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      Everyone has a story. Even the bad guys.

      Mason has always been good at surviving—adaptable, opportunistic, and, when necessary, ruthless. He’s thrived when so many have fallen, but no one stays on top forever.

      After a string of failures, Mason finds himself in a small Texas town under someone else’s command. Fine. He’s had to fight his way up the ladder before, and he can do it again.

      But even Mason can’t foresee the trouble that befalls him when he crosses paths with a sharpshooting teenage girl. For a guy who has never given a damn about anyone but himself, it’s a whole new world—one that even someone as bad as Mason might not survive.

      Is there such a thing as redemption in a post-Purge world?

      Mason is about to find out.
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      “This is The Tide to every unit still in the field. Effective immediately, you are to stand down and cease all operations. If you’re already on your way home, continue doing so. I repeat: If you’re in the middle of operations, you are to abandon them and fall back and await further instructions.”

      “The Tide?” Rummy said. “What’s ‘The Tide?’”

      “My mom used Tide detergent to wash clothes,” Lyle said.

      “Yeah, I don’t think that’s what he meant.”

      “There’s that college football team. Won everything for a few years there.”

      “I don’t think it’s that, either.”

      Lyle shrugged. “You asked for suggestions and I gave you some. If you didn’t want them, you shouldn’t have asked in the first place.”

      “Thanks; lesson learned. ‘Don’t ask Lyle for suggestions ever again.’ Gotcha.”

      “Whatever,” Lyle said, and went back to eating the energy bar that had probably expired months ago. The chunk he’d bitten off didn’t look like it was going to go down without a fight, and Mason cringed outwardly as the twenty-something struggled with it.

      “He’s going to choke on that thing.”

      Wouldn’t that be a sight?

      “Better him than us.”

      That goes without saying.

      “Hey,” a voice said. Mason glanced over at Rummy, who was looking at him. “You’ve been quiet.”

      “You two were having such a lovely conversation, I didn’t want to interrupt,” Mason said.

      “How long do you think it’s been broadcasting?”

      “A day. Two days. A month. How the hell should I know?”

      Rummy picked up the radio and turned it off. They had found it sitting on the ground with the volume turned almost all the way down, with bullet holes in the dirt around it. The fact that it was still in one piece was a minor miracle.

      Not a lot of that going around these days.

      “You’re still alive.”

      Not what I meant.

      “What did you mean?”

      Never mind. I don’t know why I talk to you.

      A voice somewhere in his head, that only Mason could hear, laughed. “Are you saying you have a choice?” it asked.

      Mason sighed. Someone once told him that the first sign you were going crazy was when you started hearing voices in your head.

      The second clue?  You began answering and having whole conversations with it.

      “Aw, now you’ve gone and hurt my feelings,” the voice said.

      Mason ignored it that time and concentrated instead on the smell of burnt grass around him, the result of too many bullets that, mere moments ago, had chopped through the area when Lyle opened up. Calling Lyle’s generous field of fire an “area” was appropriate. The man hadn’t been very stingy about putting rounds downrange.

      I guess they have plenty of ammo down here, too.

      A guy decked out in camo, his body and limbs twisted into at least a half-dozen awkward angles, lay next to his similarly-dressed friend. They’d been positioned almost next to one another when Lyle unloaded with the fully automatic SAW. Saying they had been reduced to a “bloody pulp” would be an understatement. Mason had seen worse, but not by very much. The last time he saw a mess like this was…

      Mason glanced up at the cloudless sky to check it for warplanes. A slight shiver raced up and down his spine at the thought of being caught out here while one of those things swooped in. He remembered the sound they made and—

      “So don’t think about it,” the voice said. “What are you, an idiot?”

      I’m talking to you, aren’t I?

      “Touché.”

      He wrinkled his nose and headed back to the F-150 parked about thirty yards away in the grass.

      “What’s the matter, you squeamish?” Rummy asked after him.

      Mason didn’t bother with a rebuttal. Two dead guys he didn’t know from Adam, hiding in a shallow ditch as they drove by on the highway, wasn’t even close to pushing at Mason’s Squeamish Meter. If only they knew about the things he’d seen, the things he’d done for them, it would probably cost these two yahoos a few sleepless nights.

      He was halfway to the truck when Lyle caught up to him. “What do you think they were doing out here?”

      Mason didn’t have to think; he knew exactly what the two Mercer men were doing out here, just fifty yards from the blacktop road while covered in green and gray camo that helped them to blend in with the sunburnt fields. If their clothes and position didn’t tell the complete tale, the pieces of the sniper rifles they had on them filled in the rest. It was too bad the retreat message that came through the radio was late by about five minutes. Then again, considering how diehard Mercer’s boys were, maybe they wouldn’t have canceled their little ambush even if they’d heard it.

      “You did good back there,” Mason said.

      “I sure got them good, didn’t I?” Lyle grinned back.

      “Yup. You did.”

      “I owe them, too.” His face darkened. “I was in T15 when one of those hogs came through and strafed the place. They killed a lot of people that day. I was one of the lucky ones that made it out.”

      “Lucky, huh?”

      “I’d always been lucky, though. I mean, I survived the end of the world. Talk about luck!”

      “That’s one way to look at it,” Mason said.

      Luck had something to do with Lyle surviving T15, but it wasn’t the only thing. Mercer’s men never killed everyone in the towns; not that they could have anyway even when they sent two of their Thunderbolts at the same time. There were always too many targets and not enough bullets, even when they rolled in the tanks. But Mason had guessed that killing everyone in the towns was never their goal in the first place—they wanted survivors to spread the word about what had happened.

      Classic psy ops right there. Clever boys.

      “Maybe we picked the wrong side,” the voice said.

      Too late for that now.

      “It’s never too late to choose a winner.”

      Ever heard of a little concept called loyalty?

      “And I guess you still believe in Santa Claus, too?” The voice chuckled, because it could do that. It could also sneer and snicker and laugh at him, too. “Grow up.”

      The voice (as much as he hated to admit it) had a point. Mason had seen the kind of long-term planning Mercer was clearly operating under first-hand. It was almost enough to make him think the man could possibly pull it off. He’d met the man himself, been questioned by him…

      Almost. But he’ll fail. The war’s already over. There’s nothing to do now but adapt.

      “Are you trying to convince yourself or me?” the voice asked.

      You are me.

      “Don’t tell you that,” the voice laughed.

      No, there was no victory to be had here. The ghouls had something Mercer would never have, that even a thousand Rangers could never beat: numbers. And when you got right down to it, that was all that mattered. Two Warthogs and a bunch of random men in camo weren’t going to change that.

      Mason glanced back. Rummy was going through the bullet-riddled packs that the dead men had brought with them. Lyle had gone on ahead and was now perched in the back of the truck, where he’d been the triggerman when they charged the snipers’ position with the kind of reckless abandon that was going to get them killed one of these days. Maybe soon, though Mason hoped to rein that in a little bit. After all, it wasn’t just their hides on the line anymore.

      “You should be ordering these morons around, not driving on patrols with him,” the voice said. “Remember when you were in charge? Ah, the good ol’ days.”

      The voice was his own, but it hadn’t always been. Once upon a time, something else (something else) spoke to him. At first it had been just her, but then she died (re-died?), and was replaced by someone else, another one of them. They used him to tell the others what to do, how they wanted it done. In return, he led. Someone called it being “chosen,” and Mason guessed it was as good a definition as any.

      But the voices had since disappeared, and now the only sound in Mason’s head was his own. Or he thought it was his. Unless, of course, he really had gone crazy, but he didn’t think so. Mason would know.

      Wouldn’t he?

      “I think they call this a conundrum,” the voice said. “But of course, that’s a mighty big word for us, so who knows.”

      Mason ignored it and tugged at his uniform’s collars, before calling back to Rummy, “You coming, old man?”

      Rummy looked up. “Did you just call me an old man?”

      “You heard me.”

      Rummy smirked. “In a sec, peckerhead.”

      “Heh,” Lyle said. “He must like you.”

      “Yeah?” Mason said.

      “He never calls me a peckerhead.”

      “Are you saying you want him to?”

