before. What did concern him was how Shub’Nigu might be connected to Grimmel, and how that connection might affect his ability to get close to his quarry.

      At the same time, both he and Oz were convinced Grimmel had access to some kind of tracking system, allowing him to watch every move they made. The barge was hardly inconspicuous, and as it slowly crawled closer to the floating wooden dock constructed alongside the settlement he kept his eyes tight on the scene ahead, watching for any sign of attack.

      Alina stood beside him, helping him keep lookout through the wall of tires that protected the port side of the ship. She’d slept for nearly ten hours, and upon waking had used the makeshift shower to clean herself up before asking him to help her get back into the combat armor. She had found something to tie her long brown hair back into a ponytail, and now she looked fully alert and ready for whatever was going to come next.

      “Everything looks quiet to me, Sheriff,” she said. She had the CRG resting on the tires, the muzzle clear through to the other side. She had put her blouse and skirt back on over the armor, but the protection sat high on her chest, showing the hardened rubbery spider-steel beneath the white homespun cotton.

      “Pozz,” Hayden agreed, eyes narrowed like a hawk’s as he scanned the shore. Not that there wasn’t any action from the settlement. He could see a few young men moving around the dock, preparing to receive the barge. They weren’t visibly armed and didn’t have the look of War Dogs.

      The guards were further back, a handful of them walking back and forth behind the dock area, rifles in hand. Their posture was lazy and indifferent, suggesting they rarely if ever saw any real action.

      That was one of the main reasons Oz had chosen the Greens. According to him, there were other ports of call between the Greens and the deeper south, but this town was the smallest and safest, owing to Grimmel’s relative disinterest in the place.

      It should have put Hayden’s mind at ease, but it didn’t. Not after everything that had happened in Memphis. Grimmel’s people weren’t all War Dogs. They hid in plain sight, too afraid of the name to betray it. And the element of surprise was one of the most powerful weapons anyone, no matter who they were, could wield. Any one of the people Hayden spied through the wall could be an enemy, and he needed to consider them as such.

      “Wait here,” he said to Alina as the barge neared the dock. “Keep an eye out for trouble.”

      “Okay, Sheriff,” she replied.

      He went around the tires, exposing himself to the dock hands. They looked up at him, unconcerned.

      “Hayden!” Oz shouted from the wheelhouse. “Toss them the bow mooring line.”

      Hayden moved to the front of the barge, finding the thick rope line. He put a foot up on the railing ready to toss the rope to the dockhands as Oz guided the boat expertly next to the platform.

      The dockhand was a kid, thirteen at most, his arms already strong and toned from daily labor. “Pass it over, mister,” he said.

      Hayden did, his duster swinging open from the movement. The kid caught the line, his eyes shifting to the guns at Hayden’s hips right after he did. He looked back at Hayden’s face. He wasn’t nervous about the weapons, but he was curious about their owner.

      “Oy, Sam, get the line hitched already!” an older man standing at the center of the dock snapped.

      “On it, sir!” the kid replied, wrapping the line around the cleat and tying it off.

      Oz put the barge in reverse, slowing the ship’s momentum until it was fighting the current of the river, pulling it back slowly and using the attached line to pull the stern against the dock. Oz had killed the engine and climbed down from the wheelhouse by the time the stern lines were hitched.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said to Hayden, passing him. The steel door to the container home was open, and he vanished inside.

      “Oy!” the older man shouted, getting Hayden’s attention. “Where’s Ozzie?”

      “He’ll be right out,” Hayden replied, climbing over the rail and jumping onto the dock beside Sam. He walked over to the other man. “Name’s Hayden.” He put out his hand.

      The other man took it and shook. “Clarence. You a friend of Ozzie’s?”

      “I am. You?”

      Clarence laughed. “His notes are good with me. So is his salvage. That’s all that matters.”

      Hayden looked past Clarence. An open field of grass lined with tents marked the front side of the settlement, which stretched back toward an old factory on the left and a row of trees on the right. The residents were moving in and out of the tree line, suggesting the bulk of the town was hidden out of sight of the river.

      “First time in the Greens?” Clarence asked, noticing Hayden’s attention to the surroundings.

      “First time this far south,” Hayden replied.

      “What brings you down here?” Clarence motioned to the barge. “Ozzie doesn’t usually make the trip without cargo to trade. Horses and whatnot.”

      “No offense, Clarence, but my business is none of yours.”

      “Okay, okay. I’m just being friendly is all.”

      “We’re going to need transportation,” Hayden said. “Three horses or a modbox, if there are any available.”

      “Oy, I’ll see what I can do. Sam!” The boy hurried over to Clarence. “Head up to the general and tell Fran I’ve got someone looking for transportation.” He glanced at Hayden. “I assume you can pay?”

      Hayden nodded. “Very well.”

      Clarence turned back to Sam. “And tell her he can pay very well.”

      “Yes, sir,” Sam said. Then he took off across the lawn at a run, picking through the tents and heading for the trees.

      “How many people live in the Greens?” Hayden asked.

      “These days? About a thousand. This place barely existed before the trife died out. It was just me and my girls.”

      “Daughters?” Hayden offered.

      “Wives,” Clarence replied. “I have six. And yes, daughters too, but sons with them now. Twenty in all so far. We’ve got to do what we can to repopulate the world, right Hayden?”

      Hayden nodded. He wasn’t much for polygamy, but there was a case for it these days as long as the folks involved were all consensual.

      “Anyways, we’re growing like mad. More people are coming in from the wilds every day, looking for a place to belong. We’re working on getting some of the old pre-war housing units fixed up so we can start living proper again. And we’ve got agriculture up and running, plus trade agreements with a couple of other nearby settlements.”

      “Clarence!” Oz said, coming up behind Hayden with Alina in tow. The War Dog had changed into a USSF combat uniform in a green camouflage pattern, the eagle and star logo embroidered in gold on his chest. He had the MKII rifle slung over his back, a pistol on his hip, and a belt with extra magazines for both weapons around his waist.

      “Ozzie!” Clarence replied. “Oy, you brought a wifey with you this time? Or is she some sort of bodyguard or something?”

      “She’s with me,” Hayden said.

      “I should have guessed. You both look rugged as all get. Name’s Clarence.” He picked up Alina’s hand and kissed the back of it. “Pleased to meet someone as beautiful as you.”

      “Alina,” she replied as she blushed.

      “Alina,” Clarence repeated. “An equally charming name for a very charming woman.” No wonder Clarence had six wives. He was smoother than churned butter.

      “Clarence, I’m taking Hayden and Alina inland,” Oz said. “I need someone to keep an eye on the Junket while I’m away.”

      “Well, you know you can’t stay moored here for more than a day or two. Yours isn’t the only boat comes in along the river.”

      “I figured that, but I’ll likely be more than a couple of days. Is George still around?”

      “That drunkard? Where else would he go? Head over to Charlie’s, I’m sure you can talk him into anchoring the Junket and hanging out on it for as long as you need, provided you have booze on board.”

      “I do.”

      Hayden leaned in toward Oz. “What about the other supplies?” he whispered. He had left his duffel with Oz’s stash, intending to travel light.

      “Not to worry. They’re locked up tight.” Oz reached into a pocket of the uniform and withdrew some notes, handing them over to Clarence. “That ought to cover two day’s dock fees.”

      “Oy, it does,” Clarence agreed, counting out the notes. “We should meet at Charlie’s when you have some time, chat about what’s happening in the world. Me and the girls always enjoy your adventures.”

      “That sounds good. I might have a few new ones to share by the time I get back. Take care, Clarence.”

      “You too, Ozzie.”

      Oz led Alina and Hayden away from the docks, toward the trees. “Clarence is a good man. Not involved with Grimmel or any of that stuff.”

      “It sounds like you stop here often,” Alina said.

      “A couple times a year. I can’t be alone all the time.”

      “I never did ask,” Hayden said as they walked. “Why doesn’t Grimmel send the kids downriver on boats? It seems more efficient than taking the highways.”

      “He doesn’t run them along the highways. Didn’t you notice all the railroad tracks leading out of Memphis?”

      “You’re saying he has a train?”

      “Two trains. I told you they cycle. They can fit a lot of kids in those rail cars. More than they can stuff on a barge, even one like mine.”

      “So if we find the tracks and follow them, that should lead us to where they’re taking the kids.”

      “It’ll get us closer. I don’t know about all the way.”

      “Closer is a start.”

      “Agreed. I haven’t been too far inland from here, but I’m sure someone at Charlie’s can give us an idea on how to reach the tracks.”

      “I take it Charlie’s is a saloon?” Hayden asked.

      “Saloon, social house, whatever you want to call it. I met George last year. He used to have a boat of his own until he lost it in a bet. Now he spends his time playing cards and trying to win more than he loses so he can feed his other vices. He’ll be happy to bargesit for me while we’re gone.”

      “What made you decide to come along?” Alina asked. “Feeling guilty?”

      Oz nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good.” She smiled at him. “Maybe you aren’t a complete asshole after all.”

      Oz was going to say something else, but just then Sam came running out of the woods, stopping in front of them.

      “Mister, Fran said she’s got a carriage she can sell you. Comes with two horses. Only six hundred.”

      “Six hundred?” Oz said. “Sam, go back and tell Fran she’s out of her damn head. Tell her we need something better for the wilderness than that carriage she keeps trying to pawn off on people. And tell her Hayden’s a friend of mine. We’ll be at Charlie’s.”

      Sam smiled. “Yes, sir.” Then he took off back the other direction.

      “Fran is Clarence’s third wife,” Oz said. “She found this rotted old carriage in a barn. If you can even call it that. More like a series of wooden boards nailed together on a pair of axles. She offered it to me for a hundred last year.”

      “That’s some markup,” Hayden said.

      “Nevermind that, Sheriff. She’ll take care of you in the end.”

      They reached the trees, walking through a narrow outcropping before emerging into the settlement, which wasn’t much more than a smattering of old houses that had been renovated in a patchwork quilt of found material. Wood boards and beams, aluminum siding, sheet metal, and gathered stones were all used to make repairs to leaking roofs, crumbling walls, and rotting foundations. It was hardly paradise, but the residents didn’t seem to mind. The atmosphere of the Greens was so much lighter than that of Memphis. Probably because Grimmel didn’t pay much attention to the town.

      The largest of the houses had a hand-painted sign resting against a tree in the front yard that read Charlie’s. A few of the townsfolk were already headed up the stairs into the house, while a few more were sitting in chairs on a crooked front porch.

      “That’s the place,” Oz said. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to George.”

      “I think I’ll wait outside,” Hayden replied. He didn’t want to spend any more time than absolutely necessary here. Maybe Oz felt safe here. And maybe it was safe, but he didn’t want to get caught off-guard again. “Make it quick.”

      “Suit yourself, Sheriff,” Oz replied. “Miss Prior?”

      “I’ll come,” Alina said. She looked at Hayden. “I’ll make sure he keeps things moving.”

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied. He found a shady spot beneath a tree while Oz and Alina climbed the steps and went inside.

      “Mister!” Sam said, shouting from the steps of a house a little further down the street. He ran down them and across to Hayden. “Mister, Fran says she’s got a pair of ATVs she just got fixed up. You can have them both for eight hundred.”

      Hayden didn’t know if that was a good price or not, but it didn’t really matter. “Head on back and tell her I’ll take it,” he replied. “But I expect them fully gassed and ready to go, with extra fuel tanks if she’s got them.”

      “Yes, sir,” Sam said. He spun around to run back to the other house, tripping over an untied shoelace and falling to the ground.

      Hayden didn’t hesitate, stepping forward and bending to help him back to his feet.

      A bullet whistled over his head, sinking into the tree behind him.
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      “Stay down!” Hayden growled, keeping Sam pressed to the dirt road, smothering him while he searched for the shooter. Another bullet came, hitting the ground only inches in front of him, the sniper apparently aiming for his head.

      Whoever it was, they expected him to be wearing body armor.

      “Move!” he said, grabbing Sam and pulling the boy to his feet with him. They both ran for cover, finding it behind a large tree, getting behind it just ahead of a third round.

      Hayden grabbed his revolvers, pulling them from their holsters and holding them upright behind the tree. The other residents had scattered with the first shot, the street suddenly empty. None of them had forgotten how to run and hide when there was trouble.

      He looked over his shoulder at the entrance to Charlie’s. The porch was clear, the door into the saloon pushed closed. He should have known Grimmel would send his Dogs to intercept them. If they really did have access to any kind of satellite imaging, there was no way to avoid it.

      So be it.

      “Wait here,” he said to Sam. “Stay hidden.”

      “I can shoot,” Sam replied. “Give me one of your guns.”

      Hayden looked at the boy. He was too young. Younger than Billy. Barely older than…he pushed the thought away. This wasn’t the time or the place for that memory.

      He tucked his revolver under his arm and grabbed one of his backup pistols, holding it out to Sam. The boy took the weapon, pushing down the safety and gripping it with two hands, finger on the guard and muzzle pointed at the sky.

      “I’m going out there,” Hayden said. “Cover me.”

      Sam nodded, moving a little to get into a better position on the other side of the tree.

      Then Hayden swung around the trunk, guns akimbo as he ran horizontally across the street, trying to draw the shooter’s fire. It didn’t take long. He spotted the quick muzzle flash, the bullet missing him, the report coming a moment later. He didn’t spot the second shooter tucked behind a more distant tree, but Sam did. He fired the pistol, bullets digging splinters out of the tree the attacker hid behind.

      Hayden made it back behind cover, keeping his eyes on the first shooter. The attackers were far enough away that nobody in the Greens had noticed them using guns few but a War Dog might possess. How long had they been there, waiting for him to arrive?

      And how did they know this was where Oz would bring the barge to port? Even with a satellite, they couldn’t have arrived this quickly or been this prepared. Had Oz betrayed him?

      Alina.

      He looked back at Charlie’s. She was still inside with Oz, instead of out here. He had already seen her run headlong into trouble before. It wasn’t like her to hide, especially now that she was wearing body armor.

      Had Oz played him for a fool?

      Hayden didn’t think so. Not with the way he interacted with the people here. He knew them, and they knew him. He couldn’t believe he would want the town to get shot up.

      Besides, as far as he could tell there were only a pair of shooters. Assassins, not an all-out assault. It was possible Grimmel had deployed War Dogs at all of the settlements along the river, ready for him no matter where he stopped.

      But why snipers instead of Hellions? He didn’t think Grimmel cared about collateral damage. Had he used up his supply of the creatures in Memphis?

      “Sam,” Hayden said, getting the boy’s attention. Sam looked over at him, and he motioned toward the first shooter. Sam nodded.

      Hayden broke cover again, while Sam emptied the pistol putting rounds downfield, keeping the first shooter honest. Hayden ran around the side of a nearby house into the yard, jumping over a downed and rotted fence and pushing through some overgrown vegetation to close the gap between himself and the shooter. He didn’t have a line of sight on the man as he neared, but that meant the shooter didn’t have an angle on him either.

      He sprinted through the yards, covering a lot of ground in a hurry. He was almost halfway down the street when a glint of sunlight reflected off something ahead, and he dropped into the grass, another round screaming over his head. He rolled laterally to his knees, searching for the shooter again, finding him hiding behind a tree. He got to his feet, firing with one revolver as he ran toward the tree. Every time the shooter tried to come out he put another round off the bark, showing the man that if he exposed his head he would lose it.

      He was only ten meters away from the assassin when the revolver clicked empty. The shooter took that as a sign it was safe to come out of hiding, stepping out from behind the tree, rifle levelled.

      He never got a chance to use it.

      Hayden fired three rounds into the sniper, two to the chest and one to the head. The man’s head snapped back and he collapsed onto the grass.

      Hayden didn’t waste time, reloading both revolvers as he cut back toward the main street, searching for the second shooter. He heard gunfire in the distance, a quick cadence of crackles he knew came from a CRG. But it wasn’t coming from anywhere near Charlie’s.

      A shout stole his attention from the more distant gunfire. He came around the corner, looking back down the street. A man in Marine fatigues had Sam in a chokehold, an augmented arm against his neck. He held his assault rifle in his free hand, also an augment.

      “Sheriff!” the man shouted. “Come on out, or I kill the boy. Sherrrifff!”

      Sam struggled in the man’s grip. He had no chance to break the iron vice of the man’s robotic arm, it’s synthetic musculature significantly stronger than that of a normal human.

      “Come on, Sheriff! I know you’re here.”

      Hayden lowered his guns, walking calmly out into the street a hundred meters away from the War Dog.

      “There you are,” the man said.

      Hayden looked at the man, eyes narrowing. “You with Grimmel?” he asked.

      “You have choices, Sheriff,” the man replied. “One, get back on that barge, turn back north and leave all of this behind. You don’t need to get involved.”

      “I’m already involved.”

      “Two, keep fighting, and watch while we torch this entire town.”

      “Not going to happen.”

      “Three…”

      Hayden heard the snap of a twig behind and to his right. He dropped into a crouch, turning his head just enough to see the muzzle flash as the round missed high. He swung his right-hand revolver toward the shooter, firing both it and his left-hand gun at the same time. The closer shooter dropped first, a fresh hole in his neck. The man holding Sam stumbled a moment later, losing all his strength when the bullet went through his eye.

      Hayden straightened up as Sam broke free of the dying War Dog, making a run for Charlie’s. A rumble in the distance followed, the sound of vehicles coming to life.

      “Sheriff!” Alina shouted, appearing on the other side of the road, coming around from the back of one of the houses. Oz was with her, and they ran to his side.

      “It’s a trap,” Oz said, stopping in front of him. “They tried to hit us inside Charlie’s, and they had another squad waiting on the perimeter. It seems like almost the entire damn town is in on it.”

      No sooner had Oz made the statement then the doors to the surrounding houses started swinging open, the residents of the Greens beginning to emerge. All of them were armed with hunting rifles and revolvers, makeshift clubs, knives, bats and anything else that could be used as a weapon.

      They poured from the doorways and started coming up from the shore, the biggest mob Hayden had ever seen.
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      “What do we do now?” Alina asked, the fear evident in the quake of her voice and the paleness of her face.

      Clarence had said there were about a thousand people in town. At least half of them were almost literally coming out of the woodwork, closing in on Hayden, Alina and Oz. Up ahead, two sets of headlights appeared on the edges of the dirt road.

      Something else was coming down the middle.

      “Grimmel isn’t screwing around anymore,” Oz said softly.

      “Nope,” Hayden replied.

      It was a tank. A huge, hulking monster of armored steel, in faded camouflage that matched Oz’s uniform. It had a few scuffs on it and it looked like it was rusting some, but it was operational and no doubt fully functional. The cannon up top was aimed as low as it could go, and someone was manning it. They were still a little too far away to take a clean shot at them, but the intimidation effect was powerful, even for Hayden.

      Maybe he should have taken the first option when he had the chance?

      “Sam said Fran’s got a pair of ATVs to sell,” Hayden said. “Oz, you happen to know where those vehicles might be?”

      Oz nodded. “There’s a shed behind her house.”

      “I saw Sam come out. We can make it. Try not to hurt any of the townspeople. They’re coming after us because they’re afraid, not because they’re bad.”

      “What if we can’t get to the ATVs without hurting them?” Alina asked.

      “Make a judgement call, but stay as restrained as you can.”

      The crowd was shouting and hollering as they approached, trying to frighten Hayden and the others even more. Hayden wasn’t scared. It took a lot to truly unnerve him. He was worried about the fallout against the Greens if they got away.

      And even if they didn’t get away.

      Grimmel had left this place alone so far, but they had kids like Sam living here. Kids Grimmel could use, whatever his purposes. Hayden had drawn the attention here. It was his responsibility to help these people.

      His attention was stolen when he heard the motor of the tank’s turret. He watched it rise slightly, and then looked the other way, wondering what it was aiming at.

      “No,” Oz said, at the same moment Hayden realized the target. At the same moment the tank fired.

      The noise was deafening, and the shell whistled through the air. It hit the Junket right at the wheelhouse, the impact blasting the bridge to splinters and shrapnel.

      “Son of a bitch!” Oz shouted.

      “Let’s go!” Hayden snapped. He broke to the left with Alina right behind him. Oz was slower to react, his eyes still on his barge, barely visible through the trees.

      The tank’s turret shifted slightly, and it fired again. Another whistle, and another shell hit the barge, no doubt putting a hole in her hull.

      Hayden only took a moment to lament the loss of his duffel and everything inside, as well as Oz’s collection of Centurion tech. He had left it behind without counting on Grimmel sinking the boat. He had badly underestimated the depth of the shit he had stepped into, and if that was the height of the cost he would consider himself lucky.

      They had to get through a line of townspeople to reach the shed behind Fran’s. The assortment of men and women ranged in age from teens to elderly, all of them brandishing something to use as a weapon. They held their clubs and knives and guns threateningly as Hayden approached them. He had his guns out, but he didn’t want to shoot them.

      “Move aside,” he said. “Our fight isn't with you.”

      “Sorry, Mister,” one of them replied. “They told us that the tank will level the whole place if we don’t stop you. Stand down, or we’ll have to shoot.”

      Hayden paused, staring at the man. “Do you know what’s going to happen if you stop us?” he asked as Alina and Oz caught up. They didn’t have a lot of time to negotiate. “Have you heard the rumors? About them taking children? About them killing their parents?”

      “I’ve heard them,” another resident said.

      “Me too. Nobody ever sees the kids again. And nobody knows what’s happening to them.”

      “They’re all true,” Hayden said. “Alina here was in a caravan they attacked. They killed everyone. They left her for dead too, after they murdered her son for trying to defend the children. Do you think because they have me they’ll be satisfied? Do you think that will be enough, when you have so many children of your own here?”

      The questions caused a palpable shift in the part of the mob. The rest of it was still closing around them, the cars and tanks moving in. The tank fired a third shell, likely blasting the Junket one more time for good measure.

      “We don’t have a choice,” the first man said. “This is all we have.”

      “This can be rebuilt,” Alina said before Hayden could respond. “Your children are what you have to defend.”

      “She’s right,” an older woman said, pushing through the crowd. Sam was with her. “This man saved Sam’s life. They were going to kill him to send a message. He’s just a boy.”

      “I’m not just a boy, Mom,” Sam said. “I can fight.”  He looked at Hayden. “That was some shot you took. I’ve never seen anything like it. Who are you, mister?”

      “He’s the Sheriff,” Alina said.

      The atmosphere shifted again, as if she had just dropped the largest bombshell imaginable. Even this far south the people had heard of him and the things he had done.

      “The Sheriff has metal arms like Ozzie here,” one of the men said.

      “I saw him shoot those men,” Sam said. “Nobody else shoots like the Sheriff. People made up the arms. That’s him. I know it is.” He smiled in awe at Hayden.

      “I’m fixing to stop Grimmel from taking the children,” Hayden said. “Yours and everyone else's. If you stop me here, now, you’ll all lose that chance.”

      “Why don’t you help us instead?” Alina asked. “There’s hundreds of us, and only a few of them. They can’t get us all.”

      “Even if we stop them, they’ll come back,” the first man said.

      “Not if I get to them before they get to you,” Hayden replied.

      “Are you really the Sheriff?” Sam’s mother asked.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Hayden replied. “And I need your help.”
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      “What can we do against that machine?” one of the women asked.

      “I’ll take care of the tank,” Hayden replied. “You just help me keep them busy. What do you say?”

      “I’m ready, Sheriff,” Sam said.

      “Me too,” his mother added.

      He felt the mood within the crowd shift again. They’d gone from frightened to nervous to hopeful to angry and ready to help him fight Grimmel’s forces. The rest of the mob of townspeople was still coming, and they didn’t know about the conversation.

      “Oz, can you lead them?” Hayden asked.

      “Me?” Oz replied.

      “I need to get to the tank.”

      “How?”

      “Fran’s ATVs,” Hayden said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Where can I find them?”

      “Follow me,” Sam said.

      “Oz?” Hayden asked again.

      “I’ve got it, Sheriff. Go.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Alina said.

      Hayden didn’t argue. He and Alina ran behind Sam as the boy took off through the throng, racing to the rear of the row of houses and across a worn path through the yards. Hayden couldn’t help but notice the rise in volume of the residents’ voices when the entire mob converged. Oz’s voice rose above it all, keeping everyone in line.

      Gunfire followed a few seconds later, the violent rat-a-tat from the tank’s mounted cannon opening up on the townspeople once the mercs realized they weren’t falling into line.

      “We need to hurry!” Hayden pressed.

      Screaming and shouting rose from the mob, and then the noise of them surging forward, charging the tank instead of fleeing it. The guns continued to fire, joined by the shooters in the two cars. But the townspeople started shooting back, random pops echoing from the closer end.

      “It’s here,” Sam said as they broke through a downed fence and into a yard with a large shed. The doors were already open, the ATVs visible inside. They had small bodies and four big wheels with an electric powertrain. Hayden had asked for extra fuel for the things, not knowing they couldn’t meet his request.

      It didn’t matter now.

      “Alina, ride with me,” Hayden said. “Like we did when Kroll’s men came.”

      “Pozz,” Alina replied.

      Hayden jumped on the closest ATV. Alina climbed on behind him, putting one hand around his chest and holding the CRG in the other.

      Sam climbed onto the second vehicle.

      “Sam, what are you doing?” Hayden asked.

      “I can help distract them, Sheriff.”

      “You should stay here.”

      “This is my town too.” He started his ATV and put it in motion, taking off. Hayden hit the power button and twisted the throttle, sending the vehicle shooting after him.

      They raced back the way they had come, over the worn path and back to the fight within seconds. The townspeople had almost reached Grimmel’s posse, but the toll was high. Bodies littered the ground behind them, dozens of people chewed apart by the tank’s machine gun and the War Dog squads that filled the cars. Those squads were on the ground now, more of them than Hayden expected mixed in a close-range melee with the people.

      He caught sight of Oz in the middle of it, just in time to watch the former Dog smash the face of another with his iron fist, sending the man to the ground.

      That was all he had time to observe. He accelerated across the grass, the ATV smooth on the bumpy surface. The tank was on his right, the gunner firing into the crowd, mowing down nearly a dozen people in a few seconds.

      Hayden let go of a handgrip to grab his revolver. He aimed it toward the gunner and fired three rounds that pinged against the steel barrier protecting him. The gunner noticed him then, swinging the cannon around in his direction, which was exactly what he wanted.

      “Hold on!” Hayden shouted, holstering the revolver and turning the handlebars as he slowed. The ATV skidded along the grass, the change in direction throwing the gunner’s aim and sending his slugs wide.

      One of the modboxes had seen him too, and it accelerated, turning away from the rest of the fight to chase Hayden. Bullets whistled past him, some of them no doubt hitting Alina in the back as they sped away. Hayden readjusted his course to come around again. Alina’s hand left his chest, and he glanced back in time to see her aim and fire the CRG. The flechettes punched through the metal cage protecting the front of the car but missed the driver. She didn’t miss his passenger, taking at least one gun out of the fight.

      He continued racing across the grass, moving from the tank’s flank to its rear. The gunner was still tracking them, trying to get a bead. The machine gun opened up again, spraying dirt ahead of Hayden. He swung the ATV hard to avoid the line of fire, skidding into a one-eighty that brought the vehicle to a stop facing the trailing modbox.

      Hayden opened the throttle and drew the revolver from his left holster, firing at the car. Behind him, Alina shifted to balance the CRG on his right shoulder. The percussion when she fired would have deafened him if his hearing wasn’t already next to nonexistent in that ear. Instead, he heard only the whistling thwip of the weapon.

      Alina’s shots tore through the windshield and into the driver. His were aimed lower, and they punched out the lead tires of the car. He held a straight line as the vehicle went out of control, catching on the front fender before flipping and rolling. The other two War Dogs in the car were thrown from the vehicle, one of them crushed beneath it.

      Hayden turned again, getting an angle on the tank. The gunner wasn’t focused on them anymore. Instead, he was targeting something else a little further back.

      Sam.

      The boy was racing his ATV around the tank’s other side, drawing the gunner’s fire. Hayden didn’t like it, but he appreciated the opportunity it gave him.

      Hayden accelerated, charging the tank. Someone on his right started shooting at him, bullets pinging off the ATV and hitting Alina in the armor. She grunted behind him, swinging the CRG out and firing back at the shooter. She grunted again, and Hayden saw the weapon fall from her hand  as she took a hit to her wrist.

      “Damn it!” she shouted, bringing her wrist back and cradling it against her chest.

      “Forget it!” Hayden shouted back. “We’re almost there. Can you grab the handlebars?”

      “What?”

      “Just lean past me.” Hayden took his left hand off the hand grip and lifted his arm so she could reach under it and take hold of both grips, the machine charging hard across the grass.

      Hands free, Hayden drew both guns, aimed and fired, his last few rounds hitting the armor behind the gunner and reminding the Dog he was still there. The gunner started swinging the cannon around while Hayden dropped the spent casings from his guns and expertly reloaded.

      “Get us along the back,” he said. “Don’t slow down.”

      “Are you crazy?” Alina replied.

      “No. I’m the Sheriff.” He offered a smirk as he got up on the seat, balancing on it in a crouch. Alina kept them straight, heading right for the back of the tank as the gunner finally came around, firing a line of bullets that chewed up the earth ahead of them.

      Hayden fired back, his bullets pinging off the turret armor as he tried to find the small gap t between the barrel and the turret to take out the gunner. The machine gun rounds moved closer, about to tear them apart.

      Hayden emptied his revolvers. His last round found its mark, slipping past the gun barrel and taking the gunner squarely in the face. His rain of bullets stopped immediately, the machine gun falling silent.

      The tank was only a few meters away. Hayden straightened up, slipping his guns back into their holsters. At just the right time, he pushed off the ATV, letting momentum carry him through the air toward the back of the tank.

      He hit it hard, knocking the wind out of himself, but he was still able to grab onto the rear ladder and start climbing. As  Alina raced past on the ATV, the main hatch on the top of the tank began to open. One of the crew climbed out, aiming a small handgun at him. The War Dog started shooting at him. Hayden dove at him, taking a round in the shoulder as he caught the man’s gun-hand and pushed it aside. Hayden head-butted the man in the nose and heard cartilage crumble as the War Dog collapsed back into the tank.

      Hayden caught the hatch before it closed behind the man and leaned in, rolling aside as bullets started pouring out. He nearly slipped off the tank, grabbing hold of an uneven surface just before he went over the edge. He pulled himself back up, retreating to the machine gun. Grabbing the gunner and tossing his body over the edge, he climbed into the nest and lifted the handles of the weapon, rotating the turret until he could aim the weapon at the hatch. A hand reached up, trying to grab the cover to pull it closed. Hayden fired, cutting it off at the wrist before changing directions, sending rounds into the corner of the hatch where they ricocheted off the armor and bounced around inside. He held the trigger down for a full five seconds before letting go.

      The tank was still advancing slowly on the town when he climbed out of the gunner’s nest and drew his guns, quickly reloading. He made his way up to the main hatch and looked down inside the tank at the carnage, immediately nauseous from the sight of the mangled bodies and blood. Looking up, past the front of the tank, he saw the battle was nearly over, the townspeople’s sheer numbers ultimately overwhelming Grimmel’s posse.

      Making his way over the top of the tank to the front bulkhead and the driver’s open hatch, he discovered the driver slumped forward, a bullet through his back, hand still on the throttle. Hayden pulled the man out, and ignoring the gore, slipped down into the seat. Killing the engine, he pulled on the brake lever that brought the machine to a stop.

      A loud cheer rose up from the crowd outside. Hayden looked up at the monitor mounted to the front bulkhead. He couldn’t help but notice the bodies on the ground behind the survivors. So many dead. He turned his attention to the living. They were hugging one another and cheering, tears in eyes reflecting a sense of empowerment.

      “Sheriff!” Sam shouted, the ATV coming to a stop next to the tank. “Sheriff!”

      “Sheriff!” someone else shouted. The rest of the crowd began to pick up the chant. “Sheriff,  Sheriff, Sheriff!”

      Hayden swallowed the lump in his throat. His shoulder hurt like hell, but he was fortunate. The bullet went through clean, and he was already beginning to heal.

      “Sheriff, Sheriff, Sheriff!”

      He pulled himself through the hatch and stood on the tank. He saw Alina off to the side, still on the ATV. He found Oz among the survivors, a cut on his face but otherwise intact. And Sam. Sam was still alive. One kid he hadn’t managed to get killed.

      The townspeople erupted at the sight of him, yelling and cheering. He waved to them simply before jumping off the tank, landing smoothly. The people nearest to him offered thanks, though they shied away from touching him when they saw the blood and grime on his duster and face. He walked over to Alina.

      “Sheriff, that was…” she trailed off, unable to come up with the words.

      Hayden looked her over. “Are you okay?” There were a few holes in her clothing, and a few scuffs on the exposed parts of her armor. No penetrations. No blood.

      “Like you said,” she replied. “The bullets hurt, but it’s better than being dead.”

      “I need you to find the CRG. We can’t afford to lose it, especially with the Junket sunk. After that, we need to check the cars, see if we can salvage one of them.”

      Alina nodded. “Aren’t you happy we won?” she asked.

      “I’ll be happy when Grimmel is dead. He’s not going to let this be. We need to get to him before he gets to them.” He motioned to the crowd. “Or else all of this is for nothing.”

      “I understand,” Alina said. “I’m on it.”

      She pulled the ATV away, heading back across the field in search of her dropped gun. Hayden turned back to the crowd as Oz pushed his way through. “Sheriff,” he said, looking at all the blood on him. “Are you hurt?”

      “Just my shoulder,” Hayden replied. “I’ll be okay. You?”

      “A cut,” Oz replied, touching the side of his face. “Might leave a nice scar worth lying about.”

      “We need to get moving as quickly as we can. This is a nice ride.” Hayden patted the side of the tank.

      “You know how to drive a tank?” Oz asked.

      “The military redesigned the controls after the war started so that anyone could drive them. With such high mortality rates, they couldn’t count on having enough trained personnel. It’s a mess in there, though.”

      “I’m sure we can clean it out.”

      “Can you see that it gets done? Tell anyone who shows interest they’ll be compensated.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Sheriff,” Sam said, coming up to him. “That was incredible!”

      “Sam. I’m glad you’re safe. You took an awful chance out there. But thank you.”

      He grinned. “I’m just glad you’re safe. You look like a corpse though.”

      “Sheriff,” Sam’s mother said, trailing her son. “Thank you, from all of us. For what you did. And what you helped us do. I know we lost some folks, but losing some now is better than losing everything later.” She put her hand on Sam’s shoulder. “Why don’t you come back to the common house? You can wash your face in there. And I think we can scrounge you up a new coat.”

      Hayden still felt a sense of urgency, but a few minutes to clean his face of blood wouldn’t hurt. “Much obliged, ma’am.” Hayden reached up to tip his hat before remembering that he’d lost it. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “I’m Sarah Worth,” she replied with a smile.

      “Miss Worth.”

      “Follow me,” Sam said.

      Hayden glanced back out at the field. Alina had already recovered the CRG, and was inspecting  one of the modboxes. “Where can I find Fran?” he asked.

      “She’s over there,” Sarah said, pointing to a thin woman with short white hair.

      “Thank you.” Hayden went over to her. “Fran?”

      She looked up at him. “You’re the Sheriff, right? You look a damn fright, son.”

      “I feel it,” Hayden replied.

      “You still going to buy those ATVs from me? It’s a sweet deal.”

      “It is, but I need something with a little more range. You know Oz, right?”

      “Sure do.”

      “Help him get that tank cleaned out and check its mechanics. I’ll pay you well for the trouble.”

      Fran laughed. “Okay, Sheriff. But only because it’s you.” She winked at him and then headed off to where Oz was recruiting people to help him remove the bodies. It was ugly, gruesome work, but they had surely seen the trife do worse.

      Hayden turned back to Sam and Sarah. “Where’s the common house?”

      “This way, Sheriff,” Sam replied. “Follow me.”
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      The common house was a couple of streets away, referred to as common because it was shared by all of the residents of the Greens who lived in the tents near the waterfront. It had a diesel generator and running water, which offered Hayden a place to get cleaned up.

      The residents of the town filtered in with him, and it didn’t take long before people were bringing him new clothes and offering him what few possessions they had. Did the Sheriff need a new rifle? Did the Sheriff want gloves? Would the Sheriff like new boots? Spurs? A stiff drink? Sex?

      Hayden had to turn down all of those things within the first five minutes after he had washed his face, emerging from the bathroom to a mass of townspeople trying to help. He did accept a new shirt and pants—both a threadbare black—along with a charcoal waistcoat and a dark overcoat. He went to the pantry to change, looking himself over in a broken mirror hanging in the room. He checked his shoulder, running his fingers over the entry and exit wounds, which were pink with fresh skin but otherwise nearly closed. He also took the patch off his hip, finding that wound healed, and from his ear, slightly sickened by the small stub growing where the wound had been. He put that one back on.

      Then he transferred the items from one coat to the other. The microspear was most important, as well as the stamper he used to make notes, and the collection of notes he still had in his possession. After that, the small plastic sheriff’s badge he carried in memory of too many people to count, which he clutched tightly, remembering Billy, before putting it in the dark coat.

      Finally, he got dressed. All in black. He felt more like a villain than a sheriff, but it was better than the bloodstained clothes he had been wearing. Now all he needed was a hat.

      He emerged from the pantry, heading over to the common room where the residents piled onto ancient sofas, armchairs and metal folding chairs, and talking in hushed tones about what to do with all the bodies.

      They went silent when he approached, all eyes again turning to him. He wasn’t sure if they were changing their minds and getting angry at him for the number of dead citizens.

      “How many?” he asked.

      “Sheriff?” Sarah said, unsure what he meant.

      “How many casualties?”

      “Ninety-six,” one of the men said.

      “Ninety-six isn’t bad,” one of the women replied. “Trife would have killed more.”

      “We came here to get away from the trife,” the man barked back. “Not get into another war with someone else. Someone with armored machines.” He pointed at Hayden. “He brought this down on us.”

      The man clearly hadn’t been with the group he convinced to help them. Maybe he hadn’t participated in the defense at all.

      “Grimmel’s been going into settlements up and down the river,” Hayden replied. “After caravans and nomads, and anyone else he can find, picking off children and taking them away. The Greens might have stayed out of it until today. It was only a matter of time.”

      “Bullshit,” the man replied. “We have no proof of that.” He jabbed a finger at Hayden. “All I know is that they wanted him. All we had to do was wrangle him and turn him in. Why the hell did we help him?”

      “Because he’s the Sheriff,” Sam said. “He saved us from the trife.”

      “He’s not the Sheriff,” the man rebutted. “The Sheriff has two metal arms, and he’s seven feet tall.”

      Hayden was getting tired of hearing the same things about him. The way the rumors and stories had exaggerated everything. He reached into his pocket, removing the star and tossing it to the man.

      He caught it and looked at it, eyes growing when he read the label on the front of the cheap plastic. “I don’t believe it.”

      “Cool!” Sam said, going over to look at it.

      “I’m telling you, what you did here is going to help a lot of people. Any of the kids I can find alive, and any kids Grimmel won’t get his hands on in the future. I’m sorry for every soul that lost their lives today. But it’s up to us, it’s up to me to make sure their sacrifice isn’t for nothing. To do that, I need to figure out where Grimmel’s hiding. Oz tells me he runs trains north to south to deliver the kids. Anybody here know anything about that?”

      Silence fell over the room. The townspeople looked at one another, each one waiting for another to speak.

      “No?” Hayden said. “After what just happened, any safety you thought you had from Grimmel is gone. Whether you agreed to it as a group, or as an individual.” He swept his eyes over the assembly, looking for anyone who seemed nervous or uncomfortable. Nobody present fell into that category. They didn’t know anything. “Is there anyone else in the settlement who might know about any tracks nearby?”

      “Roy probably did,” Sarah said. “But he died.”

      “What about that scavenger we brought in the other day?” someone said. “He said he’s seen a lot of the area. Said he was making a map so he could find good sites more easily.”

      Hayden nodded. “That sounds promising. Where can I find him?”

      “I don’t remember seeing him with the dead. He’s probably still outside.”

      Hayden nodded. “Thank you kindly. Thank you all for your kindness. I appreciate not wearing bloody, bullet-ridden clothes. Sam, can I have that back?”

      Sam had taken his badge from the other man. He carried it over to Hayden and dropped it in his hand.

      “Thank you. I need to leave now. I’m going to deal with Grimmel. I’ll send word when things are safe.”

      “What if this Grimmel, whoever he is, kills you?” the doubting man asked. “What if we’re never safe?”

      “That won’t happen,” Sam snapped back. “He’s the Sheriff.”

      Hayden appreciated the boy’s confidence in him. He wished he could share it. “The trife couldn’t kill me,” he said with as much bravado as he could muster. “One overconfident warlord won’t.”

      Then he reached up to tip his hat, forgetting again that he didn’t have one. He nodded to the people and headed out the door.

      Sam followed after him. “Sheriff, I can help.”

      “You already did,” Hayden replied.

      “No, I mean I can help you fight Grimmel.”

      Hayden turned. “Not this time. I need you here to protect the settlement.” He hesitated, and then passed the plastic badge back to him. “Here. You hold onto this for me. You’re my deputy while I’m gone.”

      Sam’s face lit up. “Really?”

      “Pozz. Right now, just help me find the scavenger.”

      “Okay!”

      Sam rushed away from the house to where he could see out to the other townspeople. Then he pointed. “He’s over there.”

      Hayden followed Sam to a short, thin man with a thick beard and small eyes. He had a revolver strapped to his hip, and carried himself with a confidence common to scavengers and wanderers.

      “Terry,” Sam said, getting his attention. “This is—”

      “Sheriff Duke,” Terry finished for him. “I heard.” He put out his hand. “Good to meet you, Sheriff.”