      Lyle gave a noncommittal shrug.

      Great. I’m riding patrols with an old redneck from the sixties and a kid who longs to be called a peckerhead by him. This is gonna work out great.

      Mason sneaked a look up at the bright cloudless sky a second time.

      Still empty, just the way he liked it.

      “Heard you used to run some of the towns,” Lyle was saying.

      “Used to, yeah,” Mason nodded.

      “So what happened?”

      “Talk about a loaded question,” the voice said. “Answer the kid, idiot. Tell him how you got from there to here, and don’t skimp on the details.”

      Mason said, “You know the problem with being on top?”

      “What’s that?” Lyle asked.

      “When you’re up there, there’s only one place left to go.”

      “Where?”

      “What?” Mason said.

      He gave Lyle a good, long look (How old was he, anyway? Nineteen? Twenty? It didn’t help that he was too skinny and his black uniform hung off him as if he were wearing his dad’s clothes) just to make sure he wasn’t being messed with.

      Lyle was serious. “What’s the other place left to go?”

      “Down,” Mason said. “When you’re already at the top, the only place left is down.”

      “Oh.”

      Mason looked away before Lyle could catch his half eye-roll.

      Rummy was walking back to them, carrying a damaged pack in one hand and the radio in the other. He had two extra handguns stuffed into his waistband, one of the pistols’ chrome bodies obvious against his black uniform.

      “Found anything good?” Lyle asked.

      “Yup, and they’re mine,” Rummy said.

      “Don’t be like that.”

      “Finders keepers.”

      “We’re partners, though.”

      “You and I are partners. I just met this peckerhead two days ago.”

      Mason didn’t bother with a reply. What did Rummy think he was going to do with two extra handguns and some supplies, anyway? They had all the weapons and food (and everything else) they needed back at T10.

      Mason climbed into the truck while Rummy slid into the front passenger seat. “Head back to town,” the older man said.

      “I thought we still had ten more miles to patrol,” Mason said.

      “We just killed two of Mercer’s men—shot the living shit out of them.” Rummy grinned, showing stained and missing teeth. “Jocelyn won’t mind if we cut our patrol short after this.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      As it turned out, Jocelyn did, in fact, mind.

      “When I give you a fucking job, you do the whole fucking job,” she said when Rummy told her about the two dead Mercer men and how they had cut their patrol short. “No more, no less. You got it?”

      Rummy grunted. “Yeah, I got it. Anything else, boss?” He’d said the boss part with as much derision as he could muster.

      But if Jocelyn noticed (or cared, was probably more like it), she didn’t show it and kept both eyes on the map spread out on the table in front of her. Two other men who had been in the room when they entered stood on the other side, arms across their chest. It was those two, Mason thought, that Rummy was really playing to. Unfortunately for him, they didn’t look all that impressed, either.

      “I got guys running around the state shooting everything that crosses their path,” Jocelyn said. “I don’t need cowboys disobeying orders while that’s going on.”

      “Your point?” Rummy said.

      You’re pushing it, old man, Mason thought. If I were in charge, you wouldn’t even get this far.

      “But you’re not in charge anymore,” the voice said. “You screwed that one up, just like you screw everything up.”

      Shut up, peckerhead.

      The voice snickered. “Is that your favorite word now? Peckerhead?”

      For you? Yes.

      “Just remember who you’re really calling a peckerhead.”

      “So go back out there and finish your goddamn patrol,” Jocelyn was saying. She still hadn’t looked up. “Then you can come back here and crow about shooting two guys in a ditch.”

      “They weren’t in a ditch,” Rummy said. “They were in the fields.”

      “I don’t care if they were riding around on unicorns. Go finish your job.”

      Now Jocelyn glanced up and glared at Rummy, and for a moment Mason couldn’t tell that Rummy was twenty years older and a foot taller with at least fifty pounds on her. He wasn’t exactly imposing, but standing in front of the five-one Jocelyn, the difference was stark. There was nothing about Jocelyn that screamed “special.”

      “I bet everyone you’ve bossed around could say the same about you, shorty,” the voice laughed.

      “Get out of here, we have work to do,” Jocelyn said, and turned her back to them again.

      For a moment Rummy looked as if he might keep the conversation going, but instead he chose the safer route and turned to leave. If Rummy was barely worth her time, Jocelyn didn’t even acknowledge Mason’s presence inside the room, never mind his exit.

      He stepped out into a semi-dark hallway after Rummy, with the only lights flooding the room from the open windows in the lobby up ahead.

      “You didn’t tell her about the message on the radio,” Mason said.

      “Fuck her,” Rummy grunted.

      “Not my type.”

      “What is your type?”

      “Tall and blonde.”

      “Tall?”

      Mason smirked. “Just because I’m vertically-challenged doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate people who aren’t.”

      Rummy chuckled. “That’s one way to put it.”

      “How long has she been in charge, anyway?”

      “As long as I can remember.” He glanced back at the office door. “What a bitch. You’d think we’d get a medal for taking out two of Mercer’s men; instead, we get chewed out. This town’s going to hell.”

      “She looks pretty stressed.”

      “Everyone’s a little stressed these days.”

      “I guess so,” Mason said.

      “The possibility of getting strafed by warplanes and shelled by tanks without seeing them coming will do that to you,” the voice piped up.

      For once, Mason couldn’t disagree with the voice in his head.

      There wasn’t a whole lot of T10 to see when Mason first arrived, and that hadn’t changed in the two days since he’d been here. The place consisted of three subdivisions and long stretches of farmland, with men in black uniforms patrolling on horseback or on foot, and groups like Mason’s using vehicles to keep an eye on the surrounding roads.

      “What’d she say?” Lyle asked from the back of the Ford F-150 when they stepped outside into the parking lot. He was leaning casually against the mounted SAW as if it were an innocent prop and not the deadly weapon it had proven to be this morning.

      “She’s scheduling a ceremony to give us medals tonight,” Mason said. “You got a tux you can wear to the party?”

      “For real?”

      “No, not for real.”

      “Oh.”

      Mason grinned at the disappointed look on Lyle’s face.

      “Fuck Jocelyn,” Rummy said, and climbed into the driver seat and slammed the door.

      Mason slid into the front passenger seat. “Back on patrol?”

      Rummy snorted. “Which part of ‘Fuck Jocelyn’ didn’t you understand?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Two

        

      

    
    
      It was the same message on repeat:

      “This is The Tide to every unit still in the field. Effective immediately, you are to stand down and cease all operations. If you’re already on your way home, continue doing so. I repeat: If you’re in the middle of operations, you are to abandon them and fall back and await further instructions.”

      Rummy turned the radio off. “Guess it’s on a loop.”

      “The fuck is The Tide?” Lyle said from the front of the Ford. He sat on the hood with legs tapping against the grill, swirling the remains of his beer around. Every now and then he would lie down only to sit right back up, because, obviously, the hood of a truck wasn’t designed for maximum comfort.

      “Their base of operations, probably,” Mason said. “I met these guys outside of Larkin. They’re organized.”

      “What about the main guy? Mercer?” Rummy asked. He walked to and sat under the shade of a large cedar elm tree in front of Mason, who leaned against the closed front passenger side door. Rummy tucked his own beer bottle between bent knees and let out a satisfied sigh. “You saw him there, too?”

      “Yeah,” Mason nodded.

      He took a sip from his own bottle. The beer was a strange combination of almost cold, thanks to the chilly weather, but not quite, resulting in a taste that wasn’t entirely foul. Of course, the beers themselves were long expired, but Mason had drank “bad” beer before.

      “Beggars can’t be choosers,” the voice said.

      Would you shut up for once? I’m trying to enjoy some peace and quiet here.

      “You can do that when you’re dead.”

      That’s not going to be for a long time yet.

      “Keep telling yourself that. The way things are going for us in recent months…”

      Mason tuned out the voice as Rummy said, “What’s he like?”

      “Big guy,” Mason said. “Fifties. Tough-looking motherfucker.”

      “He’s ex-military? That’s what everyone says. Has to be, to run something like this against us. Only an ex-grunt would have that kind of balls.”

      “Looked like it.”