      Hayden shook his hand. “You too, Terry. Sam tells me you just came to town.”

      “I didn’t have anything to do with this,” Terry said defensively.

      “I didn’t suggest you did,” Hayden replied. “But I do have a couple of questions for you.”

      “What kind of questions?”

      “I hear you have a map of the area.”

      “Yeah. I’m a scavvie. Maps help.”

      “Do you have train tracks on your map anywhere?”

      “Train tracks?” Terry laughed. “Hell, Sheriff, I thought you were going to ask me something hard. Not only have I seen tracks, I’ve seen a train running on them.”
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      Hayden found Oz near the docks an hour later, staring into the river. The water was deep here, but not too deep to see the splintered remains of the wheelhouse beneath the surface. It was a ghostly visage reminding the War Dog of all he had lost.

      “My whole livelihood, lost in a day,” Oz said, sensing Hayden approaching. “I had two stashes of equipment worth thousands of notes. I was carefree. Content. Now look at me.”

      “You’re developing a conscience, and you helped save a town from a massacre,” Hayden replied. “I think you’re doing pretty well.”

      Oz sighed. “I’m broke.”

      “There’s more to life than notes.”

      “Easy for you to say. You’ve got an entire pocket full.”

      “You can have them if it makes you feel better. But it won’t.”

      Oz looked at him. “And that’s the rub, isn’t it, Sheriff? Money can’t buy happiness.”

      “But helping others can lead to it. I hear Fran’s got the tank running better than before. It’s time to go.”

      “I thought it would take longer.”

      “We were lucky, she was able to salvage parts from the modboxes. Come on.” Hayden draped his arm over Oz’s shoulders. They turned together, starting the walk toward the trees.

      “Any idea where we’re going, Sheriff?”

      “Some. I talked to a scavenger named Terry. He says he saw the tracks, and a train on it. A big locomotive pulling three cars, headed south around the same time the kids from Alina’s caravan would have been on it. He says it’s not more than a few hours from here, and the route’s clear enough the tank should get us close, no problem.”

      “Did we run into some good fortune for once?”

      “It was already good fortune to get through this one, even if it did cost you your barge.”

      “And earned me a badge of honor,” Oz said, running his finger along the cut on his face. Someone had stitched it up for him, but the job was passable at best and would definitely leave a scar. Hayden would have offered him a patch if he’d had any left.

      “That’ll look handsome when it heals,” he said instead. “My face used to be rich with scars like that. A trife took me like this down the entire thing.” He put his fingers along his face and dragged them down from his forehead to his chin.

      “Your skin is perfect.”

      “The Relyeh put me back together, good as new. I miss the scars. They were part of me. Part of my history. They all told a story.”

      “How did the Relyeh heal you?”

      “That’s a long story.”

      “Maybe you’ll share it with me sometime.”

      Hayden hesitated before answering. He didn’t like to talk about it. Too many memories, and while some of them were good, the ones that were bad were really, really bad. “I don’t think so.”

      Oz didn’t push. He nodded in response. “I understand. It doesn’t change where we are right now anyway, does it?”

      “Not at all.”

      They went through the treeline to the street. Alina, Fran, Sam, Sarah and Terry were all waiting near the tank, whose reactor was humming smoothly, audible through the open hatch on the top.

      “She should be good enough to get you there, Sheriff,” Fran said as he and Oz approached. “Wherever there is. And she can probably blow the hell out of anything you find. There are still three more shells inside.”

      “Pozz. I’m impressed. I can hear the difference in the power supply.”

      “And that’s with one ear,” Alina said.

      “You just have to know how to talk to them,” Fran said. She smacked a wrench into the armored side for effect.

      “Sam, remember what I told you,” Hayden said.

      “Yes, sir, Sheriff,” Sam replied. “Good luck.”

      “Alina, Oz, Terry, let’s go.”

      It had cost Hayden most of what remained of his notes to convince the scavenger to guide them back to where he had seen the train. Terry had a large pack with him, things—mostly camping and hunting gear—to sustain him on his  walk back to the Greens.

      Hayden slipped around to the back of the tank, climbing the ladder to the top, onto the turret and around the gunner’s nest. The others followed close behind. He paused at the hatch, looking in. Oz and the townspeople had done their best to clean the interior and minimize the smell, but he still caught a faint whiff of blood in the air. There was nothing he could do about it, so he climbed down into the vehicle.

      It was a newer iteration of an older design, likely produced either right before the trife arrived or very soon afterward. It wasn’t originally intended as a personnel carrier, but the interior was big enough to nearly stand at full height. Two padded benches lined the sides of the vehicle—room enough for an entire squad of Marines to take refuge during a swarm—with storage above and underneath for weapons and equipment, including special mounts for standard issue rifles and other gear. Two larger seats were in front of the benches. One was the original machine gun control, the joystick intact but the monitor to guide the weapon broken beyond repair. The other seat was for the main cannon control and it was in good shape, the monitor displaying multiple diagnostics and a view of the exterior through turret-mounted cameras. Its range-adjusting reticle was still planted firmly on where the Junket had sunk.

      The tank’s primary ordnance was loaded into a chamber on the ceiling between the two seats, marked by a shell with a sharktooth grin and the words SCREW THE TRIFE scribbled on the side. A small screen behind the image displayed the three count of loaded shells.

      “Wow,” Alina said, dropping into the vehicle. “How did we lose the original war with weapons like this?”

      “You get enough trife together, they could probably dump this thing on its side,” Oz said.

      “They could let every tank in the military alone and all we’d have left is a bunch of inescapable cans,” Hayden said. “No single weapon was enough.”

      “So how’d you do it?” Oz asked.

      “It’s not important how. Only that it’s done.”

      “You don’t like to talk about your past, do you, Sheriff?” Terry asked.

      “I can’t change it, so why dwell on any of it?” Hayden replied, even though he often caught himself dwelling on some of it. “Anyway, you can stow your gear in the mounts. Everything should fit.” He glanced at Alina. “Well, not the CRG. That was produced after this thing. How are you on ordnance?”

      “The CRG has a fresh magazine,” Alina said.

      “I’ve got about three hundred rounds for the Mark Two, another fifty for the Eagle,” Oz said, tapping his sidearm. “Though I kind of wish our plasma rifles weren’t resting at the bottom of the river.”

      “That makes two of us,” Hayden said. “I’ve got about sixty rounds left for the revolvers. As long as I’m careful, it should last. Terry, you’re on the bench.” He pointed to the two seats. “Alina, take the machinegunner’s chair. Oz, you’re on the main gun. Don’t touch it unless I tell you we might need to use it.”

      “Yes, sir,” Oz replied.

      “Make sure you all strap in. This might be a bit of a bumpy ride.”

      “Where are we headed?” Alina asked.

      “The tracks are about fifty klicks east of here,” Terry replied. “There’s a smaller river in our way but I’m sure the Sheriff can get this thing through it if we can’t find an intact bridge or at least a shallow spot to cross.”

      “Grimmel’s posse got the tank over here somehow,” Alina said. “Doesn’t that mean there’s a bridge?”

      “Not if they went around,” Oz replied. “Or over like Terry suggested. Or if they were already nearby. They sure did get here in a hurry.”

      “They knew where we were headed before we arrived,” Hayden said.

      Oz scowled. “The only way they could know that is if they’ve been watching me this whole damn time.” Hayden glanced back at him, raising an eyebrow to confirm he believed they had. “Bastards.”

      “It’s a pretty straight shot east after the river,” Terry continued. “We’ll run into a small town called Tchula. The place is abandoned. Nobody living there, and nothing left to scavenge. That’s where I’ll get off and make my way back.”

      “Whatever we do, Grimmel’s going to see us coming,” Oz said. “Especially in this thing.”

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied. “That’s a complication we can’t avoid.”

      Oz smiled. “Why Sheriff, the way you said that it sounds like you might have a plan.”

      “When the time comes, I do.”

      Oz laughed. “Of course you do. You’re the Sheriff. Care to fill us in?”

      “Not right now. Let’s get to Tchula first.”

      Hayden went forward to the tank’s driver’s compartment. He put his finger against the  hole made by the bullet that had killed the last driver and pushed the stuffing back in. Then he sat down in the driver’s seat. The engine was already running, the monitor active, showing him the townspeople nearby. He unlocked the brakes and took hold of the main control stick in his right hand, taking the throttle in his left. He pushed the left side of the throttle forward and pulled the right back to put the vehicle into a tight turn. The people of the Greens cheered as it rotated on its treads until it faced the way it had come.

      Then Hayden pushed both throttles forward.

      They were on their way.
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      The tank rumbled along the road, from the edge of the Greens near the river and along the outskirts of the original town. The landscape around them was familiar to Hayden—abandoned and quiet—occupied mainly by rodents and other wildlife. Vegetation was taking over here more than in some other places, proving the Greens had never been very populated. Even the trife had rarely swept through. In some ways, Hayden found the scene hauntingly beautiful. There was so much potential for humankind to start fresh, and to avoid the mistakes of the past.

      Conversely, he struggled to remain hopeful at times. Could they ever pull together to return things to the way they were before? Could they keep the Relyeh away from the planet long enough for that to happen?

      The trife were gone, but that threat might never be eradicated. Not completely. But they couldn’t stop living or give up because of what might happen.

      They rode in silence, each of them lost in their own thoughts. Hayden stayed on a mostly easterly course, rolling over former farmland and through fields of tall wheat and corn, pushing over the wild-growing vegetation and making new tracks through the wilds. He slowed when he reached the first small creek, sending Oz outside to check the depth before powering through. At times he had to pick his way around forested areas or rougher terrain, but it was generally an easy ride.

      They crossed a few more smaller streams as they navigated the plains, the armor handling the slow-flowing, shallow water with ease. An hour into the ride, they came across the river on Terry’s map, too rough and too wide to ford without concern. Following the scavenger’s advice, they traced the river south, with Oz moving to the gunner’s nest outside to get a better perspective of their surroundings and keep an eye on the river beyond the treeline. They spent the better part of an hour following the snaking flow, bypassing three downed bridges.

      “Hold up, Sheriff,” Oz shouted down as they neared the fourth. It was collapsed as well, the former expanse partially sunk beneath a shallower portion of the waterway.

      Hayden locked the steering and rose from his seat, heading to the back of the tank to the gun turret there, where Oz already stood.

      “It looks shallow enough,” Oz said.

      “Let’s check it,” Hayden replied. He shouted back into the tank. “Alina, we’re going to get a closer look at the river. Take the sticks, just in case.”

      “Pozz, Sheriff,” Alina replied.

      Hayden and Oz jumped off the tank, walking together to the edge of the water. The former cement roadway of the bridge was only partially submerged across the twenty meter crossing, the water swirling as it pushed around and over it.

      “If we stay on the hard part, we should be okay,” Oz said.

      Hayden examined the downed structure more closely. The water was clear enough that he could see the bottom where the former bridge had spent the last few decades sinking into the mud. “We’re pretty heavy. There’s a chance it could sink us in too deep, and then we’re stuck.”

      “There is,” Oz agreed. “But we can’t fly over it, and if this bridge hasn’t survived time, I don’t think any of the others have either.”

      “Grimmel’s men got it across somewhere.”

      “We could be too far south. Or too far north. We could spend days looking for the exact passage they used.” He pointed to the sky. “They’ve got a satellite or something to locate passable areas. We have to rely on our eyes.”

      “Do you think they’re watching us right now and laughing?” Hayden asked.

      “Probably. I’d be watching.”

      Hayden glanced skyward. A thin line of clouds stretched all the way across the horizon, but it was hardly enough to diminish the view from orbit. Even if it was raining, there was no guarantee the weather would matter. Proxima had radar that could penetrate cloud cover. He had to assume whatever system Grimmel was using could do the same.

      It was a good thing his plan didn’t hinge on rain.

      First things first. They needed to get the tank to the other side of the river. Oz was right. They would never know what route the War Dogs took, and it might take hours to days to find another potential crossing. The remains of the former bridge looked stable enough pressed into the sediment, and if they hit it hard and fast they could be across in a matter of seconds.

      “What do you think, Sheriff?” Oz asked.

      “Pozz, let’s go for it.”

      They started back to the tank.

      “It’s a strange feeling, being out here like this,” Oz said.

      “How so?”

      “I’m used to being alone. No friends. No ties. I do my own thing. But I’ve always stuck to the river. You know how the trife hated water.”

      “Pozz.”

      “So it feels weird to be just standing out here in the middle of this open terrain, walking with you like we’re totally safe.”

      “I wouldn’t say totally.”

      “No.” Oz grinned. “But you know what I mean. A couple of years ago, we’d be looking every which way for a scout or a slick, wondering how long we’d last out here before the trife got our scent and came en masse to cut us to ribbons. And now…” He waved his hands at the calm. “Nothing. It feels strange. Almost unnatural.”

      “It took me almost a year to get used to it,” Hayden said. “I rode out of New Eden without a real plan. Just a hope that I could make a difference in this world. Natalia, my wife, and I, we promised each other that if one of us didn’t make it, the other would keep working to return law and order and justice to the world.” He paused and lowered his head. “Sometimes I can barely accept that it’s me. That I’m the one who survived. And sometimes I’m grateful because the things I’ve seen since then, I’m glad she doesn’t have to see them. We don’t always treat each other very well.”

      “No, we don’t,” Oz agreed. “I can only speak for myself, but growing up with the trife taught me to look at other people through a filter. When you never expect to live very long, when you never expect anyone else to live very long, the whole value of life gets minimized. And then you’re only living for yourself, one hundred percent.” They reached the tank, circling to the back to climb the ladder. Oz took the rungs, turning back to Hayden. “I have to tell you, Sheriff. I feel more alive right now than I have in the last twenty years.”

      “I know how you feel,” Hayden replied. “Sometimes I think this is the only thing that keeps me sane.”

      They climbed back onto the tank. Oz remained in the gunner’s nest while Hayden returned to the interior, leaving the hatch open in case the vehicle didn’t make the crossing and they needed to make a quick escape. Losing their ride would cost them a lot of time, but it was better than losing their lives.

      Alina abdicated the driver’s seat to Hayden, returning to her position. Hayden stared at the monitor, an image of the bridge imprinted in his mind. He needed to approach it dead-on and at full-speed, and hope they were over it before it shifted too much. He didn’t think the current was strong enough to push the heavy armor, but the natural depth would be enough to strand them halfway.

      He wasn’t ready to give up the tank just yet.

      He rested a hand on each throttle lever and put the treads in reverse, sending the tank rolling backward along the road, gaining more space to build up forward speed. Once he was back far enough, he threw the throttles forward all the way.

      The tank jumped forward, the pitch of the reactor’s hum increasing to a sharp whine. The vehicle shuddered, the mechanics beneath the armor plates straining to follow Hayden’s commands. They started down the road, gaining speed as they closed on the fallen bridge.

      The tank reached the bank, making it about halfway over the edge before tipping forward, the back of the treads losing grip on the ground. The vehicle hit the front side of the submerged bridge with an echoing thud that yanked Hayden violently forward in his harness. The tank leveled off, powering through the water.

      They didn’t make it far before the right side of the bridge started to give way, pitching the tank at an angle. Hayden stayed the course, keeping the throttles open, the treads maintaining their purchase and carrying them ahead.

      The water level rose as they reached the halfway mark, the weight of the tank increasing the rate of sink for the bridge. The tank began to slow as more water created more force against it, threatening to bring them to a halt.

      “Come on,” Hayden said, grimacing as the vehicle crawled toward the other side. “Come on!”

      A loud bang sounded, and the tank slid sideways, pitching a little more. For a moment Hayden thought they would slip off and into the water, and he was ready to tell Alina to abandon the armor. But then the left tread got a better hold on the bridge and the vehicle began to accelerate again, throwing the water off it and leveling out. The front pitched skyward as the treads caught the slope on the other bank, pulling the weight up and onto the road.

      “Whooo!” Oz shouted from outside. “Nice driving, Sheriff!”

      Hayden finally let himself exhale, a small smile forming at the corner of his mouth.

      They had made it.
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      The forest came into view nearly four hours later, the trek across the landscape hampered by additional streams that Terry had forgotten about but still needed to be crossed. None of them were as challenging as the river, but they did at times require traveling south along the bank to find the best place to ford before continuing east.

      There was nobody living out here, though the constant reminders of the past were never far. Old fences marked ancient property lines. Long-abandoned houses squatted in every state of disrepair.  An occasional rusting hunk of farm machinery poked out from untended fields of wheat, corn, and soybeans. Everything had been dormant for generations, overgrown and forgotten. Not even the random hermit had claimed one of the rundown farmhouses for their own. The only signs of life were in the wild horses he spotted at the top of a hill, the feral hogs that crossed the tank’s path and birds that seemed to always be passing overhead.

      They passed the time talking, Alina and Oz mostly with Terry piping in on occasion, chatting back and forth in the rear seats in soft voices Hayden’s single good ear could only occasionally pick up. He got enough bits and pieces of conversations to begin putting together a more detailed profile of his two partners. Alina, born to nomads, was gifted with an instinct for sensing trouble. She called it a sixth sense, but Hayden knew it for a state of alertness that came from growing up in constant threat combined with a level of intelligence and empathy that made it possible for her to judge subtle changes in tension and stress. Alina told Oz she knew the caravan would be attacked right before it was, but even so there was nothing she could have done to stop it. He heard her sobbing once as she related the story of her son’s death, and while Oz wasn’t a particularly soft or sympathetic ear, he awkwardly tried to spin her loss into a positive.

      He already knew more of Oz’s story, but he was still intrigued to listen in when the former War Dog described growing up in that environment. They were taught that fear was a weapon, difficult to control but powerful once it was under your command. Their rite of passage was to spend a night alone in a nearby ghost town with nothing but a knife, a lantern that had to remain lit, and a pair of cans hung from a tree limb so they would clang together in the slightest breeze.

      If the trife didn’t come, the uninitiated Dog was considered too pitiful to be worth the demons’ time and either cast out of the battalion or relegated to a life of servitude, cooking, cleaning and satisfying the group’s other basic needs. If the trife did come, the initiate was compelled to fight. The more aliens they killed, the higher their status, but it was acceptable to kill only one trife and then find somewhere to hunker down for the night.

      Oz didn’t know how the War Dog battalions were managing the rites of passage now. For his part, he had slain over a dozen trife the night of his initiation before taking refuge in an old sewer. While the kills had put him near the top of his age group in standing, he had also earned the nickname shitface for his choice of hiding place.

      Hayden joined Alina and Terry in laughter at the end of that tale.

      Following Terry’s direction, they turned south as they neared the woods. Hayden noticed the sign thirty minutes later, rusted but still upright in the ground alongside the road, announcing the town ahead.

      Welcome to Tchula, Mississippi

      Population 1620

      “We’re here,” Hayden announced, getting Alina and Oz’s attention. They stopped talking, and Oz popped out of the top hatch for a look. “I’m not impressed,” he said as the town came into view.

      Hayden slowed the tank, aware that Grimmel would likely be able to see them enter the town. That was fine with him. At this point, he almost wanted to be seen.

      “If you look over to your right, you’ll see the tracks,” Terry said from his seat in the back. “You can let me off here.”

      “Where did you see the train?” Hayden asked.

      “There’s a curve at the far side of town. It slows down to go around it before picking up speed again.”

      “Can you show me?”

      “You can’t miss it, Sheriff.”

      “Terry,” Hayden said, garnering the man’s attention. “I need you to do something else for me.”

      “Sheriff, we had an agreement. I guide you to the tracks, you pay me. I did what I said I would do.”

      “I know you did. I need you to do a little more.”

      “What’s in it for me?”

      “The tank.”

      “Sheriff?” Alina said. “Don’t we need it?”

      “Yes, but not to ride in. We need it to create a diversion.”

      “I knew you’d have a plan,” Oz said. “Now I get it.”

      “I’m glad one of us does,” Alina replied.

      “Grimmel’s got his eyes on us pretty much full-time,” Oz explained. “At least, we need to assume he does. So Terry here keeps the tank headed east like we’re not sure where we’re going. Meanwhile, we abandon ship and wait for the next train to pass through. That about right, Sheriff?”

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied. “Exactly right.”

      “And then what?” Alina asked. “We try to hitch a ride on the train with Grimmel’s War Dogs?”

      “Pretty much. Getting on board will be a little tricky, but I think we can do it.”

      “How?”

      “I’ll figure that out when we get there. The important part is that we stay out of sight.”

      “There’s a church a little further down,” Terry said. “It’s right along the tracks. I spent a night in it. You can hole up in there while you wait.”

      “Does that mean you’ll help?” Hayden asked.

      “I’d have to be the world’s worst scavenger to turn down salvage like this.”

      “You won’t sell it back to Grimmel?”

      “Hell no, Sheriff. I’m keeping this baby.”

      Hayden kept the throttle forward while he slipped out of the driver’s seat. “Take the controls.”