      “You don’t know for sure?”

      “We didn’t exactly have a long chat. Met him briefly, but then they threw us into this hangar and a couple of guys would come by to ask questions every few hours. There was this really hot chick. She was like Mercer’s second-in-command or something. I wonder what happened to her…”

      “Plenty of hot chicks in town,” Lyle said from the front.

      “Not like this one.”

      “Yeah, well, she’s the enemy,” Rummy said. “You see her again, I suggest shooting her instead of trying to fuck her.”

      Mason chuckled. “You don’t think I already know that, old man?”

      “You’re new. I don’t know what you know, you know?”

      “I don’t know,” Lyle said.

      Rummy chortled, while Mason took another sip from his almost-cold beer. If he ignored the aftertaste, it was almost-good. “Where’d you get these, anyway?”

      “Plenty of them just lying around,” Rummy said. “Plenty of lots of things just lying around, if you take the time to look for them. Before this whole Mercer war thing popped up, that was all we had on our hands—time.”

      “It was boring as hell,” Lyle said.

      “What about now? Still boring?” Mason asked.

      “Nope, but at least I finally got to shoot someone,” Lyle said, and laughed.

      The laughter surprised Mason.

      “It takes all kinds,” the voice said.

      I guess so…

      “Jim is saying he might be able to brew fresh beer soon,” Rummy said. “That would be nice. A man can’t ask for more than that.”

      “Fresh beer would definitely be nice,” Mason said, and drained his before tossing the empty longneck into a nearby bush.

      They were far from town, about half a mile from the main road they were supposed to be patrolling at this very moment, in a field surrounded by absolutely nothing but sunburnt grass that only moved when the occasional breeze washed over them. The only sounds were their voices and the crickets hiding in the area, and if Mason didn’t know any better, he could almost believe they were just three buddies lounging around on a lazy Sunday afternoon.

      But they weren’t, and would probably never be. Besides, Mason had no use for “buddies.” People tended to get dead real fast out here, even before Mercer launched his attacks. A post-Purge world wasn’t a place for making friends because you never knew when you’d have to send them to their deaths because they wanted something—or often, someone.

      “You don’t have to worry about that anymore,” the voice said. “Not from all the way down here, anyway.”

      There’s always a way back to the top. I just have to find it. One step at a time. That’s all it takes. One step at a time…

      “One step at a time,” the voice repeated. “Now we’re talking. I was starting to think you were getting too comfortable with our current status.”

      Not in a million years.

      “Good to hear. Good to hear…”

      Mason glanced up at the skies.

      No black dots, and no signs of planes getting ready to strafe him.

      All clear. All clear is good.

      If Mason never heard that god-awful sound of the Warthogs firing their cannons ever again, he could die a happy man. Hopefully that time would come when he was also an old man, though you never knew these days.

      “You look like a man who’s seen them in action,” Rummy was saying. When Mason glanced over, he saw that the redneck was watching him almost curiously and probably had for some time while Mason was…what was he doing? Daydreaming?

      “Dayfearing is more like it,” the voice chuckled.

      “Seen what?” Mason said, even though he already knew the answer.

      “The Warthogs,” Rummy said. “The A-10 Thunderbolts that’ve been causing havoc across the state. Isn’t that why you keep checking the skies?”

      “Yeah, I’ve seen them.”

      “Up close?”

      “Up close enough to never want to see them again in this lifetime.”

      “What about the tanks?” Lyle asked.

      “Haven’t run across those yet, thank God.”

      “How many of them they got?”

      “You’ll have to ask them.”

      “I thought you were plugged in, back when you were doing Jocelyn’s job,” Rummy said. “Not true?”

      “Depends on what you mean by ‘plugged in,’” Mason said.

      “You know what I mean,” the older man said. He hadn’t taken his eyes off Mason. “Those things…” He tapped his temple. “…in your head. That’s how they communicate, isn’t it? Not like they can come out in the daytime or call you on the phone. So they give orders in other ways.” He tapped his temple again. “Right?”

      Mason nodded. “Something like that.”

      Lyle had turned around to listen in on the conversation, but kept quiet. Mason couldn’t tell if he was really interested or a little afraid of what he was hearing. Maybe a little of both.

      “Must be weird,” Rummy said.

      “That’s one way to put it,” Mason said.

      “What’s another way?”

      “Creepy. Freaky. WTF.” He shrugged. “But you get used to it.”

      “How’s that?”

      Mason shook his head. “Can’t explain it to someone who hasn’t experienced it. But you just do.”

      “Does it still talk to you?” Rummy asked. “Even now, after you’re down here with the rest of us peons?”

      No, but now there’s another voice, and it’s even more annoying.

      “Hey, I resent that,” the voice said.

      “What?” Rummy said.

      “What?” Mason repeated.

      “You have that look, like you’re somewhere else.” He gave Mason an almost-amused grin. “Like there’s something going on in that head of yours—”

      Rummy hadn’t finished yours when the crack! of a rifle shattered the air.

      Mason was turning around because the shot had come from behind him when he glimpsed Lyle toppling sideways, his head landing with a thunk! against the truck’s hood before his body rolled forward and disappeared out of Mason’s line of vision.

      “Sniper!” Mason shouted as he ducked behind the passenger side door just as a second crack! rang out and the window behind him disintegrated and glass rained down and around his head. “Fuck shit!”

      Mason was dropping into his crouch when Rummy decided to do the opposite and stood up in front of him, and Mason thought, Stay down, you idiot!

      But he didn’t get the chance to put those thoughts into actual words when a third shot—crack!—sounded and he actually heard the bullet zip! over his head, having flown through the two now-windowless doors, and hit Rummy.

      The older man was almost fully on his feet when he stumbled against the tree, before sliding back down to the ground on his ass. His arms hung oddly at his sides as blood pumped out of a gaping hole in his chest, right where his heart would be. The older man’s eyes stared forward at Mason, lips quivering as if he wanted to say something—maybe ask for help?—but couldn’t get anything out.

      Should have stayed down, you idiot!

      Mason watched Rummy bleed out while simultaneously trying to wrap his mind around what had just happened.

      The answers came in short spurts:

      Sniper!

      In the fields!

      Shit!

      And here he was outside the truck with only the Sig Sauer in his hip holster, while his rifle was on the seat on the other side of the closed door. How long would it take to stand up, turn, and reach in through the broken window for it? Two seconds? Three?

      Oh, who was he kidding? Mason had never been particularly fast, and it would probably take a good five seconds—

      Ping! as a bullet drilled through the door behind him and exited exactly two inches from the right side of his head.

      “Fuck!” Mason whispered as he scrambled away from the door on his hands and knees, too terrified to stand up or even rise slightly into a crouch in order to move faster.

      “Slow and steady wins the race!” the voice shouted inside his head.

      Shut up! This isn’t the time!

      That last bullet had actually punched its way through the door. No, that wasn’t true. It had punched its way through two doors. What the hell kind of bullet could do that?

      He fast-crawled around the large pool of blood that had drained from Rummy, who was sitting lifelessly against the tree with his head lolled to one side. The old redneck looked like he was just napping, but of course Mason knew better. He passed Rummy by, then quickly circled the tree and only then did he jump up to his feet and draw the semiautomatic from its holster.

      His breath hammered out of him, making it difficult to focus in on his surroundings for signs that the shooter (Please, God, let it be just one, I beg you, let it be just one asshole out there!) was moving to finish the job. Instead, all he could hear was the breeze sweeping across the open sun-drenched fields and the sound of his own runaway heartbeat. He attempted to slow his breathing down, but he might as well be trying to stop a flood with his fingers.

      “You’re in a tough pickle now, chum,” the voice said.

      Tell me something I don’t already know.

      “You’re also talking to yourself.”

      Mason sighed, and thought, I already knew that, too.

      The voice laughed, while Mason entertained the (so stupid) idea of leaning around the tree to get a look at the shooter, but then he remembered the guy had shot Rummy through two windows, then tried to take his head off through two doors, and decided against it. The trunk of the elm tree was just large enough to hide his entire frame behind, and it should be thick enough to keep back a bullet.

      God, let it be thick enough to keep back a bullet.

      As if in reply, another crack! tore through the afternoon air followed shortly by a (seemingly) thunderous thwack! as the bullet drilled into the other side of the tree. Mason’s entire body shuddered, but when he looked down and didn’t see a hole in his chest or blood pouring out, he breathed a sigh of relief.

      Thank you, Jesus!

      He almost laughed out loud. Mason had never been a particularly religious man, but what was that saying about foxholes and atheists? Maybe he should give serious thought to converting.

      He might have actually chuckled that time, but his chest was still beating too hard and too loudly in his ears for him to properly hear anything going on outside his body at the moment. He did, somehow, manage to calm down just enough to take stock of his situation.

      “The situation? Up a creek without a paddle,” the voice said.

      Shut up; I’m thinking.

      “Be careful: Road work up ahead.”

      You’re really not helping.

      “Not true. Who else would talk to you, if not me? You’re not exactly the most popular person out here right now.”

      He squinted his eyes shut and slowed down his heartbeat even further, and concentrated.

      There was at least one sniper out there, possibly more. Though as far as Mason could deduce, the shots had all come from the same weapon and from the same direction—behind him, somewhere between the truck and the road. If there were two shooters, they would have attempted to outflank him by now, knowing there was just him left.

      He snapped a look left, then right, just to be sure no one was creeping up on him. Nothing. Just grass and more grass. Thank God it was nothing but flat country for miles out here, which meant if you wanted to hide you had to get low. Real low. The only decent spot to hide while standing was the wall of trees in front of him almost one hundred (more?) yards away.

      So how had the sniper sneaked up on them? The guy had to have been crawling in their direction for a while without being spotted. Especially by Lyle, who had been sitting on the hood since they parked and broke out the beer.

      Stealthy motherfucker.

      There was a very good possibility he was only dealing with one shooter. Maybe even a member of that Mercer crew Lyle had shot to ribbons earlier this morning. Didn’t these guys work in three-men teams? Now the survivor was looking for some payback and here they were, barely a mile from the same spot where his friends had been killed.

      It made sense. Or as much as anything could make sense to his frayed mind at the moment. For all he knew, all of this could be bullshit. He was, after all, talking to himself.

      “Hey now, let’s not get personal,” the voice said.

      Didn’t I tell you to shut up? I’m trying to think here.

      “Don’t hurt yourself.”

      Fuck off.

      So where was he—

      Crack!

      Another chunk of bark splintered into the air behind him, but otherwise the tree remained intact, along with Mason leaning against it. What was the guy trying to do now? Shoot the tree in half? It didn’t matter what kind of armor-piercing rounds he had in that rifle; it was going to take something bigger to accomplish that.

      Say, like the SAW mounted on the F-150…

      Mason sneaked a quick peek behind the tree at the machine gun. The truck was parked nearby and it wouldn’t have taken much to reach it, climb into the back, and open up on whoever was out there.

      The voice laughed. “You almost convinced yourself that time!”

      He sighed. He hated to admit it, but the voice was right. Besides the fact that he would probably be shot while trying to climb up the truck bed, even if he could get up there without springing a leak (“Or two, or a dozen,” the voice chuckled), he didn’t know the shooter’s location, and there was only so much ground even that almost-full ammo can attached under the SAW could cover.

      No, he was safer hiding behind the tree. The thought didn’t exactly fill him with pride, but Mason had given that up a long time ago. There was no place for such things when it came to survival, and Mason was a survivor. He’d always been.

      And right now, the best way to survive was to stay put.

      Which was what he did. Too bad he hadn’t thought to grab the two-way radio inside the truck before fleeing. He could have called for reinforcements. Get Jocelyn out here with more patrols. He could have also grabbed his rifle while he was at it.

      “Shoulda, coulda, but didn’t, sucker,” the voice said.

      You’re not helping.

      “I’m helping with the comedy.”

      It’s not funny.

      “Depends on which side of the tree you’re standing on.”

      Mason imagined a drum rimshot accompanying that last line.

      Jesus, I really am going crazy.

      “You’re just figuring that out now?” the voice asked, before laughing.

      Mason sighed and stood perfectly still.

      After the last gunshot, the sniper hadn’t fired again. Mason wanted to think the guy had given up and was retreating, but he didn’t think he was that lucky. If the last few weeks were any indication, he was definitely not that lucky.

      The problem was that time was on the shooter’s side. Without the radio to call for help, he had no idea if anyone had heard the shots. The chances weren’t good because the townspeople were stretched thin. That was one of the reasons why Jocelyn had accepted him without question—she needed as many warm bodies as she could get her hands on. And according to Rummy, T10’s patrols had gotten longer and farther out from town as Mercer’s men expanded their attacks.

      So where did that leave him? He would be a fool to stand here all day waiting for help that might never come. All the while, the sniper was probably crawling toward him right now, feet by feet, inch by inch.

      It was just a matter of time before the fucker reached him. And then what?

      “Screwed, that’s what,” the voice said. “So, what’ll it be?”

      Fuck it, Mason thought, and pushed off the tree and ran toward the woods in the far distance.

      “Like the wind!” the voice shouted. “Like the wind, champ!”

      He kept his head down and his body bent at the waist and his legs cranking. He stayed in a straight line as much as he could, hoping the sniper wouldn’t be able to see that he had taken off with the tree between them until he’d gotten a good head start—

      The thundering crack! of a gunshot, unhindered by any other noise in the world, followed by the sound of Mason screaming broke the silence.

      But he didn’t stop running. He couldn’t.

      The wall of trees beckoned to him, promising shelter, but it was still so damn far away. Why the hell was it so far away?
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      Christ, it’s dark.

      He didn’t know why he was scared. He shouldn’t be. He was wearing the right clothes and in the right spots, and it wasn’t like this was the first time he’d had to move through a thick, wooded area with way, way too many shadowy parts.

      “Nothing to be scared of,” the voice said. “We’ve been up a creek with nary a paddle in sight before.”

      That’s right. That’s exactly right.

      The trees around him looked vastly taller than they had from the outside for some reason. The crowns were way thicker and more spread out, providing just a tad too much shade wherever he walked.

      And he was bleeding. Again.

      “At least this time it’s just a flesh wound.”

      The voice was right, but a wound was a wound, was a wound. And he’d had enough of that for a handful of lifetimes.

      Mason had managed to stop the bleeding with a handkerchief, and although the bullet had taken a nice chunk of flesh with it, luckily for him it had missed bone or otherwise he wouldn’t be moving as well as he was now. It hurt, but it was more of an annoying throbbing pain than something that would stop him in his tracks. Certainly, it wasn’t like being shot in the leg at point-blank range by a Ranger-wannabe.

      Gaby.

      It still irritated him that he couldn’t finish her off in Gallant. He’d gotten close, but close only counted in horseshoes and grenades.

      Grenades. Wish I had one or two of those with me right about now.

      A flesh wound or not, the brief loss of blood had clearly made him momentarily dizzy and he might have even swayed once or twice. It didn’t help that his leg (the same one that the Ranger-wannabe had shot) was starting to hurt again from the mad dash to safety, slowing him down enough that he had to force himself to stop and rest before he could go any farther.

      Mason glanced back for the first time. There was no blood on the slightly damp (Way, way too many shades in this place) ground, which was a good sign, but everything else…wasn’t. He’d left a big enough trail—boot-print indentations on the ground, broken twigs, snapped branches—for a blind man to track.

      He sighed. He guessed he hadn’t been as careful as he had thought.

      “That’s an understatement,” the voice said.

      How much distance had he managed to put between himself and the tree line? Maybe fifty yards, give or take, which wasn’t bad with a bleeding arm and a gimpy leg. But it probably wasn’t going to be enough. If the sniper really wanted him dead, the man would follow him inside. There was no doubt about that.

      Mason guessed he’d find out how desperate the guy was for his scalp.

      “And such a pretty scalp, too,” the voice said.

      We got jokes now?

      “Seemed appropriate for the occasion.”