      Terry dropped into the seat and put his hand on the control stick, a big smile on his face. “Why didn’t you tell me the plan before we left?”

      “Just in case you weren’t honest. It wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “Yeah, I get it. Don’t worry. If you want me to head east, I’ll head east. How far should I go?”

      “We’ll need at least a day. Maybe more. If you stop anywhere, make sure you pull in somewhere under cover.”

      “Got it. Sure.”

      “Do you have any rope in your pack?”

      “I’m a scavvie; of course I do.”

      “I’m taking it.”

      “Be my guest, Sheriff.”

      Hayden patted Terry’s shoulder. “Thanks for your help.”

      “Thanks for the notes. And the tank. This is the best score I’ve had in twenty years.”

      “Get us as close to the church as you can, somewhere we’ll have cover for our departure. Alina, Oz, the tank has to stay in motion to have a chance at selling this. We’ll need to be ready to jump.”

      “Jump?” Alina said.

      “You’ll be fine,” Oz said. “The armor will break your fall. My arm will break mine.”

      “You’re welcome to stay with Terry,” Hayden said.

      “Forget it,” Aline replied. “I’m coming. Don’t worry about me.”

      “Grab your gear. We won’t get a second chance at this.”

      Oz and Alina unstrapped themselves and went to the back to grab their rifles. Hayden opened Terry’s pack, rifling through it until he found a cord of rope. He draped it over his shoulder and then climbed the ladder to the hatch, unlocking it and getting ready to push it open. They would have to get up and out while the tank was obscured by the trees. They had a handful of seconds at most.

      “Terry, say when,” Hayden shouted, directing the scavenger.

      “Hold on,” Terry replied. “We’re getting close. Wait for it. Wait. Wait. Now!”

      The tank slowed just a little bit more as Hayden climbed up and out in one smooth motion. He didn’t so much jump off the armor as roll down the side of it, landing on the grass right beside the trunk of a tree. Alina was out next, and she tripped on the lip of the hatch, falling forward. Fortunately Oz was right behind her. He caught her by the waist with his augmented arm, pushed the hatch closed with his foot, and then jumped off, landing with her holding onto his chest. He stumbled and fell, planting his arm to keep from coming down completely on top of her.

      Hayden watched the tank continue on, rumbling along the street, following it as it bent around to the east.

      “Do you think Grimmel saw us?” Oz asked.

      “Let’s hope not,” Hayden replied, getting to his feet. The church was a few meters away, the branches of the tree brushing against the corner. A barred basement window, once Oz dealt with the bars, would provide access to the structure without going into the open. “This way.”

      They went over to the window. The glass was shattered behind the bars, the shards spilled into the darkness of the basement. Hayden motioned to the bars with a grand flourish, giving Oz a look that told him he was on.

      “I’ve got it,” Oz said, grabbing the steel with his augment and easily ripping it from its moorings in the brick. He put it down gently while Hayden slid inside, feet first. There was just enough light from outside to reveal partially emptied shelves of religious items and frightened rats scurrying away.

      “We’re clear,” he said, looking out to Alina and Oz.

      Alina came in next, followed by the former War Dog. “That wasn’t so hard,” she said. “How long do you think until the train shows up?”

      “Oz, what do you think?” Hayden asked.

      “Terry saw the delivery headed south a couple of days ago,” Oz said. “The next cycle had already arrived in Memphis, but we blew up some of the mercs on the docks. That was yesterday. Figure it’ll take three days to a week to prep a new shipment and send it down, unless Grimmel had another team actively collecting more kids. It could be tomorrow, it could be a week from now.”

      “A week?” Alina said. “Sheriff, we can’t wait a week.”

      “We might have to,” Hayden replied. “We need to get as close to Grimmel as we can without him knowing we’re close. If we’re right and he’s got a satellite looking down on us, this might be the only way to do it. We’ve got some time. We need to get a look at the tracks and come up with a way to get all three of us onto the train before it breaks cover.”

      “You must already have a plan for that too,” Oz said. “Considering you wanted the rope.”

      Hayden smiled. “I might. If the train could potentially show tomorrow, we don’t have a lot of time to waste.”

      “Then let’s get to it,” Alina said.
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      It took Hayden, Alina and Oz close to three hours to begin formulating a plan to try to board a moving train without being spotted. The first part was simple but slow. They walked the area, careful to remain under the cover of the limited canopy and to move without disturbing anything around them, slowly enough that if someone was watching the area from above their motion might be mistaken for the wind shifting leaves or a dog or other animal passing beneath the trees.

      The wooded part of the town beside the tracks extended about thirty meters past the church, bending slightly along the shape of the railroad. Time had given the trees a chance to grow and expand, and it quickly became obvious that Grimmel had trimmed some of the branches to allow the train to pass beneath unimpeded. Fortunately, he hadn’t removed all of the cover, which allowed them to pass from one side of the tracks to the other to explore.

      Once they had a good idea of the terrain, the next step was to figure out how to get from a static position onto the train, all at almost the same time. Hayden had an idea for what he wanted to do and he had taken Terry’s rope to do it, but there was no guarantee the landscape would meet his needs. His original plan was to fashion a zipline of sorts, starting at a higher branch and tying it across the tracks to a lower. The problem, as he soon discovered, was that because of the way Grimmel had cut the branches, any lines he made would bring them in high over the top of the train, which Oz explained was close to five meters.

      Tying the lines would also bring him perilously close to the tops of the trees, where the leaves were thinner and the cover less certain. It was the same reason they couldn’t just wait on one of the higher branches and jump down.

      In other words, it wasn’t going to work.

      “It was a good thought, Sheriff,” Alina said, trying to make him feel better about the miscalculation. “We just need to come up with another way.”

      Hayden was frustrated with the outcome, but he didn’t dwell on it. If the zipline idea wasn’t going to work they needed something else, and they needed it fast. It was possible it could take a week for the southbound train to return. It was also possible it could come any minute.

      He rubbed his face, trying to come up with another idea.

      “The goal is simple,” Oz said. “The train will go undercover there.” He pointed to the beginning of the foliage at the corner of the church. “It’ll have to slow down for the turn, which will buy us a little more time.”

      “It’s approximately thirty meters,” Hayden said. “At fifteen kilometers per hour, it’ll take about eight seconds to get through the turn.”

      “I don’t know where you’re from originally, Sheriff. But most of us in these parts use miles and feet, not kilometers and meters.”

      “It’s called the metric system. Your way is imperial. Metric is more consistent, and consequently better.”

      “If you say so,” Oz said with a smile. “At least we can agree on seconds, and it’s about eight either way. That’s not much. I saw an old movie once. I can’t remember the name. But it had a scene where a bunch of guys dressed like you, Sheriff...they robbed a train by riding up to it on horses and jumping on while other guys kept the horses alongside. They took some loot and then jumped off again.”

      “I bet that took more than eight seconds,” Alina said.

      “It did. A few minutes. But I think there’s something to the general concept.”

      “We don’t have any horses.”

      “No, but what if we could run alongside and jump on? The train has to slow down, and if we start running as it approaches, I bet we can match speed close enough to jump between the last two cars. That’ll get us on board.”

      “It could work,” Hayden said. “Except we don’t know how much the train will slow. We’re guessing fifteen kilometers per hour, but what if its speed is higher?” He paused, Oz’s idea giving rise to a new plan. “Unless we can slow it down. Or…” He paused again, the idea solidifying in his mind. “...maybe even bring it to a stop.”

      “Bring it to a stop?” Oz said. “How are we going to do that?”

      “That’s the question, isn’t it?” Hayden scanned the immediate area. “We need something to block the tracks. Something that looks like it could have occurred naturally in the last day or two, that we can create without breaking cover.”

      “Yes,” Alina agreed. “It’s better than trying to hit a moving target.”

      “It’s only fair that we get the drop on them this time,” Oz said. “I owe them for my car and my boat. And my damn house. But it’ll have to be something pretty big to stop a train. What if we knock one of these trees down?”

      “Too obvious,” Hayden said.

      He continued to scan the area. There were a few houses scattered close to the trees and they might have something they could use. But what would be large enough to convince the operator to either slow considerably or stop completely? The shell of an old car might do it, but there was nothing random about a hunk of metal appearing on the tracks. Grimmel’s collectors would know it was placed intentionally and they would expect something was up.

      “Sheriff,” Oz said, getting Hayden’s attention. The former War Dog was kneeling by the tracks, his augment resting on the right rail.

      “What is it?” Hayden asked.

      “The tracks are vibrating,” Oz replied. “Whatever we’re going to do, we need to do it fast. They’re way ahead of schedule. They’re coming. Now.”
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      Improvisation. Quick thinking. Insanity. That’s what found Hayden lying on his side across the far end of the railroad tracks as the train approached.

      Short on time to prepare anything else, it was the quickest solution he could come up with, carried out before Alina or Oz could argue the danger of it. They needed something on the tracks big enough to convince the train’s operator to react, something that could have wound up in the way completely by mistake.

      After all, who the hell in their right mind would lie down in front of a train unless they wanted to die?

      Of course, the chance was that the operator would identify the dark trenchcoat strewn across the tracks as a person and not react at all, preferring to plow right through instead of choosing to investigate. That’s what made the act risky and more than a little crazy, blended with a healthy dose of desperation. Hayden was counting on the fact that even the most hardened person’s natural instinct was to brake for an obstacle, especially one that might be human.

      Was he overestimating the humanity of Grimmel’s War Dogs?

      And what if they weren’t human at all?

      Of all the people he had tested so far, including Mayor Kroll, none of them had been Relyeh. He was starting to wonder if there was a connection between Grimmel and the Hunger or if that bit of information was purely circumstantial. Certainly, nothing else that had occurred, no other evidence he had suggested the Relyeh were involved.

      Which was the best he could hope for, all things considered. And it was a strange time to consider any of it at all. The vibrations on the track were increasing, and he could hear the rumble and squeal of the steel wheels against the steel rails, the whine of the locomotive’s motor bearing down.

      He had to force himself to remain static and still, curled into a near fetal position across the tracks, his back to the approaching engine. Given the turn, he didn’t know how close the train would get before the operator spotted him. Given the turn, he didn’t know if it was possible for the train to stop. This whole plan had become hazardous in a hurry, and there was a good chance it could end very badly for him.

      It was a chance he had to take. Like he had told Oz, he didn’t know how to live in this world without doing what he did. Without helping people in need and trying to bring law, order and justice back to a society struggling to right itself after the end of the occupation.

      Even if that meant getting hit by a train to do it.

      He closed his eyes, focusing on the sounds, made more challenging by the temporary loss of his ear. The train was close now, the vibration strong enough, the rumble loud enough, the whine strident enough it had to be nearing the church, the line of trees beyond it...and him. How long would it take before the operator noticed him? How long should he wait before trying to scramble off the tracks. His left hand clutched the grip of his revolver, his brain already telling him to spring aside before it was too late. He countered it, remaining in place. Fighting the urge to run.

      The train’s horn sounded, loud and sharp, a long burst to scare him off the tracks.

      He didn’t move.

      The horn sounded again, louder and closer, the burst shorter because there wasn’t much time.

      He still didn’t move.

      The horn sounded a third time, and to Hayden it seemed as if the locomotive was right behind him. And it was already too late.

      He refused to move.

      He thought he heard Alina scream and Oz shout for him to get out of the way. It was drowned out a moment later by the high-pitched scream of the train’s emergency brake, the wheels locking so that the massively heavy machine skidded along the rails.

      If the train was full-sized and fully-loaded, it would have hit Hayden long before it could begin to slow. As it was, he could feel the heat generated by the friction of the wheels pushed out ahead of the locomotive, becoming more intense as the train bore down on him. Every part of him wanted to roll aside, but he forced himself to stay, eyes clenched and hand tight on his gun.

      Sparks flew from the meeting point between wheels and rail, washing over Hayden as the front of the train closed within a few meters. For a moment, he was certain the train couldn’t stop in time, its shadow cast over the tracks in front of him.

      But then, almost miraculously, it shuddered to a halt, air hissing out in a strong, burning puff.

      “What the hell is this?” Hayden heard a man say, followed by a pair of boots hitting the ground a few meters back.

      “Some asshole drop dead on the tracks?” a woman asked, joining the man.

      Hayden slowly pulled his revolver from its holster, careful not to disturb his coat or show them he was moving.

      “Let’s just get the corpse off the rail so we can get the hell out of here,” the man said. “They said they’re close to perfecting the process and this batch ought to be the last.”

      “Good. I can’t stand this shit anymore. I’m the offspring of a Marine, not a damned babysitter.”

      The two War Dogs came up behind Hayden. He could smell their sweat as they bent down to lift him.

      He rolled onto his back, thrusting his revolver up and shooting the man in the head, the force knocking him back.

      “What the—” the woman said, suddenly trying to retreat. Hayden jabbed the microspear into her chest, her eyes widening and her mouth gurgling a moment later as the weapon stretched out to puncture her vital organs. He pulled it out and rolled to his feet, pocketing the alien blade and pulling his other gun.

      Alina came out from the trees on one side. Oz emerged from the other. Hayden ran to the side of the locomotive, to the open door. Another War Dog was reaching for it, trying to pull it closed before he arrived.

      Too late. Hayden shot him once in the chest and once in the head, dropping him so that his body tumbled down the three steps to the door and out. He pushed the corpse out of the way with his foot, climbing into the front car.

      Bullets started hitting the metal frame of the interior passage. Hayden ducked low as they punched through above him. He heard the CRG open fire outside, and then children screaming as the flechettes tore through the outside of the train, aimed high at the War Dogs inside.

      The train’s operator came around the corner beside him, gun already pointed. Hayden reacted quickly, throwing himself to the side as the man’s bullet hit the floor. Firing back point-blank, two rounds to the man’s face, Hayden pivoted and came to his feet as he rounded into the car. A War Dog was there, swapping magazines in his rifle.

      He was a big man with a thick beard and heavy muscles. He glared fearlessly at Hayden. “I’m going to crush you,” he said, putting his arms up to cover his face as he rushed forward. Hayden fired at him, sinking four rounds into his chest. But no blood appeared, and by the way the man charged, he knew he was wearing armor beneath his clothing. He holstered his guns, unable to get the microspear out before the man reached him.

      Hayden ducked a solid right hook, backing up as a quick series of jabs followed. He ducked under another hook, returning a few punches of his own, ineffective against the armor.

      “Weak,” the man said, reaching for Hayden.

      Hayden grabbed the man’s hand, twisting it and bending it back, trying to turn to get a better hold on him. The big man’s fingers broke beneath his grip, but he didn’t cry out. He grabbed Hayden’s throat, shoving him back and throwing him off the train.

      Hayden landed on the War Dog he had killed, rolling off and coming back to his feet as his attacker drew a pistol from behind his back. Hayden dived aside, getting out of the line of fire by sticking close to the train.

      “Don’t hide,” the man shouted with a laugh. He jumped out of the train, unafraid of getting shot.

      It wasn’t bullets he needed to worry about.

      Hayden charged him, microspear in hand. He jabbed it at the man’s chest, but the big man was quicker than he looked, He managed to turn aside, letting Hayden get only a glancing blow off his armor. It left Hayden open, and the man punched him hard in the gut, taking the wind out of him.

      He didn’t give up, struggling to breathe as he backed up to reset. The big man smiled, teeth yellow and cracked and primal beneath the beard.  “You’re dead.”

      “You first,” Hayden whispered, stepping forward, anticipating the right hook. He got under it again, ready to stab the microspear into the man.

      Two sharp pops sounded nearby and the big man twirled and collapsed, Hayden’s attack missing over him. He whipped his head to the side. Alina was there, pointing the CRG at the brute, who had fresh bullet holes in both of his legs.

      “Sheriff,” she said. She had tears in her eyes. “This is the man who almost choked me to death.”

      The man looked up at her, teeth clenched against the pain from his wounded legs. “You?” he said. “You’re supposed to be dead.”

      Alina raised the CRG, pointing it at his head. “You first,” she said, echoing Hayden’s words. She had shot him in the legs because she wanted to be the one to kill him.

      “Wait,” Hayden said, stopping her. “We need one of them alive. We need answers.”

      “I’m not going to tell you anything,” the brute said. “You can go—”

      The CRG popped again and the man’s head snapped as the back of his head splattered against the side of the train.

      Hayden looked back to Alina, whose fresh tears and stone face told him there was no sense in reacting to her decision.

      “Sheriff,” Oz said, getting Hayden’s attention. He was approaching from the rear of the train, holding one of Grimmel’s War Dogs by the collar with his augment. “I saved one for you. The others are dead.”

      Hayden eyed the woman. She was small and thick with muscle, her hair knifed short, her face round. She had big brown eyes that were sending nasty thoughts his way. He ignored all of it, his eyes driven to the tattoo on her cheek.

      A Relyeh symbol.

      “Get her on board,” Hayden said. “We can’t linger here. Grimmel will know something’s up.”

      The woman laughed at that.

      “What’s so funny?” Oz asked.

      “You thinking you can sneak up on Grimmel,” she replied. “No luck, bro.”

      “Do you know how to drive the train?” Hayden asked her.

      “Not so hard to drive a train. Only goes one direction.” She laughed again.

      “Just get her on board,” Hayden repeated. “Now.”

      Oz reached the locomotive, pushing her in through the open door and up the steps. Hayden and Alina followed close behind.

      Hayden looked into the compartment at the front of the train. There were only a few controls, and they were all labeled. The emergency brake was engaged and the throttle was all the way closed.

      “It doesn’t look too hard,” Alina said. “I can give it a try.”

      “Pozz. Pull us out slow.” His eyes fell to what looked like a transceiver. “Holler if that thing starts squawking.”

      “Okay, Sheriff.”

      Hayden watched while Alina sat down behind the controls. She reached forward, releasing the emergency brake and then pushing the throttle up to the first position. The train rocked slightly, and then began to slowly move forward. In a few seconds they would be back in the open, fully visible to anything looking down at them.

      Would Grimmel guess that something was off?
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      Hayden moved through the train. Oz had put the War Dog into one of the seats near the back of the empty car and was in the process of binding her hands with a seatbelt when Hayden passed him on his way through the train. Hayden nodded to him but didn’t speak. He would get back to the woman in a minute. He needed to check on the kids first.

      He went through the doors into the second of the three cars. There was enough seating in it for a hundred people, but only half the cracked and torn vinyl seats were occupied. Hayden had to fight back his emotions as he looked out at the kids, ranging in ages from four to eleven or twelve or so. None of them had entered puberty yet, which he took as a clue that whatever Grimmel was doing to them, he needed them before they reached adolescence. They were ragged and dirty and tired. There was no clear preference for gender or physical description, with a nearly even mix of boys to girls of mixed descent.

      They stared at him in terrified silence. Tear stains new and old lined most of their faces. He had to look down to the first row of seats to see why the children had stayed fixed in place during the fighting, clenching his teeth when he saw their ankles were bound to the seats.

      “My name is Sheriff Hayden Duke,” he said to them, loud enough they could all hear. He opened his mouth to keep speaking, but just the mention of the name set the majority to releasing sudden gasps and cries as their pent up tension and fear released. They had all heard the stories. He couldn’t help but smile from the reaction. “My name is Sheriff Hayden Duke,” he repeated. “It’s going to be okay. I know they took you from your homes and your families, and I’ll do my best to get you back to them. I promise.”

      “Sheriff Duke,” a small voice said from the third row. Hayden couldn’t see the speaker until he moved forward a little, dropping his eyes to a young girl of six or so.

      “Yes, little deputy?” he replied, his response drawing a smile, blush, and nervous giggle.

      “Did you kill the bad people?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “They killed my mom.”

      “I’m sorry,” Hayden said softly.

      “They killed my mom too,” the boy next to her said. “And my dad. They tied us up and threw us on a truck, and brought us to this here machine.”

      “I’m sorry for you too,” Hayden said. “Can you tell me, are there more children in the next car?”

      The boy and girl both nodded.

      “Pozz.” He straightened up to speak to the whole group. “I’m going to check on them, and then I’ll come back.”

      “Do you promise?” the girl asked.

      “Yes. I promise.”

      “Pozz.” She smiled when she said it, thinking herself clever.

      Hayden went down the aisle, smiling and waving and touching the children who reached out for him. He could sense the shift in the environment already. It only took his name to return hope to these kids.

      He went from the second car to the third. A dead War Dog was on the floor near the front of the aisle, and a few of the children had gotten his blood on them. The sight nearly made Hayden cry. He knew Alina’s attack was necessary, but he hated the side-effects.

      He stepped over the man. The scene in this car was almost the same as the one in the last. A similar mix of children, all of them as frightened as the first group. He offered them the same greeting, smiling when they reacted in almost the same way. Relief. Joy. Hope. It proved to him that his efforts were meaningful, though there were times he couldn’t help but doubt.

      “It’s going to be okay. Listen, I’m going to unbind your feet so you can move, okay? But I want you to stay in your seats until I finish everyone. Can you do that?”

      “Yes, sir.” A small voice said.