      Mason shoved the Sig Sauer back into its holster and pulled out the bottle of painkillers he’d scored before arriving in T10. It was strong stuff, and he felt almost instant relief when it disappeared down his gullet. Of course it was probably all in his head (“That’s never stopped you before.”), but Mason had always been good at telling himself whatever he needed to hear in order to keep moving forward.

      Giving up’s for losers. That’s what she’d say.

      Snap! as a twig snapped behind him.

      Mason pushed off the tree and launched back into a sprint. The throbbing in his leg returned almost immediately as he picked up speed, but pain now was better than dead later, so he gritted through it and powered on.

      Sonofabitch followed me inside.

      It had to be the third Mercer man, looking for payback for what they’d done to his friends. It had to be. No one would still be this bloodthirsty after Lyle and Rummy.

      Not that the whys mattered. Dead was dead, and if he stopped now he was going to be exactly that.

      So he didn’t stop.

      It wasn’t hard to notice that he was making an awful lot of noise as he ran, grunting loudly each time he slipped between trees, and had to put in the extra effort to go around them when he couldn’t, and dodging low-hanging branches produced more than a few grunts. And he’d be damned if the farther he went into the woods, the darker it got. It wasn’t just that the shadows seemed to be expanding, but they were getting thicker, causing the air around him to become colder with every step he took—

      Snap! Snap! from behind him.

      Shit! Mason thought, because the sounds were much louder than before, which could only mean one thing: his pursuer was closing in fast!

      “Don’t stop now!” the voice shouted.

      Gee, thanks for the advice!

      Mason pushed himself harder and picked up a few extra bursts of speed. Or he thought he got faster, anyway. The truth was, his chest was hammering so loudly and his body was so numb from the fatigue and pain that he could have actually been going slower and wouldn’t have known it.

      Then it finally came, the sound Mason had been waiting for.

      Crack!

      The shot was still echoing across the woods, bouncing off the trees and scattering birds that populated the branches, when the pek! of a large-caliber round slamming into the tree trunk about three feet in front of Mason rang out.

      Mason snapped his eyes shut for a brief second and lifted both arms to use them as a shield (regretting it immediately as pain rippled from his fresh wound) against flying bark. He held the position as he barreled his way through thick shrubbery, praying there wasn’t something on the other side that might impale him. Talk about a sickening end—

      Crack! as a second shot sailed over his head, followed a split second by another dull pek! as it embedded itself into a tree somewhere in front of him.

      “Haha, he missed you, now he’s gotta kiss you!” the voice laughed.

      Mason couldn’t help it and might have actually chortled out loud that time, but that couldn’t have been possible because he barely had the energy to suck in air as he ran.

      The only possible explanation of why he wasn’t lying on the floor with two (three?) holes in him right now was because the sniper was running and shooting at the same time. That was hard enough to do with a handgun, but when you had the length of a rifle to worry about, well, it would take a really good shooter to run full speed and hit something at the same time, even given their narrowing distance.

      “So keep running!” the voice urged. “Faster! Faster!”

      How long before the guy gave up? It didn’t matter. Mason was going to keep running for as long as it took, because to stop now would be to give up and die, and Mason had never given up in his life, and he wasn’t going to start now.

      Giving up’s for losers!

      He smiled. He hadn’t thought of her in so long; he didn’t know why she was suddenly at the forefront of his mind. When was the last time he had (let) himself think about her? He couldn’t remember. It had been such a long time—

      BAM! as he slammed forehead first into a thick branch dangling out of the air, and something ripped his legs from underneath him.

      Mason thought it probably looked like one of those silly comedy routines where a guy slips on a banana peel just before he slammed ass-first on the ground. The impact sent shockwaves through his body, particularly his leg and shoulder, and he thanked God for the painkillers and that pretty blonde who had supplied them to him outside of Gallant, otherwise it would have been so much worse.

      “Get up, you idiot!” the voice shouted. “Get up, or you’re going to die!”

      Oh, shit, he thought, and sat up—

      Just as a shadowy figure, its chest heaving out of control, appeared above him and the cold (God that’s cold!) muzzle of a gun barrel jammed mercilessly into his right cheek, pushing with so much strength that Mason thought the person wielding it meant to shove it right through his face.

      The gasping figure looming above him looked ridiculously tall, but Mason knew that was just the result of his warped perspective staring up from the ground. A small trickle of something wet stung his right eye, and trying to blink it away didn’t do any good; if anything, it only spread the thick wetness to the rest of his eye.

      “So it’s come to this?” the voice said. “Sitting on your ass, looking up at a rifle? Oh, how the mighty have fallen.”

      Mason would have told the voice to shut the hell up and let him concentrate on surviving the next few seconds, but he couldn’t even muster up the strength to think those thoughts. Instead, he gazed up at the silhouetted figure while struggling to breathe, an act that was mirrored by the man holding the rifle shoved against his cheek.

      The two of them were standing deep in a particularly dark patch of the woods, and Mason could make out the man’s slim outline, but not his face, because he had green and black paint all over it. Camo. Just like the two Lyle wasted with that MG of his.

      “Ready?” the voice asked. “Here it comes. Close your eyes.”

      Mason refused to close his eyes.

      “Close your eyes! You don’t want to see this!”

      But there was no this, because the bullet he knew was coming, didn’t.

      Mason spent the next few seconds trying to breathe and at the same time understand why he was still alive, why the slightly wet ground under him wasn’t already covered in a thick layer of his brain and chunks of his skull.

      He focused on the man’s rifle—it was olive green, some kind of bolt-action piece, with a big scope on top—and the finger in the trigger guard, resting on the trigger, ready to provide the very slight pressure necessary to pull it.

      So why hadn’t he fired?

      Or maybe he had already, but nothing had happened?

      Is he out of bullets?

      A sudden flurry of hope washed through him. After all, it was just as difficult to run and shoot as it was to run and reload, and the guy hadn’t had the chance, not if he wanted to keep up with Mason.

      He’s out of bullets! That has to be it!

      But there was a problem. He had dropped the Sig Sauer when he fell, and it was—

      There.

      Barely five feet from his right hand—

      “Go ahead,” the shadow above him said. “See if you can reach it before I put a bullet through that ugly face of yours.”

      Mason froze. Not because of the threat, but because of the sound of the voice.

      Why was that voice so familiar?

      Could it be? Here? Had she actually survived after all?

      Why couldn’t she have? It made sense. He had survived, and there was nothing special about him.

      And there was everything special about her.

      His heart skipped a beat, and excitement and fear and anxiousness slammed through him in one explosive emotion.

      “Ange?” he said breathlessly. “Is that you?”

      The woman jammed the muzzle of the rifle harder against Mason’s cheek (if that was even possible) and snickered. “Who the hell is Ange, dead man?”
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      It wasn’t Ange.

      The girl was too young, too small, her nose was too sharp, and her eyes were the wrong color.

      “Ange’s dead, remember?” the voice said.

      You don’t know that for sure.

      “Of course I do. I know everything you know. Or did you forget how this works?”

      Despite her stature, the girl carried the sniper rifle just fine. That thing had to weigh fifteen pounds easy, even more with the ten-round detachable magazine with all ten bullets accounted for. He knew the weapon was fully loaded because Mason had watched her reload just twenty seconds ago while he sat on his ass with his back against the tree, his hands zip tied in front of him while she kept her distance some ten yards back. How many bullets did she have in the old magazine before she reloaded? He’d never know the answer to that question now.

      She had taken his knife and the Sig and put both of them into a tactical pack slung over her back that looked bigger than her. She wore a 1911 model Colt automatic in a hip holster, the handle wrapped in duct tape for some reason. Better grip, he guessed, not that he knew all that much about weapons, even though he’d learned a lot since the end of the world. Accumulating previously unknown data was vital to successful adapting, after all.

      She had laid the rifle across her lap and was leaning back against another tree trunk to rest. He didn’t know if the chase had tired her out more than it did him. He might have been wounded and running on a bad leg that refused to get better, but she was carrying that rifle and the pack, and yet she still caught him.

      “You’re out of shape, spud,” the voice said. “But that’s no excuse, is it? Let’s hope no one ever finds out about this little embarrassment, or we’ll never be able to live this down.”

      She stared across the narrow space at him now, as if she was trying to figure something out. The more he looked at her, the more mystifying it had been that he ever thought she could have been Ange. Even their voices didn’t sound the same.

      “You wanted it to be Ange,” the voice said. “You wanted her to still be alive.”

      Maybe she is still alive.

      “Bullshit.”

      You don’t know for sure.

      “Complete and utter bullshit,” the voice said.

      His captor wasn’t wearing any kind of uniform or name tag. Her wardrobe looked more like a weekend hunter’s, one covered in dirt and mud from heavy use. The untouched parts of her face revealed a pale complexion and a generous sprinkling of freckles. Strands of red hair poked out from underneath a skullcap that was pulled down almost all the way over her eyes. Despite the hard look, the clothes, and the guns, there was no getting around that she was still just a little girl.

      “Like I said, let’s hope no one finds out about this,” the voice said. “I don’t think we can take the additional ego bruising, do you?”

      As painful as it was, Mason had to agree with the voice one hundred percent.

      “Who’s Ange?” the girl said. She had taken an energy bar out from one of her cargo pants pockets and was chewing on it slowly, as if she had all the time in the world.

      And maybe she did. He, on the other hand…

      “What?” Mason said.

      “You called me Ange. Who was she?”

      Is. She’s still alive.

      “Oh, stop it,” the voice sighed.

      “None of your business,” Mason said.

      The girl shrugged. “Hope you got to say good-bye to her, because you’re never going to see her again.”

      “Are you going to kill me?”

      “Probably.”

      “So why haven’t you already?”

      “That’s for me to know and for you to find out.”

      Mason felt like snorting—she didn’t just look like a kid underneath all that camo paint, but she sounded and talked like one, too—but managed to refrain. He said instead, “I didn’t kill your friends. That was Lyle. The kid on the hood of the truck that you bumped off first. And Rummy—the older guy—was driving. I was just along for the ride.”

      “That’s what they all say,” she said, and took another bite from the bar.

      “I’m new here. To the town. Just got in two days ago.”

      “Congratulations.”

      “I’m not in charge—”

      “I don’t give a crap,” she cut him off. “You were there. And you’re wearing the uniform. Two and two equals four. And in today’s world, four gets you a bullet for your trouble.”

      “I can take the uniform off.”

      She didn’t say anything, but eyed him under her cap and took another bite from the energy bar.

      How old is this kid?

      “Old enough to shoot you dead,” the voice said.

      You’re a master of the obvious today, aren’t you?

      “That’s what I’m here for.

      Mason sighed out loud. “You’re taking this too personally.”

      “Why shouldn’t I?” she asked.

      “You had to know this was a possibility when you came out here. After what Mercer did to the towns.”

      She popped the last piece of the energy bar into her mouth and tossed the wrapper into a nearby bush.

      “Someone hasn’t heard that you should never Mess With Texas,” the voice chuckled. “I wonder what else she hasn’t heard of?”

      What are you going on about?

      “Really? Do you need me to spell it out for you?”

      Oh, right, Mason thought, and said, “Aren’t you supposed to be standing down and ceasing operations anyway?”

      That perked her up. “What are you talking about?”

      “The radio that your team was carrying. It said for you guys to stand down and wait for further orders.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him, but didn’t say anything.

      Mason suppressed the urge to grin smugly at her. He had a feeling all it would take was one wrong sentence for her to pick up that sniper rifle and waste him. At this range, she wouldn’t even need both hands to do it.

      “It was on the radio,” Mason said. “Some kind of repeating broadcast. You didn’t hear it?”

      “Bullshit,” Freckles said.

      “Not bullshit. The truth.”

      “When did you hear it?”

      “This morning. How long were you separated from your team?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “A day? Two?” Mason pressed on. “Why did you guys split up—”

      “Where?” she asked.

      “Where what?”

      “Where’s the radio?”

      “Back at the truck. You know, where you killed the two guys responsible for killing your team? Like I’ve been trying to tell you, it wasn’t me. I was just along for the ride.”

      “You said that already.”

      “Because it’s the truth.”

      “Sure it is.”

      “I swear,” he said, and did his very best to look earnest.

      She smirked.

      “Guess she didn’t buy it,” the voice said.

      “It’s the God’s honest truth,” Mason said. “I’m new—”

      “Get up.”

      “Are we going somewhere?”

      “To find that radio, because I don’t believe a single thing that comes out of your filthy mouth.”

      “Filthy?” Mason said, using the tree trunk to slide back up to his feet. “I take exception to that. I try to brush my teeth at least once a day. How many people can say they still practice good dental hygiene these days?”

      “Good one; keep her off-balance with the jokes!” the voice laughed.

      Freckles ignored him and slung her rifle, but let her right hand hover not-so-casually over the holstered Colt. “Try anything, and you’ll join your two friends in Asshole Land.”

      “Asshole Land?” Mason thought. Ange would never say something that idiotic.

      “Ange’s dead,” the voice said.

      Shut up.

      “You know it’s true.”

      I made it, and so could she.

      “Keep telling yourself that…”
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* * *

      Mason had plans—or scenarios, anyway—about how to get out of his predicament. It wasn’t like being led around at gunpoint with his hands bound was anything new. In fact, he was in even better shape this time because there was only one captor to worry about, and nary an ex-Army Ranger in sight.

      Even the bum shoulder wasn’t anything new. It had stopped bleeding since he wrapped it up with the handkerchief, which was the good news as he led Freckles (his name for her, in absence of her real name) back in the direction they had come. It was easy to retrace their steps—literally, in this case, since the two of them hadn’t been very subtle as they ran desperately through this same patch of grounds.

      Well, he fled and she chased, but close enough.

      Bottom line, he’d had to deal with worse and was still alive and kicking. That was the goal at the end of this rainbow, just like it had been for all the other ones. He’d met a few people who would disagree with how he went about it, but Ange wouldn’t have been one of them. She would have understood.

      “Giving up’s for losers,” she would say. It was her favorite line, and his favorite of her favorites.

      “She’s dead,” the voice said.

      Shut up.

      As they walked back to the tree line, Mason ran all the possibilities through his head, but each time the outcome was the same: his options were limited. He could hear her behind him, breathing normally despite the heavy rifle and the pack she was carrying. He still marveled that someone so small (what was she, a whole inch or two shorter than him, and half his size?) could shoulder so much weight. Maybe she was a lot stronger underneath that wardrobe than he gave her credit for.

      She had the rifle slung, but the 1911 on her right hip was within easy reach. How long would it take her to draw it? Maybe a second. Maybe less. That would depend on how much warning she got. He wasn’t planning on giving her any.

      His hands were bound, but they were in front of him instead of behind him. That was her one big mistake—

      Car engines.

      No, not engines—just one, and it was coming from the other side of the tree line in front of him.

      Mason stopped without thinking, and less than two heartbeats later felt the cold muzzle of the rifle jamming into the back of his neck and thought, Christ, when did she unsling that thing? Or did she have it in her hands this entire time and I didn’t notice?

      The girl hissed, “Down!”

      Mason went down on one knee. They were close enough to the fields that he could see out at the sea of grass beyond.

      And there, the big elm tree, next to the F-150 where he had last seen it. There wasn’t a second vehicle anywhere, so where had the sound of an engine revving up come from? Or had someone fired up the Ford?

      “Closer,” Freckles whispered behind him.

      He didn’t know why she was whispering. They were far enough away from the truck that no one could have heard them from over there, and vice versa. At least, not people talking. A car engine purring to life was another matter, especially out here with nothing but trees and grass to hinder sounds from traveling across distances.

      Mason crab-walked forward until he was close enough that all it would take was one step and he’d be out in the open. He stopped and steadied himself on one knee, and looked out.

      There were two figures moving around the truck, and for an instant Mason thought Rummy and Lyle had come back to life, but no; there was something different about the shapes. One was definitely a woman, and the other one, a male, looked too big to be either one of Mason’s fellow patrolmen. They had turned on the Ford’s engine and looked like they were getting ready to leave.

      Sonsofbitches, that’s my truck!