      “We can do it, Sheriff,” another said.

      “Good,” Hayden replied. “Stay with the person closest to you. They’re your buddy now. If you’re older, help them out, okay?”

      “Okay,” another young voice said.

      Hayden started with the two children who had blood splatters on their faces and clothes. He leaned down, taking the microspear and using it to easily cut through the leather straps holding their ankles to the seats. As he cut the second, the boy leaned forward, throwing his hands around Hayden and holding him tightly. Hayden froze for a moment before returning the embrace.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he repeated. “I promise. But I need to cut everyone else free, okay? Stay with your buddy.”

      The boy let him go. “Okay.”

      Hayden went to each of the seats, cutting the children loose. A few of them smelled of urine, a couple others of excrement. The War Dogs weren’t doing anything to care for their basic needs. Almost half of them hugged him when he cut them free, but they also listened well, staying together, the older one helping the younger one.

      “Okay,” Hayden said, returning to the front of the car. “We’re going to the next car. I have to cut the kids in there free too, but there are empty seats. When we get there, everyone find an empty seat together with your buddy.”

      “Sheriff,” one of the kids said. “I have to pee.”

      “Me too,” another kid said.

      Hayden examined the train car, walking back to the rear and opening a small door. There was a metal toilet inside with no water in it. Good enough.

      “You can go back here. Wait in line. Buddies, wait outside for one another.” The kids that needed to go and their partners went to the back of the train. Hayden returned to the front. “The rest of you, follow me.”

      He opened the door between the cars, thankful the interlock between them was covered from spying eyes. He led the kids to the second car, the children there all turning to look at the newcomers. Some of them waved to one another, clearly from the same settlement or caravan.

      “Everybody coming in find a seat. Everybody already here, I’m going to cut you free.” He repeated the buddy instructions and the bathroom instructions before using the microspear to cut the rest of the kids loose. A few got up to use the toilet.

      “Are you going to take us home?” an older girl asked. She was probably ten or eleven.

      “I am, but not right away,” Hayden said. “A very bad person is responsible for bringing you here. This train is still headed in his direction. We’re going to stop somewhere to let you off. Someone will stay with you.”

      “And then you’re going to kill the bastard?” a different girl asked.

      “I’m going to stop him. He’s been taking other kids like you. Hundreds of them.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know yet. That’s what I need to find out.”

      “Did you really kill all the trife by yourself?”

      “Not by myself, no. I had a lot of help. It’s important for all of you to remember. People need to stick together and help each other. It’s the only way for us to win.”

      “My momma said you have two metal arms,” a little boy said. “Your arms don’t look like metal to me.”

      “I don’t have metal arms,” Hayden replied.

      “Then how do we know you’re really the Sheriff?”

      “Because I’m here,” Hayden said without missing a beat. “And I killed the bad guys.”

      That seemed to be enough reason for them. They returned to silence.

      “I’m going back up front. I’ll send a man to stay with you. He does have a metal arm.”

      “Cool!” a few of the children said.

      Hayden went from the second car to the main. “Oz, I need you to keep an eye on the kids.”

      “You want me to go in there?” Oz said, as if Hayden asked him to deal with a hundred Hellions and not a hundred children.

      “You’ll be fine. Tell them stories about your boat or something.”

      “I don’t like children.”

      “Then pretend they aren’t children.”

      Oz made a face, and then headed through the door.

      Hayden gripped the microspear, crouching down in front of the prisoner.

      “I have some questions, and you’re going to answer them.”
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      “What’s your name?” Hayden asked, meeting the War Dog’s eyes with his own.

      “Why should I tell you?” she replied defiantly.

      Hayden held up the microspear. “Does this frighten you?”

      “No,” she said. “I grew up around blades. Why should it scare me?”

      Hayden leaned over, putting the microspear against the back of her neck. “Don’t move.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “What’s your name?” he asked again.

      “You going to kill me with that?”

      “I might if you don’t tell me your name. I don’t intend to fight you for answers to every question, and if you don’t have answers, you’re useless to me.”

      “I ain’t afraid to die. Everybody dies. If it ain’t the trife anymore. It’s sickness. It’s accidents. It’s other people whose guns shoot faster or better than yours.”

      “Maybe. But this will hurt a lot more.”

      “How much more?”

      “This weapon didn’t come from Earth. It was made by another alien race to protect themselves against the Relyeh.”

      “The who?”

      “You have one of their symbols tattooed on your face, and you don’t know who the Relyeh are?”

      “Never heard the name before.”

      “The Hunger?”

      “Never heard that either. I got the tattoo when my battalion signed up with Grimmel. I always figured it was his clan symbol or something. But I never heard anyone say anything about the Relyeh. Just Grimmel.”

      “I see. Well, if I stick this into your neck, you’re going to feel pain like you wouldn’t believe, and it won’t stop until I take it out. And when I do take it out, you’ll die.”

      Hayden touched the tip of it to the woman’s neck.

      “Lenny,” the woman said. “My name is Lenny. At least, that’s what my squadmates called me. My mom called me Lenora.”

      Hayden pulled the microspear away. “Which do you prefer?”

      “I hate my mom.”

      “Okay, Lenny.” Hayden stood and stepped back. “I’m going ask you questions, and you’re going to answer them. Otherwise…” He held up the microspear.

      “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know, just keep that thing away from me.”

      Hayden nodded, lowering the weapon. “Where did you get the children?”

      “From all over,” she replied. “Wherever we can find them. We’ve got spotters out and about. We hire mercenaries and other War Dog battalions to locate and hit targets. Then we gather the kids and take them south.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Hayden held up the microspear.

      “I swear, I don’t,” Lenny said. “I’m a War Dog. I follow the orders of my battalion chief. He tells me to ride the train and move the kids, then that’s what I do.”

      “And you don’t care what happens to them?”

      “Why should I? They ain’t the progeny of Marines.”

      Hayden was surprised she knew the word. She must have heard that excuse somewhere else before.

      “How many have you transported?”

      She shrugged. “Dunno. A thousand. Probably more. We started out slow, but Grimmel’s picked up the pace the last few weeks. Rumor has it they’re close.”

      “Close to what?”

      “Whatever it is they’re trying to figure out. Whatever they need the kids for. Experiments of some kind. I don’t know.”

      “One of your squad mates said this might be the last delivery.”

      “Could be. I dunno.”

      “How far is it to where they bring the kids from here? Does the train go there directly?”

      “Not direct, no. There’ll be trucks waiting for us when we get to the station. They take the kids somewhere on the other side of town.” She looked him in the eye. “They’re going to blow your damn head off before you can do a thing about it. There’s no way Grimmel didn’t see you. There’s no way they don’t know you’re coming.”

      “Do I look worried?” Hayden asked.

      She looked away because he didn’t.

      “When you say your battalion signed up, what does that mean?”

      “War Dogs are fighters. Descendents of Marines. Each battalion is like its own clan, but we work together sometimes too, and we never fight each other. Except for that asshole you’ve got licking your boots. Grimmel pulled a bunch of our battalions together. We’re fighting for the future of the country.”

      “If you’re fighting for it, Grimmel must have a plan.”

      “Yeah. To organize the entire place the way it used to be. But that’s not as easy as it sounds, even with us Dogs. Lots of people, don’t want to lose what they think is freedom. It’s nothing personal against those kids or their parents or the settlements. At least, not to me. It’s about the future.”

      “And if that means killing children, that’s okay?”

      “Hell yeah. They’re a sacrifice to the new world order.”

      “Are those your words or Grimmel’s?”

      “The Chief’s. He probably got them from Grimmel or somebody.”

      “Have you ever met him? Grimmel?”

      “No. Never seen anyone but my brothers and sisters.” She paused. “Well, I did see this guy once. He was kind of pervy looking. The only time I wondered if this was a mistake. He looked like he wanted to use the kids for something else, if you know what I mean.”

      “I know what you mean. How long will it take to reach the end of the line?”

      “About an hour.”

      “And you don’t know where the trucks go when they take delivery?”

      “No.”

      Hayden leaned in closer to her. “I don’t believe you.”

      “I don’t,” she insisted. But her voice was tense. She was lying.

      “You’re going to tell me.”

      “I can’t tell you what I don’t know.”

      “But you do know.”

      “I don’t. I swear.” Hayden put the microspear against her neck. She swallowed hard. “Damn it. I’m dead if I tell you.”

      “You’re dead if you don’t, and I can make you want to be for the entire ride.”

      Lenny stiffened in her seat. “Are you going to protect me?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If I snitch. Will you protect me?”

      “I’ll let you live.”

      “That’s not good enough. Grimmel is everywhere. He sees everything. He’ll know I turned.”

      “I’m going to take him down. He can’t touch you then.”

      She stared at Hayden, caught between her fear of Grimmel and her fear of pain and dying. Hayden knew she didn’t want to talk, but self-preservation was almost always the all-powerful motivator, and he had sold her on the microspear. The weapon’s appearance was just alien enough, just aggressive enough to scare most people.

      “What if you don’t kill him? What if I tell you where to find him and he kills you? That’s the most likely outcome, and it’ll leave me dead.”

      Hayden sighed. “Fine. If you don’t want to come clean with me, I guess we’re done here.”  He began pushing the end of the microspear into her flesh. Lenny started shaking beneath it.

      “Okay! Okay!” she snapped. “Get that damn thing away from me! Damn it.” She lowered her head, shaking it. “The trucks will meet us at the station. They go along the highway to this big brick building. It’s a twenty minute ride. I don’t know what’s in there, I’ve never been inside. But they bring the kids in there.”

      “I need better directions than that.”

      “What do I look like? I’m a visual person. If I see it I’ll remember it.”

      “I’m not bringing you with me.”

      “Why not?”

      “I trust you about as far as I can throw you, and you’re all muscle.”

      She laughed. “As soon as Grimmel knows I’m helping you, I’m as good as dead. If I show you the way, you need to protect me.”

      Hayden considered it. He wasn’t worried about protecting her. He was worried about her turning on him. He was fairly certain she would. Her fear of the microspear would only last until she felt safe to make her move. That wasn’t here on a train, her hands bound and surrounded by enemies. But once they reached Grimmel’s base of operations? All bets were off.

      Still, it was a risk he needed to take. A relatively minor one as long as he was careful. “Okay. You have my word. You show me where to go and I’ll keep you alive.”

      “Deal,” Lenny said. “I’d spit and shake on it but…” She shifted her tied hands.

      “Your word is good enough for me. No bullshit.”

      “No bullshit,” she agreed.

      Hayden nodded and then excused himself to the driving compartment. Alina was leaned back in the seat. She seemed to be enjoying herself. He looked out the front viewport, watching the tracks ahead. They were moving at a decent clip.

      “Miss Prior, the destination is about an hour away.”

      “Pozz, Sheriff. How do I recognize it?”

      “It’s a major station. Probably the only one around here.”

      “Okay. How are the children?”

      “It’s hard to say. Some of them are still in shock. Some of them are just glad to be out of trouble.”

      “Are they out of trouble?”

      “Not yet. I don’t want to put them in harm’s way, but we can’t afford to stop until we get where we’re going. Lenny says there will be trucks waiting.”

      “Lenny?”

      “Our prisoner. She’s going to guide me to the base.”

      “Don’t you mean us, Sheriff?”

      “Neg. I need you to stay with the kids. Keep them safe and calm while Oz and I take care of things.”

      She looked back at him. “Why me? Because I’m a woman? Because I was a mother?”

      “Because you aren’t terrified of kids the way Oz is. You can handle them.”

      “I want revenge, Sheriff.”

      “You got your revenge. You killed the man who nearly killed you.”

      “That was for me. I want Grimmel for Jacob.”

      “We can’t leave the kids alone. And no offense, Miss Prior, but Oz is a trained soldier. You carry yourself well, but you aren’t.”

      Alina scowled. “I should be there.”

      “You should,” Hayden agreed. “But that’s not the way this is going down. Some of those kids are five, six years old. We can’t leave them here alone. You said your boy died trying to protect them. The best way you can honor him is to do the same, not insisting on more killing. Believe me, it won’t make you feel any better.”

      She sighed, looking back out at the tracks. “I know you’re right, Sheriff. But it’s hard to let go. To get this close and then sit out the last mile. What you say about Jacob is true. He would want me to keep the children safe.”

      “Much obliged, Miss Prior.”

      He put his hand on her shoulder and squeezed it. She put her hand on his, squeezing back. Then she put her eyes back on the tracks ahead, and he retreated from the compartment.

      This wasn’t over yet, but it would be soon.
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      Hayden had the children responding to every command he gave them by the time the train neared its destination. Without the ability to drop them off on the way, it was vital they do exactly what he told them when he told them to do it.

      “Let’s go through this one more time, pozz?”

      “Pozz!” the children replied.

      “Okay, you’re all sitting nicely in your seats with your buddies.”

      The children were sitting more haphazardly together. Immediately, they scrambled to their seats, backs upright, feet dangling, hands in their laps.

      “Perfect!” Hayden said. “Now, the train is starting to slow. The bad people are outside, and they’re looking at you.” He paused for a long time. Long enough one of the kids started to laugh. “No laughing,” he said. “If you laugh, you and your buddy get shot.”

      It was a tough thing to say to a kid, but it needed to be said. Any mistakes might cost them, and he didn’t want any of them dying.

      “They’re looking at you. One of them comes to this door here. And he....duck and cover!” Hayden snapped.

      The kids slid forward onto the floor, stretching forward on their stomachs beneath the seats.

      “Perfect!” Hayden said. “You all did it perfect. They won’t shoot at you, they’ll shoot at me, but I don’t want any of you to get hit.”

      “We won’t,” the little girl said. “And you’ll kill all the bad people.”

      “Because you’re the Sheriff,” a boy said.

      “Pozz,” Hayden said. “And Miss Prior will look after you while Uncle Ozzie and I are gone.”

      “We won’t be scared,” the boy said.

      “It’s okay to be scared,” Hayden replied. “But you can also be brave and strong. Listen to Miss Prior, do what she says and everything will be okay.”

      The door to the car opened and Oz entered. He still didn’t look that comfortable with the children, but he smiled and waved before leaning in to whisper.

      “The station’s in view up ahead,” Oz said. “I traded rifles with Allie. I’ll be in the back car, ready to go.”

      “Allie?” Hayden said.

      Oz shrugged before heading down the aisle, the CRG in his right hand. He used his left to slap hands with any of the kids that had theirs out before vanishing into the third car.

      Hayden swallowed hard. He wasn’t afraid. This wasn’t enough to unnerve him. He was prepared and almost eager. Working with the kids, talking to them, his already protective instinct had gotten that much more powerful.

      He wasn’t going to let Grimmel hurt anyone else.

      “Okay, everybody back to your seats,” Hayden said.

      The children complied quickly, returning to their ragged formation until he gave the word. He would know when they were almost there because the train would slow. He looked out the window to the side, noticing that the tracks were multiplying.

      A few seconds later, the wheels began to squeal as Alina started bringing the train to a halt.

      Hayden leaned against the door, doing his best to look ahead. He could see the tops of the box trucks in the distance, as well as the station platform and a squad of War Dogs waiting on it. They had rifles slung against their hips, clutching them casually. It was a good sign.

      “You’re all sitting nicely in your seats,” Hayden said.

      The children dropped into position, putting on frightened faces. He didn’t know how many were acting and how many were just scared.

      He stepped back from the door. The windows were grimy enough the Dogs wouldn’t be able to recognize him until it opened.

      By then it would be too late.

      The train continued to slow. Hayden put out his hand to steady himself as Alina applied the brakes a little more firmly, inertia pulling everyone forward. Hayden winced, worried about how the kids would react, but they stayed silent, still playing the game.

      The train reached the station, continuing to slow. Hayden could see the War Dogs through the grime. They had done this so many times they looked bored. It was obvious they had no idea the train was under new ownership.

      Hayden drew his revolvers, holding them akimbo as he leaned against the bulkhead to steady himself. The train finished slowing, jerking slightly when it finally came to a stop with a loud hiss.

      The doors to the train slid open.

      “Duck and cover!” Hayden shouted, at the same time he charged out onto the platform. The War Dogs were completely unprepared, and he cut down two of them before the others could even get their hands on their rifles.

      Oz emerged from the rear car, opening fire on the Dogs from the other side, he and Hayden catching them in a crossfire.

      It was over in a blink, the squad of Dogs all dropped to the platform, either dead or soon to be.

      Hayden gestured to Oz and they broke for the back entrance to the station. The train’s doors slid closed again.

      They entered into a stairwell, the steps brushed clean of the dirt and debris that covered the rest of the decaying tile. They descended without slowing, coming to the bottom and turning to the right as the first of the Dogs’ reinforcements pushed into the building. Hayden and Oz split apart, both of them barely making it behind brick support walls as bullets whipped past them, raising dust from the surrounding brick and mortar when they hit.

      Hayden and Oz stayed behind the walls as the War Dogs advanced, the squad moving with almost tactical precision. Two Dogs covered the other three as they moved forward, heading for the next row of supports. Hayden watched them out of the corner of his eye as the three attackers reached their position and the other two started forward.

      He waved his hand to get Oz’s attention, and then motioned for him to shoot through the brick. Oz looked skeptical, but he backed up a step before unleashing round after round of CRG.

      Hayden swung out from his position at the same time, crossing the aisle from his wall to Oz’s. The Dogs shot at him. He shot back. Meanwhile, CRG rounds punched through the first three rows of brick, cutting down the War Dogs hiding on the left.

      By the time Hayden ducked behind cover again, only the two Dogs behind the right side supports were each still in one piece. He dropped the spent casings from his guns and reloaded.

      “Cover me,” Hayden said, not wanting to get pinned down. He had to assume Grimmel knew he was here by now, making every second vital.

      He came around the wall again, swirling the length of his duster as a distraction. Oz shot from behind him, rounds peppering the walls and cutting the bricks to shreds. The two remaining War Dogs started shooting again, their aim affected by the incoming bullets. Hayden dropped to his knees, sliding across the tile, body turning as he did. The War Dogs came into view and he fired, four rounds taking them out of the fight.

      He popped back to his feet, running for the exit. He heard an engine rumbling outside, and by the time he emerged outside, one of the trucks was pulling away. It had to get past him to escape. He wasn’t going to let that happen.

      He walked into the street in front of the vehicle, raising his right-hand revolver and taking aim. The truck accelerated in response, intent on running him down. He fired, three quick rounds that made a near perfect grouping through the windshield. The driver slumped forward, foot sliding off the accelerator. The truck swerved and slowed, banging into the wall of the building a few meters in front of Hayden.

      “Check the other trucks,” Hayden said to Oz. “I’m going back to get Lenny.”

      “Roger, Sheriff,” Oz replied.

      Hayden left Oz outside, running back inside and up the steps to the train. He knocked three times on the door and Alina opened it, meeting him near the back of the first car as he pulled open the door to the toilet. Lenny was sitting on it, waiting patiently, hands still tied.

      “You’re up,” Hayden said.
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      “Can you at least untie my hands?” Lenny asked as Hayden led her into the station and down the steps. “Oh hell.”

      She stopped in her tracks when she saw the War Dogs on the ground and the state of the walls Oz had fired through. The bodies were coated in a layer of dust, blood spilling out around them.

      Hayden stopped at the closest body and scooped up the man’s rifle, using the toe of his boot to turn the body over to search through the dead Dog’s pockets for an additional magazine. He found two, dropping them both into his pocket.

      “Keep moving,” he said, walking ahead of her.

      “Two of you, and you cut down three squads of War Dogs. The Chief’s going to be pissed.”

      “If he gets in my way, your Chief is going to be dead,” Hayden replied. He turned back on her. “You too, if you don’t start walking faster.”

      “You need me, Sheriff. You can’t reach the other kids without me.”

      “I might be willing to take my chances.”

      He said it with as much conviction as he could. Enough that she believed he was serious. She started running, getting ahead of him. “Come on then.”

      He followed her out to the street. Like before, one of the trucks was already headed in their direction, but this time, Oz was driving it. He pulled to a stop next to them.

      “Need a lift?” he asked.

      Hayden pulled open the passenger side door. “In,” he ordered.

      Lenny climbed in, pressed between the two big men once Hayden got in behind her. He closed the door as the truck started to accelerate again.

      “We’re in the open now, Sheriff,” Oz said, motioning to the sky. It was late afternoon, the pale blue switching over to a light orange. “No more sneaking around.”

      “That’s fine with me,” Hayden replied. He put the assault rifle he’d lifted from the dead War Dog on the floor in front of him, swapping it for the CRG. He checked the readout on the side. A hundred and fifty rounds remaining, and there were no more cartridges. He was down to seven reloads himself, which was why he had taken the dead Dog’s gun. “Which way from here?”

      “South two blocks,” Lenny said. “And then make a left. Head east. The roads are cleared.”

      Oz crossed the two streets and turned, accelerating along the open road. Asphalt covered lots dotted with rusted junk cars, and overgrown brush lined the immediate left side of the street. A huge building rose up on the right. Further ahead, Hayden spotted the remains of taller buildings on both sides of the street, cordoned off by debris that had been moved from the center of the roadway to the sidewalk. The street continued into the distance where it seemed to disappear below ground.

      “Are you sure this is the right way?” Hayden asked. He was still waiting for Lenny to betray him, but this didn’t seem like the best opportunity. Getting them lost in the city would stall them, but it wouldn’t help her get free.

      “It’s a tunnel,” Lenny replied. “It dips under the cross-street.”

      No longer worried they were going to drive onto a destroyed patch of roadway or off the edge of a ravine, Oz added a little more speed.

      They reached the tunnel. The overpass had so many cracks and divots Hayden was amazed the thing was still intact. The crumbling walls inside left him hoping they could pass through it before it collapsed. As it turned out, that was the least of his worries.

      “Shit!” Oz said, slamming on the brakes when a drone dropped down at the far end of the tunnel, directly in front of them. He turned the wheel and the truck began to skid as a pair of small machine guns mounted to either side of the drone’s  fuselage began to unload. The driver’s side tires started lifting off the ground as bullets rattled off the truck cab just behind the passenger side door. The side of the truck hit the wall, the impact stopping it from dumping over on its side. They were now facing back the way they had come.

      “What are you doing?” Hayden cried as Oz slammed his foot down on the gas. The drone was still behind them, still shooting, its bullets tearing through the rear, some of them making it all the way to the metal directly behind their seat.

      “Going another way,” Oz replied.

      “You can’t outrun that thing.”

      Oz whipped his head in Hayden’s direction. “Do you have a better idea, Sheriff?”

      “Pozz. I do.”

      Hayden grabbed the CRG, pushing open the passenger side door and holding it there with his knee. He leaned out of the truck, trying to get a bead on the drone. It slid sideways into view, retreating before Hayden could fire.

      “Sheriff, hold on!” Oz shouted, jerking the wheel to the left. Hayden almost lost his hold on the door. “It’s trying to get past on my side.”

      “If we clear the tunnel, it’s going to have a clean shot at us,” Hayden said. “This thing can’t outmaneuver it.”

      “Damn it!” Oz shouted. Then he hit the brakes again, the truck skidding to a stop. The drone resumed shooting, bullets peppering the vehicle, a few penetrating the cab and digging up foam and upholstery.

      Hayden jumped out of the truck, sprinting toward the back of it. He switched the CRG to auto and started spraying flechettes through the rear of the vehicle, following the sound of the drone’s guns peppering the other side of the truck. He heard his rounds hit the drone, and  a moment later it swung across his field of vision, smoke pouring from it.  It crashed into the wall on his side of the truck and exploded, smoke and debris filling the air.

      The blast force knocked Hayden down, the heat washing over his face. He didn’t stay grounded long, rolling over and back to his feet just as the tunnel began to creak and groan.

      “Oz, go!” he shouted before he ran for the truck’s open door. The vehicle began to pull away, and he sped up to match it, jumping onto the passenger side running board and holding on. They had no sooner cleared the tunnel than the whole thing collapsed, spewing dirt and dust.

      Oz guided the truck fifty meters to the next street, and then came to a jolting stop. “Hell, Sheriff. That was close.”

      “Too close,” Hayden agreed. “Lenny, we need another way—Damn it. Lenny?” She was slumped forward, blood spreading across the back of her clothes. She’d been shot three times through the bench seat. “Lenny?” He slid an arm in front of her and gently pulled her up against the seat back. Her eyes were still open. Her breathing ragged and weak. But she was still alive.

      “Bastards killed me,” Lenny said, tears in her eyes. “That’s not right. We take oaths.”

      Oz laid his hand on her arm. “An oath they broke to get to Sheriff Duke,” Oz said. “Why do you think I’m here instead of with my battalion? Their oaths are only good until they aren’t convenient anymore.”

      Lenny’s eyes shifted over to the former War Dog. “Th..this street. Fifty-five. Twenty. Four seventy-five. Y...you can’t miss it.”

      “I don’t understand,” Oz said.

      “They’re road designations,” Hayden said.

      “Sheriff,” Lenny said, looking at him. “I…I was going to…betray you.”

      “I know,” Hayden said. “It’s okay. I was going to kill you before you did.”

      Lenny started laughing at that, the laughter quickly becoming a hard cough, which turned into a weak cough. She vomited blood onto her chest, and then she didn’t move at all.

      Hayden pulled her from the truck and laid her on the ground, placing her hands atop each other on her midriff. It was all he had time for.

      He scanned the sky before climbing back into the vehicle, searching for more drones.

      Clear.

      For the moment.

      He slammed the passenger door closed behind him. “Let’s go.”
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      Hayden didn’t expect to make it far before more drones appeared. He kept his eyes glued to the sky around them, watching for any sign of the machines. They were fortunate the drone he had taken down was a pre-war model, ancient and underpowered compared to later iterations. They were also lucky the craft had guns but no missiles, likely because they had been expended long ago. When the others came, he imagined their armament and capabilities would be the same. That wouldn’t make it an easy fight, but at least they had a chance.

      They were fortunate too that neither of them or the truck’s engine had taken a major hit.  Oz had had a close call when a round ricocheted off the driver’s side door and scored his metal bicep. But otherwise, the attack had only slowed them down.

      They followed the road to highway fifty-five, south to highway twenty and then east to route four seventy-five. The roads had all been cleared of old cars and debris, just as Lenny had said, and had been repaired so the ride was fast and smooth. And the sky remained clear of the drones Hayden had anticipated, either because Grimmel had only one or because he had changed his tactics and decided to let them get closer before meeting them on the defensive, where he had more control of the environment. Hayden didn’t question that he and Oz were still at a massive disadvantage. They had no idea what they were driving into. No idea what kind of force Grimmel had massed at their destination. No idea of the potential numbers or what kind of firepower they’d be facing.

      Hayden had never let any of that stop him before. He wasn’t going to start now.

      Lenny had told them they couldn’t miss the place. Watching the grass and trees go by, at first Hayden wasn’t so sure. But then he saw the building through the foliage. Made of brick and surrounded by barbed wire, the windows were boarded and barred. A series of machine guns were mounted to the rooftop. Currently unmanned, they were no less intimidating because of it.

      “That has to be it,” Hayden said, pointing it out to Oz.

      “Do we attack in a blaze of glory, or do we take the subtle approach?” Oz replied, looking over at it. “I bet that thing held up pretty well against the trife. Especially with those guns.”

      “For as long as the ammo held out.”

      “Looks like there’s space for a helicopter to land between the building and the barbed wire. They may have received deliveries by air.”

      “Something about the place seems off. Like it wasn’t meant to become what it is.”

      “I’m pretty sure it wasn’t meant to become what it is now either. Do we pull over and look for the front door?”

      “Keep going,” Hayden said, scanning the sky for drones. “We can’t sneak up on them anyway. Not if the satellite’s locked on us.”

      “Roger.” Oz pointed. “Looks like there’s an access road up ahead.”

      “Take it.”

      Oz slowed the truck to turn onto the access road and accelerated. The dirt road curved around to a ramshackle, unused gatehouse covered in trife claw marks. “Funny,” Oz remarked, “I don’t see a fence anywhere.”

      An open field allowed line of sight to not one building but multiple, all of them grouped close together. A couple of them were in the process of collapsing.

      “Someone probably took the metal for scrap,” Hayden replied, finally able to see the tramped down barbed wire where trife had apparently breached their defenses. “Go across the field.”

      “There could be land mines,” Oz pointed out.

      “Go across.”

      “Okay.” Oz said, accelerating across the grass toward the buildings.

      Hayden still watched for drones, but he also scanned the rooftops  and the landscape ahead. It was all quiet. Where the hell was everybody?

      “I smell an ambush,” Oz said. “No way they’re letting us have free run of the place.”

      “No. Grimmel’s letting us in. There must be something he wants us to see.”

      “That’s a terrifying thought.”

      “Because he isn’t afraid of us? Why should he be? Look at this place.”

      “Then what are we doing here, Sheriff? You’re pretty much telling me we’re going to die.”

      Hayden looked over at Oz and smirked. “Because I promised I would. Because I might be the only one who can. Those kids deserve someone willing to fight for them, and if it comes down to it, die for them.”

      “You’ve got nothing to lose, right?”

      “I’ve got a lot to lose. I promised my wife I would bring justice to this world. There’s nothing that means more to me than that promise. I don’t want to die here, Oz. But I also can’t walk away.”

      Oz smiled. “I guess that’s why I like you so much. You know what you believe is right and you fight for it no matter what. Hell or high water.”

      

      “So should we all,” Hayden said. “Look.” He pointed to another building as it came into view, towering over the others. It was the largest of them all, a massive brick building looming maliciously at the head of the compound. There was no question it was the primary facility or that it belonged to Grimmel.

      “What the hell is that?” Oz said as they cleared the smaller buildings. He stared in disbelief at the twenty-meter tall sculpture resting in front of the building.

      Hayden wasn’t easily surprised, but this? This caught him completely off-guard.

      “Nyarlath,” he said.
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      “Ny-what?” Oz said, slowing almost absently as they approached the building.

      “Nyarlath,” Hayden repeated. His heart was pounding now, the rare fear reaching into him as he stared at the horrifying sculpture.

      It was made of all kinds of materials, from wood to steel to stone, hammered and soldered and fused together into a general, giant shape. In truth, the more he looked at it, it didn’t really look all that much like the Relyeh Ancient. Large and monstrous, she was a horrific creature, the stuff of nightmares, a thing so revolting he still couldn’t imagine how anything like her had become not only spacefaring, but the most powerful race in the universe.

      Numerous tentacles emanated from her massive central body, each one ending in toothy mouths with dozens of huge eyes. But it was the thought of the primary mouth, with its ability to  grind almost anything into bits, that churned his stomach the most.

      This creature, while just as monstrous, looked more humanoid. It had tentacles, but they spread out from a pair of arms. More tentacles emerged from its two legs, its body attired in a robe made of faded red and white stripes with a touch of blue littered with white stars.  Large, glass-like eyes stared out from an angular face, and a dozen worm-like protrusions dangled from its elongated chin.

      “Relyeh,” Hayden continued. “But I was wrong. I don’t think it’s Nyarlath.”

      “What is it then?”

      “Another ancient. One I don’t know about,” Hayden said, wondering why the statue was here. The Relyeh didn’t care about that kind of thing.

      “Ancient? That word usually means—”

      “Old. Very old. Millions of years.”

      “I suddenly really wish I hadn’t come along for this ride.”

      “Me too,” Hayden said as the truck rolled to a stop. If Grimmel was a Relyeh Ancient, their odds of survival had just dropped from slim to none.

      He exhaled sharply. Not none. Not as long as he had the microspear. The weapon was made to kill Relyeh. Parasites. Ancients. It didn’t discriminate. He pushed open the passenger side door and jumped out, carrying the CRG.

      Oz exited on the driver’s side with the assault rifle Hayden had picked up, meeting him at the front of the truck. They stood in the shadow of the statue, looking past it to the building. Still no sign of an imminent attack.

      Still no sign of anything.

      “This place is giving me the creeps,” Oz said.

      “Stay alert.” Hayden started forward, CRG ready to fire. Oz joined him, and they walked quickly toward the front of the building. The doors had been replaced with a barred iron gate. There was no visible lock, but when Hayden tugged on it he couldn’t get it to budge.

      “Electromagnetic,” he said, peering inside. The gate led into a large foyer with a white marble floor and a large staircase near the back. The interior of the building was clean and tidy. No dirt, no dust. Someone was taking care of it. It was a stark contrast to the exterior.

      His eyes traced the room, pausing at a lump in the corner. A War Dog, from the looks of the uniform.

      Dead.

      “This is a twist,” Hayden said, staring at the dead man. He didn’t see any obvious wounds, but his angle wasn’t the best.

      Oz peeked in to see what he was talking about. “Somebody beat us here?”

      “We’ll need to find another way in.”

      Oz grabbed the gate with his augment and tried to open it. No luck. “This gets stranger and stranger every second. After the train station and the drone, I thought for sure we were going to be swimming in it.”

      “Me too,” Hayden said. He backed away from the door. All of the windows were barred, but the bars were drilled into the brick. Secure enough to keep trife out, but not Oz. “We’ll go in through one of the windows.” They left the front gate, going along the side of the building. The windows were all low enough to get through once they removed the bars. “This one looks as good as any.”

      Oz stepped up to it, wrapping his hand around the center bar and pulling. It took a few seconds but his augment was much stronger than the brick. He yanked the iron from its moorings, dropping it to the grass. Then he threw his fist into the wooden boards behind it, splintering them. It took a few seconds to get the wood pulled away and the window frame cleared.

      Hayden kept his CRG trained on it the entire time. Somebody was inside and had already killed at least one War Dog. From the fact that the entire compound was silent he had a feeling the first corpse wouldn’t be the last.

      Hayden hopped onto the window frame, sweeping the CRG across the room. It looked like an old office, with a wood desk and bookshelves. The place had been cleaned out at some point. There were no books on the shelves, nothing on the desk. A leather-backed rolling chair was shoved into the corner as if someone had kicked it out of the way. The interior door to the room was closed.

      “Clear,” he said, moving inside. Oz climbed in behind him and they went to the door.

      Hayden motioned to the knob. Oz turned it while Hayden waited, CRG at the ready. He pushed the door open and Hayden charged through, out into the hallway facing left while Oz swung around to the right. All the doors along it were closed.

      “Clear,” Hayden said.

      “Clear,” Oz said.

      They both relaxed slightly. The corridor was long, and like the foyer had been kept clean and tidy. The tile looked almost brand new.

      “Back to the foyer,” Hayden said. “I want to check that body.”

      “Roger.”

      Hayden took point, moving past Oz,  keeping the CRG up and in firing position. They weren’t far from the foyer, reaching it in less than a minute. Hayden found the dead War Dog in the corner, face down. He leaned over the body, reaching out to turn it over.

      A shout of terror echoed through the foyer, suddenly cut off. Hayden snapped to his feet, whirling around. It had come from upstairs. He broke for the steps, charging up them, Oz silent as he kept pace with him. Someone else screamed, this cry of fear much louder. They reached the top of the steps, turning left and looking down another long corridor. One of the doors was open. Hayden slowed his pace, walking toward it with his finger on the CRG’s trigger. Oz stayed behind him, slightly to the side for a clear line of fire.

      A dark mass exploded out of the room, hitting the wall and springing off, coming directly at Hayden. He started shooting, flechettes blasting past the thing, which was moving faster than he could aim. It barrelled into him, its mass knocking him over as it continued past, leaping  at Oz and bowling him over.

      Hayden didn’t stay down, rolling to his knees. The creature was on top of the former War Dog, trying to get past his metal arm—the only thing stopping it from ripping his throat out.

      Hayden grabbed the microspear from his pocket and dove at the creature, stabbing the weapon into its back. It seized up almost instantly, letting out a pained shriek before collapsing.

      “You okay?” Hayden asked, helping Oz back up.

      “Yeah, but I could’ve done without that,” he said, looking down at the dead creature.

      It looked like a hellion, but different. While its skin was thicker and tougher—ridged and boney instead of smooth—it was more human, with longer, leaner arms and legs and full five-fingered hands instead of claws. Its face was much more delicate, as if someone had plastered a person’s visage on top of a monstrous blank canvas. The effect was nauseating. Hayden could tell this creature had been a human woman once.

      But no more.

      “This is what they did,” Hayden said. “The USSF. When they knew they couldn’t win the war, they pulled out all the stops. Protocol didn’t matter anymore. Regulations. Morality. They were leaving Earth anyway, and maybe they could leave something behind that would destroy the trife.”

      “We weren’t supposed to survive, were we?” Oz asked.

      “Humankind? Not here. They didn’t know then that the plan was never to eradicate intelligent life on Earth, only to subdue it.” He paused. “Well, they didn’t all know.”

      “Some people did?”

      “Some people knew a lot more than they told anyone else.”

      “How do you know about it?”

      “I met someone who was alive during the war. A Marine put in hibernation.”

      “That’s a real thing?”

      “It is.”

      “It looks like somebody decided to pick up where they left off.”

      “It does. The question is who, why and what does the Hunger have to do with it?”

      “That’s more than one question.”

      “Pozz. But the answers will probably make themselves apparent at the same time.”

      “Do you think there are more of these things running around?”

      Hayden nodded. “I think Grimmel chose to upgrade his defenses for our arrival.”

      “Lucky us.”

      They both froze when a thud echoed from somewhere down below.

      “Here we go,” Hayden said.
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      Hayden and Oz went back to the top of the stairs, where three more hellion-like creatures emerged from a room to the left of their position. The hybrids shrieked at the pair, their screams human, though they didn’t seem to be able to form words.

      Oz and Hayden started shooting. The creatures split in three directions, one leaping onto the wall of the foyer and scurrying up to and across the ceiling. Another charged the stairs while the third succumbed to the sudden hail of bullets and flechettes, the CRG powerful enough to punch through the monster’s toughened hide.

      Another round of shrieks sounded from below and behind the stairs.

      Hayden aimed down the steps while Oz went after the one on the ceiling, their gunfire echoing within the building. Hayden tried to conserve ammo, sending single rounds at the hellion, but it was faster than he was accustomed to. He switched to auto, spraying a dozen rounds in a sweeping motion that sent a handful of flechettes through the hellion, knocking it down the stairs.

      Oz wasn’t so fortunate. The assault rifle’s bullets weren’t powerful enough to pierce the creature’s hide, and it leaped from the ceiling, landing in front of him. Oz dropped the weapon, stepping back as the hellion reached for him. He brought up his powerful fist and punched the creature’s chest. The blow cracked against its hardened hide, the force pushing it up and back. It shrieked as it went over the edge of the banister, landing on another hellion coming out from behind the steps. They went down together, Oz needing a few seconds to get back into the fight.

      “Oz,” Hayden said, catching the tail end of the fight. He tossed the other man the CRG before drawing a revolver in his left hand and the microspear in his right. This was going to get ugly. “Cover me.”

      “Cover you?” Oz replied, catching the gun and bringing it up just in time to shoot another hellion trying to climb the wall. It shrieked and fell off, cracking against the marble below.

      Hayden didn’t answer. He rushed down the stairs, charging the pair of hellions who were charging up at him. One of them lunged at him, powerful limbs carrying it halfway up the steps in one leap. Hayden fired his revolver nearly point blank, the bullet going through its unprotected eye and into its brain. He ducked aside as the body collapsed to the stairs.

      The second hellion took advantage of the first’s distraction, bouncing sideways and coming at Hayden from the flank. Its large hand closed around his neck, pulling him sideways and slamming him into the railing, cracking it. The hellion had a man’s face, and it glared angrily at him as it tried to choke him to death.

      Hayden stabbed the abomination in the gut with the microspear. Its eyes rolled back as the weapon expanded into its organs, killing it almost instantly. He pulled the blade out and kicked the hellion off him, sending the corpse tumbling down the steps.

      Oz pivoted again, firing at another hellion as it burst up the steps toward Hayden. He adjusted his aim and fired again, cutting it down.

      Hayden put a bullet through the eye of a fourth creature. Or was it his fifth? Still more of them  emerged from the hallways, charging up the steps.

      He got back to his feet and tried aiming again, but the hellions were getting wise to him and they lowered their heads to make the shot harder. He emptied his revolver trying to get another eye shot, the bullets smacking harmlessly into hard skin.

      “Sheriff, we have to get out of here,” Oz said, sending another burst of flechettes into a hellion. “I’m almost dry.”

      Hayden swapped revolvers, making it down another step toward the creatures. There was nowhere to go but down. The first hellion was a lure to bring them to the second floor. Grimmel might have underestimated him in the beginning. That was over now.

      He scanned the foyer. Six hellions were converging at the base of the steps, about to charge, and there was no way to kill them all before they killed him. But the majority had come from somewhere behind the stairs. Did this place have a basement?

      “Oz,” Hayden shouted, getting his attention. “I’m going down. Cover me.”

      They stared at one another for a brief moment, Hayden saying as much as he could with his expression. He didn’t know what was going to happen to either of them, but this was the end of the line.

      Oz nodded in silent understanding. He sprayed the stairs with flechettes, giving Hayden enough time to get to the banister and throw himself over it into a three-meter drop to the floor below. He landed hard but stayed on his feet, muscles tearing as he turned sideways, allowing his shoulder to break his momentum. He hit the far wall, leaving a divot in the plaster.

      Half the hellions charged his way, the other half continuing up the stairs. Oz had to make a choice. He had only a handful of flechettes left. He could defend himself. Or Hayden.

      He chose Hayden.

      Hayden limped away from the wall, turning to face the creatures and bringing up his revolver. A hail of rounds rained down on them from above, tearing through their heads and bodies and knocking them down like dominoes. Then he heard the CRG click empty, and a moment later the weapon came over the edge, clattering onto the floor, replaced with the lighter pops of Oz’s sidearm as he retreated down the hallway.