      Well, it wasn’t really his truck—if it were anyone’s, it would probably be Rummy’s—but with his two partners dead, Mason thought it was only right that he assumed ownership. Of course, Jocelyn would probably think otherwise—

      “Who are they?” Freckles asked behind him.

      “How should I know,” Mason said.

      “They’re wearing black…”

      “A lot of people wear black these days. It’s fashionable.”

      “Jokes!” the voice said. “We got jokes!”

      He didn’t know if Freckles believed him or not because he couldn’t see her face. The irony was that he was telling the truth. He had no idea who these guys were or if they were, in fact, collaborators. A hundred yards was a hell of a distance to make out the finer details of someone’s wardrobe. For all he knew, they could be men Jocelyn had sent out to find them.

      As they watched, a third figure appeared and walked toward the truck. Another woman, and she was pulling something that looked like luggage behind her (Where are they going, on a vacation?).

      “The radio,” Freckles said.

      “It’s in the truck,” Mason said.

      “Are you lying?”

      “No.”

      “I mean, about these people.”

      “Not about that, either. I don’t know who they are.’

      “You better not be lying.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Don’t make a sound. If they start coming toward us, you’ll be the first one to bite it.”

      Like I don’t already know that, he thought, and said, “Understood.”

      The two of them remained silent and watched the three figures moving around the Ford for a bit. They seemed to be talking, but Mason couldn’t hear a single word across the field.

      “You going to stop them?” Mason asked.

      The girl didn’t answer.

      “What about your radio?” he asked. “You’re just going to let them drive away with it?”

      “What are you doing?” the voice asked.

      If Jocelyn sent them, I can’t let them just leave. They might be my only chance.

      “Does the phrase friendly fire mean anything to you?”

      And I’m better off if I let them just drive away?

      “Good point…”

      “Well?” Mason said. “The radio’s in that truck. If you let them go—”

      “Shut up,” the girl said.

      “You scared?” When she didn’t answer, “It’s okay to be scared. I would be.”

      He might have eventually managed to talk her into it, but before he could, the F-150 began moving.

      Oh, dammit.

      “You’re gonna let them just leave?” he asked, not quite able to hide the desperation in his voice.

      “Yeah, I guess I am,” she said.

      Mason sighed, and thought, Dammit, as the truck vanished into the horizon. Slowly, the sound of its engines faded with it, until he could barely hear it anymore.

      “Got any other bright ideas?” the voice asked.

      One…

      “I met him, you know,” Mason said. “Mercer. Your Dear Leader.” When she remained quiet behind him, “What a piece of shit.”

      “Mercer’s a great man,” Freckles said, with just enough of an edge to let him know he’d struck the right nerve.

      “Careful, watch your step,” the voice said. “One wrong move…”

      But he couldn’t stop. Not now.

      “Not much to look at,” Mason said. “When I first saw him, I thought he was the janitor.”

      “Oh ho. Hit them below the belt!” the voice said.

      “Kinda looked like a pervy uncle—”

      “Shut up,” the girl said, and he felt a rush of air as she stabbed the rifle forward to poke him in the back and he thought, Now now now!

      Mason spun and swept his bound hands diagonally from bottom to top—

      Crack! as the rifle went off so close to the back of his skull that he was shocked there wasn’t a hole in it or that he could even still hear at all, even if all he heard was an intense buzzing that seemed to vibrate along every bone in his body. Before she could pull the trigger a second time, Mason was almost completely around and batting at the barrel of the rifle with his wrists.

      Crack! as she pulled the trigger again (Christ! How’d she reload the bolt action so fast?), except his skull was still pulsating from the first shot, and he barely felt the second one.

      Mason launched himself into her like a rocket, slamming the top of his head into her stomach—heard her grunt against the impact and the voice shouted, “Bingo, bango, you got her now!”—and kept pushing with his legs until they had both collapsed to the ground with him on top.

      “The rifle!” the voice shouted. “Get the rifle!”

      She still had a grip on the weapon, but only with one hand now, and even with his hands tied he was so much stronger that he easily wrestled the rifle away from her. There was no time to turn it around and use it, so he tossed it to the side by the barrel.

      He pummeled her to the ground with his body, using his weight to his advantage, while she punched at his face and chest and everywhere else she could reach. But Mason was fully charged up on adrenaline, and he didn’t feel any of the blows regardless of where they landed. Either that or she just didn’t have a lot of power in her fists, at least not enough to stop him from reaching down and grabbing the Colt 1911 out of her hip holster.

      “Fuck, shit, stop it!” he shouted.

      Mason jerked back, actually heard the swoosh! swoosh! of her fists missing his face by inches, while her body continued thrashing under him.

      He didn’t need free hands to hold the pistol and cock back the hammer, and the overly loud click! was probably the most satisfying sound he’d ever heard in his life.
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      “Goddamn, kid, how old are you?”

      “Screw you!”

      “That’s not nice. Didn’t your parents teach you any manners?”

      “Didn’t your parents slap you for being so ugly when you were born?”

      “Good one!” the voice cackled. “She got you there!”

      Don’t encourage her.

      “I can’t help it if I appreciate a nice burn.”

      Mason held the 1911 in both hands and pointed at her while spending a second looking around for the rifle that he’d tossed, but he must have really tossed it far, because he couldn’t see any signs of it.

      “I guess you don’t know your own strength,” the voice said.

      I guess not.

      The girl had pushed herself up onto her elbows, not that she had very far to go. She had fallen on the pack strapped behind her, and it now kept her propped up like she was lying awkwardly on a log.

      Mason took another second or two to peek out of the tree line to make sure the truck was really gone. He couldn’t see it or even hear a peep from its engines, which meant whoever had absconded with the vehicle had hauled ass. What were the chances they would return? If they had been from T10, maybe Jocelyn would send them back for a more thorough search. Then again, considering just how much (Yeah, right) affection Jocelyn had for them, he wouldn’t be surprised if she quickly crossed him off as a lost cause.

      “You’d do the same to her, admit it,” the voice said.

      Mason couldn’t disagree, and turned back to the girl. “What’s your name?”

      She hadn’t moved from her spot or tried to get up in the split second he had looked away. “Which part of screw you didn’t you understand, asshole?”

      “Let’s be civil, kid. If I’d wanted to kill you, I would have done it already.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I should have shot you when I had the chance.”

      “I get that a lot. But I’m still here, winning.”

      “You’re short.”

      That caught him by surprise. “What?”

      “You’re short,” Freckles repeated, but there weren’t any traces of humor in her voice; it was as if she was stating a fact that he might not have been aware of.

      “Shows what she knows,” the voice said. “We both know how short you are.”

      He snickered in an attempt to convince her he was beyond insults. “Tell me something I don’t already know.”

      “You also have beady eyes,” she said.

      “Beady, huh?”

      “Yeah. Beady.”

      “Are you trying to get yourself killed? Is that it?”

      “What’s it matter to you? You already killed Jim and Willis.”

      Jim and Willis?

      Ah. The ones Lyle wasted; of course.

      “I told you, that wasn’t me,” Mason said. “I didn’t make the call, and I didn’t pull the trigger. I was just along for the ride. Like I keep telling you, I’m new around here.”

      “Whatever,” Freckles said.

      “That doesn’t make any difference to you?”

      “Why should it?”

      “Because the most you can get me for is being at the wrong place at the wrong time. No court of law would convict me.”

      “At least not for what happened today,” the voice said.

      What she doesn’t know…she doesn’t know.

      “That makes sense to you?”

      Mostly…

      “I don’t care,” the girl was saying. “You were there. You’re one of them.”

      “One of who?” he asked.

      “An asshole.”

      Mason chuckled and waited for her to add something else—maybe another insult about how ugly he was, or combine short with ugly—but she didn’t. Apparently she was done.

      So he crouched in front of her, keeping at least five feet of space between them just in case she made a last-ditch effort to get back the upper hand she’d lost. “I don’t wanna kill you, kid.”

      She continued staring lasers at him, but it didn’t do anything to diminish the fact that she was just a kid underneath all that camo paint on her face.

      “This would be a first, wouldn’t it?” the voice said.

      The first what?

      “Killing a kid. Even for us.”