      Hayden didn’t linger. His muscles had already healed enough for him to walk, and he headed back behind the stairs, to an open door directly underneath. It wasn’t a typical basement door but an iron blast door, thick and heavy, the frame around it equally strong. The stairwell behind it was lined with metal and lit by LEDs embedded into the walls. Whatever this place was, whatever this place had become, it wasn’t only designed to keep trife out.

      It was designed to keep other things in.

      He started down, moving as fast as he could. His legs hurt from the fall, and he thought the hellion that knocked him down might have cracked a rib or two. It was times like these he was almost grateful for what the Relyeh had done to him.

      He continued to descend, the stairs pausing at a landing and changing direction, winding downward. He slowed at each turn, leading with his gun as he came around it. The only thing he heard below was a faint hum he recognized as a reactor.

      He kept descending, the hum gaining slightly in volume as he continued down. He had to be nearly fifty meters underground by the time he reached the door at the bottom, which matched the one at the top. He stopped to listen, expecting the hellions to come down after him once they were done with Oz. He didn’t hear anything. Did that mean Oz was still alive? Still fighting? Hayden hoped so.

      The stairwell opened up into a short corridor with a door on the left and one straight ahead. The door on the left was open. He approached it quickly but cautiously, turning the corner. It fed into another long hallway, this one lined with metal doors, many of which were open. He went to the closest and looked inside. A small mattress was torn to pieces on the floor. Trays of food were left uneaten. The body of a half-devoured rat rotted in the corner.

      Hayden shook his head at the sight before crossing over to one of the closed doors and peering in through a small window.

      A man was sitting on the mattress. He had the same symbol on his cheek as Lenny. He noticed Hayden and jumped to his feet, going over to the door.

      “Please, let me out of here.”

      “What’s happening here?”

      “He’s gone crazy. Please. We need to go. Both of us. Let me out.” The man’s voice was panicked.

      “Who’s gone crazy?”

      “Wyatt.”

      “Who’s Wyatt?”

      The man’s panic turned to sudden rage. “Stop asking questions and get me the hell out of here!”

      Hayden’s eyes narrowed as they settled on a small scab on his neck. An injection site. He backed away, leaving the man screaming.

      “Let me out, you son of a bitch! Now!”

      Hayden left the room. He didn’t need to see the rest of the opened or closed cells to know what had happened. Grimmel needed more subjects, and had turned to the War Dogs to get them. How long ago did he start injecting them? How long did it take for a human to mutate?

      He went to the closed door, pulling it open. The hellions could have gone this way, but they hadn’t. They had followed the noise and the smell.

      He stepped into the next room, pausing at the entrance. He recognized the space immediately. It was a control room for a research module. A standardized system the USSF had developed in the wake of the war to build or replace research facilities more efficiently.

      A main command terminal sat on a raised dais at the back of the room, while half a dozen small workstations surrounded a primary monitor at the front of the room. There were doors leading off the room in every direction, including one in the corner next to the main monitor.

      The room was active, the smaller monitors connected to the workstations all lit up along with the primary. They each had different functions and showed different views, digital readouts and diagnostics he mostly didn’t understand. The strange part was that the screens were both active and changing, the displays shifting even though there was nobody in the room except him.

      He looked at the main display, biting his lip when he saw it was split into fifty different segments, all of them showing different views of the planet through multiple satellite feeds. Only one of them was zoomed in close enough to make out more than terrain.

      And it was looking down on the building he was standing in.

      Oz was right. Grimmel did have access to satellites, and judging by the clarity of the image, Hayden had a feeling Grimmel had somehow hacked into the Centurion network. He went over to the main command terminal and dropped into the seat. Everything he knew about computers he had learned from his wife. She was the smart one, an engineer. He was always only the Sheriff.

      He tapped on the keypad, bringing up a screen with the USSF eagle and star logo above a password field. The USSF’s network was flawed, programmed with a backdoor and a hardcoded master password that couldn’t be changed.

      And he happened to know it.

      He typed it in and hit enter. The screen changed, showing him a list of possible controls. He wanted to shut the system down and take this whole place down with it.

      He scanned the options, looking for the emergency shutdown, which should be accessible with the master password. He stopped on something else. An item that read U.S.S.F Inventory and Manifest.

      He tapped into it, surprised by the submenu. It wasn’t a list of inventory for this facility. It seemed to be a list of everything. Research facilities, weapon’s caches, satellite uplinks, armed forces deployments. And more. His eyes narrowed when he reached an item labeled Extrasolar.

      He accessed  the information it contained, unsure of what to expect. It was a list of the generation ships the governments of the planet had built to flee Earth at the tail end of the war. Sixteen ships from around the globe. Most of them had found their way to Proxima to help start the colony there, and they were marked success. A few had never made it off the planet, including the one he’d been born on, and they were designated as failed. But there were three others here. One he had heard of before. Deliverance, listed as classified. Another marked classified, Foresight. The third, named Pioneer, had a designation of its own.

      Lost.

      Hayden stared at the word. How did a massive starship wind up lost?

      It was a curiosity, but not really his concern. This data hadn’t originated here on Earth. It was coming from Proxima. Grimmel had done more than hack their satellites.

      That was a problem. A big problem. But he knew the solution. He was familiar with the layout of the research modules. He knew where to find the mainframe, and he still had enough bullets left to lay it to waste. Which was a good thing, because the emergency shutdown was nowhere to be found. The software had been altered to remove it from the menu, and he didn’t have the skills to access it otherwise.

      He stood up, eyes sweeping across the three doors. He still needed to find the kids. He still needed to kill Grimmel. And now he needed to blow the mainframe.

      The computer could wait. He had all the time in the world to kill it once the kids were safe and Grimmel was gone.  But what about Wyatt? The Dog had said Wyatt went crazy, whoever he was. A scientist in charge of the experiments? That seemed the most likely. No doubt he was still down here.

      He crossed the control room to the door on the left. It should lead to the research areas and the containment facilities where he hoped to find the kids. With any luck he would run into Grimmel, Wyatt, or both somewhere along the way.

      And then he would kill them in the name of justice.
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      Hayden passed through the door on the left side of the control room into a stark white corridor. Boots striking the metal floor, he passed doors with large glass windows on either side of the hallway. He slowed, turning his head to look inside one after another. While the rooms were all separated based on their purpose, the interiors were nearly homogenous. They each contained medical technology of one kind or another, along with computer terminals and a row of cabinets stuffed with relevant supplies. They were all painted white, the machines and furniture colored in an equally stark and sterile silver.

      The first four rooms Hayden checked were all unoccupied, with no indication anyone had been there in some time. The fifth was different.

      The body Hayden found lying on the floor wasn’t human. Had never been human.

      He entered the room and knelt down, examining the body more closely. Pale, rubbery flesh  covered servos, motors and synthetic muscle. A robot, it lay collapsed in a heap, its arms snapped at the joints.  Circuits dangled from its metal skull, which was bent and twisted as if something had peeled it open from the inside out. The electronics that served as its brain were completely fried, melted into a black useless mass within the skull.

      “What happened to you?” Hayden whispered. The robot looked human enough to a less experienced eye, like the eye of a child. But the skin was too thick, the eyes too big. It creeped him out like the hybrid hellions did. “What are you? And who made you?”

      He got back to his feet, retreating from the room. He continued down the hallway, finding a couple of other robots in the same state deeper along. Oz was right, this whole thing was getting stranger by the second.

      He neared the back of the corridor, stopping when he reached a door that was different from the others. It was made of the same white material, but it had a security panel on the wall beside it and when he tried to push it open he found it was locked. He smirked at that, hurrying back to the control room and activating the command terminal. It took a few minutes, but he found the door controls and shut down the security locks.

      He returned to the door and pushed it open, revealing a long row of cells. He entered the room, putting his face to the small window of the first door on the left.

      Two children slept on the cell’s mattress. An empty food tray rested on the floor nearby, along with a few old plastic toys.

      “Found you,” Hayden said, lips splitting in a smile. It was a good thing he hadn’t disabled  the mainframe first, or he might have locked himself out of the area.

      He left them sleeping and crossed to the opposite cell. Two more children were there, both asleep on their mattress. He went to the next cell. There was only one child in this one, the oldest he had seen so far. She was awake, and she looked up when he knocked on the glass, reaching up to part the long hair that fell in front of her face.

      She jumped to her feet, going up to the glass.

      “Hi,” Hayden said. “ I’m Sh—”

      “You need to get out of here!” the girl interrupted frantically. “You need to get out of here now!”

      Hayden shook his head. “Neg. I’m here to save you.”

      “You can’t save us. You need to go now. Before he comes back.”

      “Who?”

      “Wyatt.”

      “Do you know where he is? I’m trying to find him.”

      “Mister, you don’t want to find him. You need to leave while you still can. He’ll kill you. He killed everyone else.”

      “I don’t die so easy,” Hayden replied. “I can get you all out. I can open the doors.”

      “No!” the girl snapped, terrified by the thought. “I don’t want to go out there with him. None of us do. Keep us here. Let him do what he wants. Just go.” Tears rolled from her eyes. She didn’t really want him to leave, but she was scared. What kind of monster was Wyatt?

      He remembered the statue of the Relyeh Ancient outside. The Hunger needed fear to survive, and this girl was definitely afraid. Was Wyatt one of them?

      He looked back at the control terminal near the door. He had bypassed all of the security measures. All he had to do was tap on the controls to open every cell. He didn’t want to put the children in more danger by setting them free. At the same time, if he did find Wyatt and didn’t survive, they would be trapped. What if the hellions were still out there? If he sent them upstairs, they might not make it very far.

      “Sorry,” he said, turning back to the girl. “I’m opening the cells. It might be your only chance to get out of here. I need to know where to find Wyatt.”

      “He’s probably talking to Grimmel,” the girl replied. “That’s where he always goes.”

      “And where can I find Grimmel?”

      “Near the mainframe.”

      Hayden bit back his smile. All three targets in the same place? He would take it.

      “I’m going to open the cells. If I don’t come back in ten minutes, you need to get everyone out of here. All the doors are open, head for the surface. Tell the others.”

      The girl shook as she nodded tentatively. Hayden went back to the cell controls, sliding the switch from closed to open. The doors all clicked and then swung outward.

      Hayden waited a few seconds, but none of the children emerged. They were all too scared to leave the relative safety of their confines.

      That was about to change.
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      Hayden went back to the control room. The door to the mainframe was next to the primary display, the only one of the four in the room that normally required biometric clearance. The master password let him bypass it. Unlocking the door, he walked through.

      A short corridor led to a second blast door. Hayden opened it without delay. It split aside from the center, revealing the mainframe. Tall, narrow black towers, each with a flashing blue LED, filled the center of the room. There were fifty or so in all, arranged in a rectangle with a metal grate floor below them and a metal grate ceiling above.  A powerful fan pushed cold air up at the machines from below, which vented out above, the shaft leading to an exhaust at the surface.

      Hayden didn’t see anyone as he stepped in, revolver out and microspear in hand. He heard someone though. The voice of a boy. It reminded him of Sam.

      “I’ve done everything you asked. I don’t know what more you want me to do.” The kid paused for nearly ten seconds. “Yes, I know. Yes. It’s complete. The subjects are in holding.” Another pause. Hayden didn’t hear anyone else speaking, but it sounded like the kid was responding. “Of course this will work. You made me do this. It’s the reason I’m here.”

      Hayden began circling the mainframe, walking slowly, careful not to let his boots reveal his presence. He kept his revolver pointed up, finger on the guard, breathing softly.

      “You needn’t try to sneak up on me, Sheriff Duke,” the boy said suddenly. “I already know you’re here.”

      Hayden exhaled. How the hell?

      “Please put your gun away. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      It was as if the kid could see him, yet he couldn’t see the kid. His eyes danced to the corners of the room, looking for cameras. There weren’t any.

      “How can you see me?” Hayden asked.

      “I can’t,” the boy replied. “I can sense you.”

      Hayden didn’t understand that answer either. He holstered his revolver, sliding the microspear up under the cuff of his sleeve. He went around the side of the mainframe, eyes landing on the boy. He was probably twelve or thirteen, thin and pale, with dark hair and big eyes. He was dressed in a simple white cotton shirt and pants. Both had smears of blood on them.

      “Are you Wyatt?” he asked.

      The boy looked at him and shook his head. “I’m Grimmel.”

      A lump formed in Hayden’s throat. This was Grimmel? A kid? “You’re the one that’s been taking kids from their parents and experimenting on them?” he asked.

      “Yes.” Grimmel’s response was matter-of-fact, completely devoid of emotion. “I know. You believe the practice is cruel. And I agree with you, Sheriff. It is cruel. But it’s also necessary. Did you like my creations?”

      “You mean the hellions?”

      “They were based on the original hellion design, but I made some modifications to improve their intelligence, speed and agility. I also increased the speed of the mutation. The hybrids I sent after you were only twelve hours old.”

      “Should I be impressed?”

      “Yes. It’s a breakthrough of the highest order.”

      “You killed people to achieve your breakthrough.”

      “Yes. And I would kill thousands more if that’s what it takes to achieve our goals. Our goals, Sheriff Duke. Mine…and yours.”

      “Not mine,” Hayden said. “I came here to stop you.”

      “I know. We’ve been watching you. Until you tricked us. Which was well done, I must admit. I thought you were still headed east.”

      “But you were already preparing the hellions.”

      “Not for you. Not originally. As a test.”

      “But not for me?”

      “No.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Trying to save the world, Sheriff. Trying to save humankind.”

      “We already did that.”

      The boy laughed, showing emotion for the first time. “You can’t tell me you truly believe that. The Relyeh are resting. Held back. Frozen. From Earth. For now. How long do you believe that will last? Ten years? A hundred years? A thousand? Ten thousand?” He shook his head. “Even if it were a million years, the Hunger is older than that. They’re more powerful than that. They’ll surround our planet, they’ll take every other civilization. And then we too will fall. It’s inevitable.”

      Hayden didn’t answer right away, considering the statement. In the back of his mind, he knew it was true. He had always known. That’s why he had to test everyone he killed, to make sure they weren’t infected. The Relyeh were gone, but they hadn’t forgotten humanity. Shub’Nigu was still in his head, for hell’s sake.

      “Let’s say I agree with you,” Hayden said. “Then what? What’s your play?”

      “If you can’t beat them, join them.”

      Hayden flinched. It wasn’t the statement he expected. “What?”

      “That’s why I’m here. I wasn’t always like this, Sheriff.” He tapped his head. “Intelligent, I mean. Once, I was one of the children, brought here against my will, frightened like the others. But they brought me here. They changed me. They helped me see the truth. To understand my place in this universe.”

      “Who are they?”

      “Grimmel,” the boy replied.

      “You said you’re Grimmel.”

      “I am. That’s what they made me. Who I was before doesn’t matter. The past doesn’t matter. Only the present and the future. I didn’t want you to get involved. I didn’t want you to come. But they said you would. They said that too was inevitable. And here you are.”

      “Whatever you’re doing, whatever you’re planning, you need to stop it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if you know what the Hunger is, what it requires, you know this isn’t the answer for us.”

      “Eighty percent of us can live productive, happy lives, Sheriff. In a world unified by a common goal and a single seat of power. The rest, they become our tithe. Our supply. It’s a fair trade.”

      “No, it isn’t. How could you even think it would be?”

      “The outcome is logical.”

      “So what? You erect a statue to an ancient, you show them you can make monsters and they’re supposed to come to the table? You expect the Relyeh to negotiate? Is that it?”

      “Of course not. Don’t be obtuse, Sheriff. I didn’t say settle with them, I said join them. To become part of the Hunger, we need an Ancient of our own.”

      Hayden stared at the boy. He wasn’t sure what to say. The idea was ludicrous from top to bottom. “You’re trying to engineer an Ancient?”

      “We already have.”

      “You?”

      “No. Not me. I’m simply the catalyst. The stepping stone. The finished product cost many lives, but the research is done. I may need to go recover the resources you’re withholding from me, but I’m confident between the subjects I already have and the additional assets, the sample will take with one of them. And then we’ll teach it and nurture it, and in time it will be smarter than me, stronger than me, better than me in every way.”

      “And it’ll survive through fear and hate and pain. We’ll survive the same way, in a perpetual cycle of misery.”

      “Yes.”

      “No. You can’t do this. The solution to dealing with the enemy isn’t to become the thing you hate.”

      “In this case, it is. The outcome is logical. And correct.”

      “I won’t let you do this.”

      “You can’t stop us.”

      “You haven’t tried your latest sample yet. I can still stop you.” Hayden reached for his revolver, resting his hand on the grip.

      “You would shoot a child?” Grimmel asked.

      “I don’t know exactly what you are, but I’m pretty sure you aren’t a child. I saw the robots in the lab. Your hellions tore them apart.”

      “No, I did that. They were caretakers. Nannies. Teachers. For the children. But we don’t need them anymore. The work is nearly done, and when it is, everything will change.”

      Hayden’s eyes shifted from Grimmel, landing on the terminal behind him. Green text on a black background. He had seen something like it before. What was this place, really? Would he ever know?

      “You need to make a decision, Sheriff,” Grimmel said, recapturing his attention. “You made it here, like they said you would. You have a connection to the Relyeh. You could be valuable to us. You could be part of this.”

      “You know I won’t agree to letting any percentage of the population suffer to end the threat. Bargaining with the devil is no way to survive.”

      “I know. You’ll do what you have to do, Sheriff. And I’ll respond in kind.”

      Hayden locked eyes with the boy. Despite the way Grimmel acted, despite what he planned to do, shooting a kid was still a hard idea to resolve. It wasn’t his fault he had been put in this situation. If he was telling the truth, he had come here like the children on the train. Frightened and dirty, crying and soiled. The experiments had made him what he was now.

      “Where are the scientists?” Hayden asked. “Where are the adults?”

      “They’ve been gone a long time. The facility was set to automatic, the parameters written and observed. It’s only me here.”

      “I heard you talking to someone before, but they didn’t answer back. That terminal there have anything to do with it?”

      “The terminal is of no concern to you. Make your choice, Sheriff. Draw your gun and shoot me down or walk away.”

      They both knew he wasn’t walking away. But damn, he really didn’t want to kill a kid. Then again, the kid didn’t seem all that concerned he might be shot. Why not?

      And how did he know about his connection to the Relyeh? To Shub’Nigu?

      “Well?” Grimmel said. “I’m waiting. You have five seconds, Sheriff. Make your choice or I’ll make it for you.”

      Hayden’s thoughts flashed back to the kids on the train. To the fear of what was happening to them, and their elation when he arrived. He switched over to the other children in the cells, too scared to leave even though the doors were all open. Even Grimmel. He was as much a victim as they were, of a sick experiment that had been going on for years.

      But victims weren’t always innocent, and just because it wasn’t his fault, it didn’t mean he wasn’t a threat.

      Hayden drew his gun, his wrist turning it toward Grimmel and firing in one smooth, quick motion.

      The round crossed the short distance in less than a second. It should have gone past Grimmel’s head and into the terminal behind him, hopefully shorting out the system. Instead, it slowed until it was dangling impossibly in the air, half a meter in front of the boy.
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      Hayden stared at the bullet, dumbstruck by its fixed trajectory. Everything about the scene was impossible, and it gave rise to a fear he had grown unaccustomed to.

      “What were you doing?” Grimmel asked, looking from the bullet to him. “You didn’t aim at me.”

      Hayden didn’t answer right away. His jaw clenched. His heart raced. A cold sweat beaded on his forehead. This wasn’t supposed to happen. This couldn’t happen. He swallowed hard and forced out a reply. “You’re taking orders from whoever’s on the other side of that terminal. I figured if I took out the terminal, I might be able to subdue you and talk some sense into you.”

      Grimmel glanced back at the green text, then at the bullet, and then at Hayden. “I’m not taking orders from anyone. There’s nobody here but you and me, Sheriff.”

      Hayden wasn’t so sure, but he wasn’t going to argue. “How did you do that?”

      “Stop the bullet? You don’t know as much about the Relyeh as you think you do. You don’t understand the position humankind is in. You’ve made judgements based on limited information. Based on your understanding of the trife, you think you know how it all works. But you don’t.”

      “Then why don’t you tell me?”

      “Why? I can’t convince you to join up or walk away. You won’t be satisfied until one of us is dead. That’s the logical outcome. It’s going to be you.”

      The bullet turned completely around and shot back at Hayden, hitting him in the chest. He gasped and stumbled as the pain washed over him, knocking him to his knees. He looked up at Grimmel. The boy had no expression on his face. He wasn’t happy or remorseful. Hayden understood why. The kid saw this entire scene as inevitable as the logical outcome he was just as certain about.

      Hayden tried to breathe in, struggling for air. The bullet had missed his heart and lungs, and he could tell right away it wouldn’t kill him, thanks to his genetically enhanced healing factor. But damn, it hurt.

      “I’ll give you a hint,” Grimmel said. “Maybe you’ll suss out the answer before you die. There are other applications to the same evolutionary trait that allows the Relyeh to communicate with one another across vast distances in real time. The Ancients know this, and they use it to devastating effect. They won’t ever see one of us as equals unless we can do the same.”

      Hayden stared at the boy. This had to do with the ick. The extra organ some Relyeh possessed that could phase in and out of existing spacetime and into another, smaller pocket universe. In that universe one Relyeh ick was only ever a short distance away from another. But how could that same system be utilized to stop a bullet?

      The key was spacetime, he knew that much. He needed his wife for anything deeper than that. At least it wasn’t magic.

      “You have an idea,” Grimmel said. “You’re quicker on the draw than I expected. Good for you.” He said it flatly. No expression. No emotion. He was more like a machine than a young boy.

      Hayden felt a tug on his hand, and then his revolver was flying through the air. Grimmel caught it smoothly, examining it a moment before turning it on him.

      “You fashion yourself a Sheriff like Wyatt Earp, don’t you?” Grimmel said. Hayden didn’t answer. “You want justice? We can settle this the old-fashioned way.” He lowered the gun, pointing it at the floor. “Stand up.”

      Hayden got to his feet, exaggerating the struggle.

      “We’ll duel for it.”

      “What for?” Hayden asked. “You can stop any bullet I shoot at you.”

      “Yes. But you’re the Sheriff. It’s logical that if you can survive this encounter, there may be flaws in the system which must be addressed.”

      “I can’t hurt you, but you think I can beat you?” Hayden asked, confused by the theory.

      “No. There is no conceivable means by which you can harm me, as you’ve correctly postulated. Therefore, if you do harm me, it’s evidence of a deep-rooted defect within the conception and development of this new application. This will allow me to confirm the calculations. We will duel.”

      Hayden spat out a mouthful of blood, which ran through the grates and vanished beneath the floor. Then he nodded. “Okay, kid. I’d rather go down fighting anyway.”

      “Yes.”

      Hayden took a couple of steps back, putting a little more distance between himself and Grimmel. He forced himself to stay calm while he tried to formulate a plan, eyes shifting left and right in search of anything he could use. If he drew his gun and fired on the kid, the kid would stop the round before they ever got close. Or worse, he would send it right back at him in the midst of a hail of bullets he wouldn’t be able to recover from, and Grimmel wouldn’t even need to use the gun to do it.

      There had to be another way.

      Grimmel was certain there wasn’t. Hayden was pretty damn certain too. He would think the kid was toying with him, but nothing about his personality suggested he saw any of this as a game. He wanted to convince the Relyeh to make humankind part of the family, and he was willing to dedicate a fifth of the population to endless suffering to do it. Whoever had originated the plan, it was as messed up as they came.

      He had to stop it. Screw the logical outcome. Screw inevitability. There had to be a way.

      “Ready, Sheriff?” Grimmel asked.

      Hayden wasn’t ready. He would never be ready. He had no time to think, to plan, to work it out. What was there to work out, anyway? If this was going to be the end, then he would at least go down shooting.

      “Ready,” he said.

      They squared off against one another. Hayden pushed his coat behind his holster, hand hanging just over the grip of his revolver. Keeping his pistol pointed at the floor, Grimmel narrowed his eyes.

      The seconds passed like hours. Every heartbeat was a slow-motion thhhhrrrrrummmmmpppp in Hayden’s ear. He and Grimmel stared into one another’s eyes.

      In that moment, it came to him, and he started to smile.

      Grimmel’s hand twitched in response, thrown by the reaction, the revolver beginning to rise. Hayden’s hand moved too, pulling his gun and pointing it at the boy.

      Bullets launched from Grimmel’s weapon, all five rounds following one another in a rapid sequence. They hit the far wall of the room instead of Hayden, because Hayden wasn’t there.

      He had ducked between the rows of computers, turning and firing at an angle to his left, then swinging his arm and firing to his right, while at the same time flicking the micro spear down from his sleeve. The bullets both ricocheted, one off the wall of the room, the other off the heavy shell that protected one of the computers. They came at Grimmel from two directions, one from the left side, the other from the right, impossible shots that no other man could make. The aim wasn’t perfect. One round headed for Grimmel’s thigh, the other for his arm, neither fatal.

      Grimmel caught them anyway, one and then the other, bringing them to a stop in mid-air.

      Then Hayden emerged from between two of the mainframe stacks, charging him with the microspear. Grimmel turned, and Hayden felt pressure like he was suddenly rushing headlong into a gale force wind. But he didn’t need to go far, and he pushed back against it, baring his teeth as he let go of his alien blade.

      Grimmel was too focused on Hayden. It took him a moment to recover, and he caught the microspear only centimeters from his throat, freezing it in place. “Good try, Sheriff,” he said. “You almost got—”

      The front of the blade expanded out into a dozen smaller tentacles, each one launching forward and entering the boy through the eyes, the ears, the nose and the mouth—driving into him.

      Hayden stumbled forward as the invisible hold on him vanished. The bullets all clattered to the floor. Grimmel didn’t make another sound. He simply collapsed, the microspear embedded in his face.

      Hayden knelt down beside him, tears running from his eyes. He hadn’t wanted to kill the kid. He’d had no choice.

      He pulled the microspear from the boy’s face. The tip of the blade was coated in dark ichor. It had pierced whatever part of the kid was letting him catch bullets. The Relyeh part of him. He wiped the blade off on his pants and put it back in his pocket. Then he picked up his revolver, dropping it in its holster as he got to his feet.

      “Sorry, kid,” he said softly, looking down at Grimmel. “I guess there’s a defect after all.”
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      Hayden didn’t leave the room right away. There was still work to be done.

      He stepped over Grimmel, approaching the terminal at the back of the room. His eyes fell to the display, interested in reading the green text he had only seen from a distance.

      Except the green text was gone, replaced by a logo that looked like a sphere with a bunch of forks sticking out of it, and the words “GRIMMEL CORPORATION” printed underneath.

      Hayden stared at the words for a moment, and then looked back at the boy. His name wasn’t Grimmel. He was Wyatt, or had been until recently. Until they had finished changing him into something else. This was something else too. Something he hadn’t heard of before. Something with no history.

      Something forgotten.

      Grimmel Corporation. What did it mean? He had killed Wyatt and the system went offline, as if the two were one. Connected? He didn’t know, and he wasn’t sure it mattered now. Wyatt was dead. The experiments were over. The children were safe. Whatever Grimmel had created here, whatever its purpose, that mission would never be completed.

      He leaned over and tapped on the keyboard in front of the screen. At first, it didn’t do anything. Then a password box popped up.

      Hayden typed in the USSF master password and hit enter. The password box went away, replaced with a black screen. Green text flowed across the top.

      PASSWORD FAILED. YOU HAVE THIRTY SECONDS TO ENTER THE CORRECT PASSWORD TO PREVENT SECURE WIPE.

      “Shit,” Hayden cursed, as a dot began to appear after the message for each second that passed. He tried the master password again. It failed again. He tried GRIMMEL and WYATT and MISSISSIPPI. He tried RELYEH and HUNGER and even NYARLATH. None of them were correct.

      He took a step back, shaking his head. Maybe he shouldn’t have touched it? But how would he have ever known the password? There were a trillion possibilities and it had only given him one chance. A secure wipe was better than leaving this here for someone else to find.

      He watched the timer finish its countdown. New text appeared.

      SECURE WIPE INITIATED. ESTIMATED TIME TO COMPLETION: 36 MINUTES.

      Hayden turned his back on the machine, giving Wyatt one last look before retreating from the room. He entered the control room and looked back at the primary display. The message inside the server room was the same out here. The entire module was being erased.

      He turned toward the door on the left, ready to go and get the children, but it opened before he could. The girl he had spoken with stood there, the rest of the children—a little over a hundred in all—behind her. She smiled when she saw him.

      “Wyatt’s—”

      “Dead. I know,” she replied.

      “I didn’t want to kill him.”

      “I know.”

      “You do?”

      “You’re a good man, trying to help us. A good man for not running away. Good men don’t want to hurt people. They only do it when they need to.”

      Hayden nodded. It was sage words from the young girl. “I didn’t get to introduce myself before,” he said. “I’m Sheriff Hayden Duke.”

      The girl smiled at the name. “I figured you were. I’m Kady.” She motioned to the kids behind her, who seemed content to let her do the talking for them. “A few of the others said it was you. They said you would come.”

      “I would have been here sooner if I had known.”

      “You’re here now. That’s what matters.”

      “Is anybody hurt?”

      “No. We’re okay. Now.”

      “Come on,” Hayden said. “Let’s get out of here.”

      He led the children out of the module to the stairs, keeping his revolver out, still wary of the remaining hellions. They hadn’t chased him down here earlier, but that didn’t mean they were gone.

      “Someone’s coming,” Kady said.

      Hayden paused to listen. He heard it a moment later. Footsteps on the risers. “Wait here,” he said.

      “He’s not hostile,” Kady added. “I think he knows you.”

      Hayden glanced back at the girl, raising an eyebrow. Then he looked ahead. “Oz,” he shouted. “Is that you?”

      “Pozz, Sheriff!” Oz shouted back. “Damn am I glad you’re okay.”

      Hayden looked at Kady again. How did she know about Oz? She looked back at him with relaxed, innocent eyes, as if she hadn’t done anything out of the ordinary.  He was going to ask her how she knew when Oz came around the corner, a big smile on his face.

      “Sheriff.”

      “Oz,” Hayden replied, looking him over. He had blood on his face, and his augment was beat to hell, one of the fingers completely chewed off. “You look like shit.”

      “You should look in the mirror sometime,” Oz said, shaking his head. “You took a bullet to the chest, and here you are, upright and breathing.”

      “Lucky,” Hayden said. “You were being chased by half a dozen hellions, and here you are, still breathing.”

      “I’d like to take credit, Sheriff, but I locked myself in a closet. I don’t know why they took off, but one second they were there, the next they were gone.”

      Hayden didn’t like the news. A bunch of hellions running loose? He would need to hunt them down.

      After he cleaned up the rest of this mess.

      “This is Kady,” Hayden said. “And the rest of the children.”

      “Hi Kady,” Oz said. “Hi children.”

      “Hi,” a group of them replied.

      “Mister Oz is going to take you upstairs to our truck,” Hayden said. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      “What are you up to?” Oz asked.

      “Since you’re here, I have something else I need to do.”

      His thoughts turned dark as he remembered the War Dogs in the first group of cells. They had all been injected, doomed to turn into hellions. He couldn’t risk them getting loose. Six was already too many.

      “I get it,” Oz said instead of pushing for answers. “Okay, kids. Come on, we’re going to my truck. Follow me.”

      Oz started climbing the stairs. Hayden remained in place.

      “Thank you, Sheriff,” Kady said as she passed him.

      “Thank you, Sheriff,” the next child, a young boy said as he passed.

      “Thank you, Sheriff,” the third said, and then the fourth, and the fifth, and every child who followed after until all of them had offered their thanks.

      The moment left fresh tears in Hayden’s eyes, and he wiped them away as he headed back down the steps to save a few more souls.
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      “We’re going to miss you, Sheriff,” Kady said, wrapping her arms around a kneeling Sheriff Hayden Duke and giving him the tightest hug she could manage.

      “I’m going to miss you too,” Hayden replied, holding her close for a moment while the memories washed through him, bittersweet as they always were. He looked past the de facto leader of the rescued children to the rest of the group. “I’m going to miss all of you.”

      It had taken six hours to get the kids back to the Greens from Grimmel’s base. Once Hayden knew the location and the general route, he understood how the War Dog force had arrived so quickly. After returning the rescued children to the train station and an emotional reunion with Alina—who the kids from their caravan remembered—the three adults had each taken the wheel of one of the three undamaged trucks and driven the group back. They followed the roads running along the train tracks and then turned back across the landscape in the general direction the tank had come. There was no need for them to push through the river the way the tank had. It turned out there was a bridge a dozen kilometers south they could have used.

      The kids needed the time to decompress from their ordeal. While they were silent when they started north, by the first road break they were laughing and talking, horsing around and just being kids.

      Most of them, anyway.

      Kady had remained stoic and Hayden invited her to the front seat with an intent to find out why. It turned out she was Wyatt’s older sister. They were on their way to New Eden with their father when the War Dogs came and killed the man, taking the siblings to the compound. She was upset about her brother’s death, but more than that she was upset about what they had done to him. According to her, there were never any scientists in the place. There were only the caretakers—identical robots designed to look human who spoke in identical, flat female voices—and the War Dogs. They all took orders from the machine called Grimmel, which passed them to the War Dog Chief through the main terminal of the control room. The Chief believed the machine was a remnant of a Marine project designed to continue the war long after humankind was gone and had followed the orders to the letter.

      Kady didn’t say it, but her words gave Hayden a good idea of how it all worked. Combined with the machine’s control of the Proxima satellites, it had monitored and organized every action taken by the Dog battalion, actions designed to spread fear, uncertainty and doubt about the true nature of its mission. A mission Hayden believed was to find a way to win the war. Failing that, it had come up with an alternate plan to preserve humankind.

      The Grimmel Corporation computer was an artificial intelligence. He was pretty sure of that. And it had determined the best course of action was to get the Relyeh Ancients to accept an Earthling as an equal, and thereby allow Earth to remain under the new power’s control. It was a crazy idea on the surface, made more logical when Hayden considered what he knew about the Hunger and the current situation. But the machine didn’t account for emotions or morality, pain or suffering. It crunched numbers and came up with a solution, and that was that. Once it had that solution, it set about turning the theory into reality.

      Kady said the War Dogs claimed over a thousand kids had died in the last year, and hundreds more in the years before while the system worked on its plan. Developing an equivalency to a Relyeh Ancient was no easy task, but it was made more possible when the system had somehow gotten hold of an Ancient, or at least enough of an Ancient to begin working with its DNA.

      Where? How?

      Hayden couldn’t guess. But the things Wyatt could do, the things he said, the statue he had constructed—possibly with his mind—all suggested a connection to a specific Relyeh.

      The system had shut down as soon as its security was threatened and the wipe had been complete, leaving Hayden without answers to any of the myriad questions that swirled through his head whenever he thought about Grimmel Corporation. Who were they? Was this facility the only one of its kind? Where did they get the DNA? Did this have any connection to Doctor Riley Valentine or the Organization? How exactly had Wyatt been able to do what he did? And what exactly had the AI done to the boy?

      Those were only a few of his questions. And he would probably never know the answer to any of them. But when he pulled back from Kady, when he looked her in her teary eyes and saw the hint of sorrowful joy behind them, when he looked past her to the assembled children, the people of the Greens, Sam, Oz and Alina, he knew he didn’t need the answers. Not right away. The kids and the town were safe.

      It was enough.

      Three days had passed since they had gotten back to the Greens, days he had needed to heal from his wounds. It would be another month at least before his ear regenerated, but the wounds he had taken to his chest and hip were healed, and his body felt rested and strong again. He had spent the days talking to each of the kids, learning all of their names and getting similar stories from them all. The hardest part was hearing about their parents. Grimmel’s orders were to ensure nobody came looking for the kids or started asking too many questions, and that meant that every one of the children was an orphan, entire camps and caravans destroyed in almost all of the cases.

      And it would have continued too, maybe for weeks or more if Alina hadn’t survived the attempt on her life and run into him. Wyatt said the final product was ready for the last phase of testing. Hayden had interrupted the efforts just in time. What would have happened to Earth if the AI’s plot had reached its conclusion? What would have happened to the poor kid they altered with the new genetic material?

      He was glad he would never know.

      “Sheriff,” Terry said from behind him. “Tank’s ready when you are.”

      Hayden glanced back at the machine. He had given it to Terry, and the scavenger intended to keep it. But he had agreed to help Hayden and the kids by going back to Grimmel’s compound and using the last three shells to level the place and permanently seal off the research facility hidden underneath.

      A fresh horse waited alongside the armor. Hayden’s next ride. An assault rifle was tucked into a scabbard, while the saddlebags held enough rations for at least a week. After flattening the compound he needed to track down the escaped hellion hybrids, a prospect that left him wishing his duffel wasn’t resting at the bottom of the river.

      He would make do with what he had. A return trip to New Eden would allow him to re-equip, but he couldn’t go back there right away. Not when innocent lives might be in danger.

      Sam came forward then. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the silver star Hayden had given him. “Sheriff Duke, this belongs to you. I kept it real safe for you.”

      Hayden looked down at it. “Thank you, Sam. But it belongs to you now. Oz is going to need a deputy.”

      Sam looked up at him with big eyes. “Really?”

      “Pozz.” He held out his hand. Sam took it and they shook firmly. “You’re a good man, Sam. Don’t let the world change you.”

      “Yes, sir, Sheriff.”

      Oz came up next. They shook hands, and then embraced briefly.

      “Thank you,” Hayden said. “I honestly couldn’t have done this without you.”

      “Bullshit,” Oz replied. “You’re the Sheriff. You can crush coconuts with those rocks of yours.” They both laughed. “Anyway, you did more for me than I did for you. You gave me something to fight for that isn’t just myself. And I’ll never forget that.”

      “You’re welcome. By the way, if you ever pull up any of the stuff from the Junket…”

      “I’ll keep it safe.”

      They shook again. “Take care of yourself, Sheriff.”

      “You too, Oz,” Hayden said.

      Oz moved back. Alina came forward. She threw her arms around Hayden, holding him close and talking softly into his ear. “You don’t have to go, Hayden. We’ve both suffered losses we can’t replace, but you can start a new life here. With the kids. With Oz. With me.”

      Hayden kissed her on the cheek. “You’re a fine woman, Alina. Brave and strong. I’m sorry about your boy and your husband. And I appreciate you taking on the job of watching out for all these kids. You’re a fine companion to anyone, and frightening with a gun, but you know I need to move on. I made a promise that I’ll never break. Not for anything.”

      “I know,” Alina said, pulling away. “But I had to make the invitation, so you would understand how much you mean to all of us. And if you ever need help...”

      “I know where to come,” Hayden replied. “I’m sure I’ll be back around. I want to see how these little flowers blossom.”

      “I’ll make sure they do. Goodbye, Sheriff.”

      “Goodbye, Miss Prior.”

      She stepped forward and kissed him on the cheek. He squeezed her hand once before looking at the kids again.

      “You all take care of Miss Prior for me, okay? Be good and do what she says.”

      The younger children laughed at that. Kady nodded, completely set on following through with that ask.

      “I’ll see you all again someday. I promise.”

      “Bye, Sheriff!” they all said.

      Hayden offered one last wave before turning to Terry.

      “Okay. Let’s go.”

      The two men went to the tank. Terry climbed in while Hayden mounted the horse, still waving to the kids. The tank shuddered and started to move, keeping an unhurried pace the horse could manage easily.

      Hayden didn’t stop waving until the town had faded from view.

      “Nat,” he said. “If you’re out there. If you can see me from where you are. I’m doing it. Everything I promised. Everything we talked about. I hope you’re proud.” He kissed his fingers and raised them toward the sky.

      And he wouldn’t stop trying to make her proud.

      Not now.

      Not ever.
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      Thank you so much for reading The Sheriff! Want more Sheriff Duke? Of course you do! Please head over to mrforbes.com/thesheriff for more information.
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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. 
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      Centurion Space Force pilot Nathan Stacker didn't expect to return home to find his wife dead. He didn't expect the murderer to look just like him, and he definitely didn't expect to be the one to take the blame.

      But his wife had control of a powerful secret. A secret that stretches across the light years between two worlds and could lead to the end of both.

      Now that secret is in Nathan's hands, and he's about to make the most desperate evasive maneuver of his life -- stealing a starship and setting a course for Earth.

      He thinks he'll be safe there.

      He's wrong. Very wrong.
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      The Sheriff will.
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      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.
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      A lost starship...

      A dire warning from futures past...

      A desperate search for salvation…

      Captain Mitchell “Ares” Williams is a Space Marine and the hero of the Battle for Liberty, whose Shot Heard ‘Round the Universe saved the planet from a nearly unstoppable war machine. He’s handsome, charismatic, and the perfect poster boy to help the military drive enlistment. Pulled from the war and thrown into the spotlight, he’s as efficient at charming the media and bedding beautiful celebrities as he was at shooting down enemy starfighters.

      After an assassination attempt leaves Mitchell critically wounded, he begins to suffer from strange hallucinations that carry a chilling and oddly familiar warning:

      They are coming. Find the Goliath or humankind will be destroyed.

      Convinced that the visions are a side-effect of his injuries, he tries to ignore them, only to learn that he may not be as crazy as he thinks. The enemy is real and closer than he imagined, and they’ll do whatever it takes to prevent him from rediscovering the centuries lost starship.

      Narrowly escaping capture, out of time and out of air, Mitchell lands at the mercy of the Riggers - a ragtag crew of former commandos who patrol the lawless outer reaches of the galaxy. Guided by a captain with a reputation for cold-blooded murder, they’re dangerous, immoral, and possibly insane.
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      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.
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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.
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