      And that was all she was. She couldn’t have been older than sixteen. Maybe not even that. It was a byproduct of the new world—you grew up fast, or you didn’t bother. There was no in between. The weak perished and the strong survived. Mason knew that without a shred of doubt, and he had put himself in a position to be strong because he couldn’t afford to be anything else, especially since genetics had already handicapped him from the crib.

      “What’s your name?” he asked again.

      She didn’t answer.

      “She’s a tough one,” the voice said. “No wonder you thought she was Ange. They could be sisters.”

      No, they couldn’t.

      “Maybe not physically…”

      Maybe not anything.

      “And yet you still called her Ange, didn’t you?”

      Mason ignored the voice, and said, “I’m Mason.”

      “Who cares?” the girl said.

      He couldn’t help but smile that time. “You’re right. Who cares.” He adjusted the gun in his hands a bit. “We’re going into town and I’m going to get some brownie points for bringing you in. Should make my new boss happy. She’s kind of a bitch, so I’m hoping to get on her good side.”

      Freckles didn’t say anything. Either she didn’t understand what he was saying, or she didn’t care. He thought it was probably a little of both.

      Mason got up and walked backward until he had put another five feet or so between them. “Your knife.”

      “What?” she said.

      “Your knife. Take it out and throw it to me.”

      She reached for the knife, took it out, then tossed it about two feet short. He didn’t know if she had done that on purpose, not that it mattered. She hadn’t gotten off the ground, and all he had to do was extend one leg and rake the blade over with one of his shoes.

      Mason kneeled, then put the gun down and reached for the knife, their eyes locked the entire time. “Ten feet,” he said.

      “What about it?” she said.

      “That’s more than enough distance for me to pick up the gun and shoot you, in case you were thinking about trying anything while I’m using the knife. Unless, of course, you think you’re the Flash or something.”

      “Who’s the Flash?”

      “You don’t read comic books?”

      “I’m not a stupid nerd,” she said.

      “Another good burn!” the voice laughed. “I like this kid!”

      Mason grinned outwardly and angled the knife until he could slice the zip tie around his wrists with a few quick strokes. He sighed with relief and quickly picked the gun back up. She had watched him cut himself free, but she never made any attempts to escape or lunge for the weapon. Of course, in order to do either of those things, she would have had to struggle up from her awkward position, a difficult feat with that heavy pack weighing her to the ground.

      “Now then,” Mason said. “Get up slowly and then take off that pack.”

      She didn’t move, and said, “Why don’t you just shoot me?”

      “I told you, I need to bring you in. Got me some brownie points to collect. That’s how you get by these days. Make yourself invaluable to the bosses, and then one day you can become the boss.”

      Again, that strange look from her that told him she didn’t know what he was going on about.

      “It’s an adult thing,” Mason said with a shrug.

      “Whatever,” she said. “Just shoot me already.”

      “Don’t tempt me, kid.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you, so you might as well do it.”

      He stared at her for a moment, wondering just how serious she was being right now, and trying to gauge if any accolades from Jocelyn were worth all the aggravation he knew without a doubt was waiting for him in the very near future.

      “Get up,” Mason said. “I’m bringing you in, dead or alive. I prefer alive, because dead means having to drag your body back into town and that’s going to be a real pain in the ass, especially with this bum shoulder of mine. But I’ll do it if I have to.”

      She frowned. “What kind of an asshole are you?”

      “The kind that’s too lazy to drag you back with me. Now get up.”

      She finally picked herself off the ground and dusted off her pants and bottom, then slipped the pack off her shoulders and let it drop. “What now?”

      He motioned with the gun for her to step away from the bag, and when she did, he walked over and picked it up. “Sit down in front of that tree, where I can see you.”

      She obeyed, taking a seat underneath a large elm tree with enough shade that it covered up her entire body and nearly blackened out her camo-covered face. She folded her legs under her and sat Indian style, which wasn’t hard to do given how short she was.

      He tossed her a zip tie from his own pockets. “You know how this works. The ankles.”

      She didn’t look happy, but she did it. He didn’t bother with her wrists; it would have been difficult for her to bind her own hands, and besides, he didn’t need it with her legs already limited by the restraints. He kept waiting for her to make her move, to risk it all, but she didn’t. He was glad for that, because regardless of what he had done in the past, Mason wasn’t keen on shooting a kid.

      “I guess we’re conveniently forgetting about all those kids you gave to the ghouls?” the voice asked.

      It’s not the same.

      “Isn’t it?”

      Yes.

      “How?”

      Because they’re still alive.

      “Some of them…”

      All of them.

      “You don’t know that for sure. But then, you’ve never let the truth get in the way of a perfectly good lie before, so why start now?”

      When she was done, the girl leaned back against the gnarled trunk and let out a defeated sigh.

      “Good girl,” Mason said.

      “Go to hell,” she spat back.

      He chuckled before sitting down in front of the bag. He laid the pistol on the ground barely a foot away and within easy reach, even though he didn’t think she’d try anything now with her hands restrained. Still, you could never be too careful, and the girl had already proven to be a killer. That made her nothing like Ange. How had he ever mistaken the two of them in the first place?

      I must have been delirious.

      “Or maybe you just wanted to believe it so badly,” the voice said.

      Ange is still alive. She’s out there, somewhere.

      “Keep telling yourself that…”

      Mason opened the pack, and with one eye scouring its contents and the other on Freckles, he found what he was looking for and took them out. A small field first-aid kit. He dug out what he needed and went to work, pulling off the bloody handkerchief to clean the wound before dressing it with gauze. It wasn’t topnotch fieldwork, but it would do until he got back to town.

      With fresh medical ointment in his nostrils, Mason dug out his knife and the Sig Sauer from the pack and put them back around his hips. He liked the Sig better anyway. It was bigger, heavier, and had more stopping power.

      “What now?” Freckles asked.

      “Well, since someone stole my truck, I guess we start walking,” Mason said. “And you better pray the boys at T10 weren’t best buds with Rummy and Lyle after what you did to them.”

      She stared back, defiant.

      Or tried to be. He thought he glimpsed a crack in her armor. It was very slight, but it was there, and Mason thought, So you’re just a kid, after all.

      “Shoot her and get it over with,” the voice said. “Jocelyn won’t care either way.”

      Not yet…

      “She’s not Ange.”

      Don’t you think I know that?

      “Do you?” the voice asked.

      Mason didn’t answer, and got up. “Time to go…”
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      Two hours into their walk back to T10 and the town was still nowhere in sight. Mason’s shoulder kept bothering him and he had to stop and rest, though he kept the reason why from the girl. It wouldn’t do to show that he wasn’t at his best, even though she’d have to be blind not to notice. Still, as long as he didn’t overtly acknowledge it…

      Fortunately Freckles had packed well for her mission, and he found some painkillers that were stronger than the ones he had on him, along with a half-finished bottle of water. He gulped the latter with the pills, and that gave him the strength to keep going.

      The girl walked in front of him the entire time, and Mason kept about ten feet of safety between them. At least it wasn’t hot, with plenty of cool breezes sweeping across the flat land around him to make walking tolerable. He’d had to remove the zip ties from her ankles and put a fresh pair around her wrists so she could move on her own power, and Mason pegged the chances at fifty-fifty that she might finally get brave enough to make a run for it.

      The voice was even more certain, and it said, “Wait for it, wait for it…”

      Except she didn’t.

      Instead, she kept in front of him and moved along the lone country road in silence. She refused to tell him her name, and by the fourth time he asked and got back a nonanswer, he was too tired to make a fifth effort. He didn’t know exactly what was waiting for her back in town, but he didn’t like her odds.

      He was behind her so he couldn’t see her face, but if she was scared of what was up ahead, she didn’t show it in the way she moved.

      “Maybe she’s braver than you think,” the voice said.

      Or stupid. She’s just a kid, after all.

      “What do you think they’ll do to her?”

      It’s not my problem.

      “Isn’t it?”

      No.

      “You’re giving her to them. That makes it your problem. What would Ange say?”

      Ange isn’t here.

      “So you admit it. She’s dead.”

      That’s not what I said.

      “That’s what you’re thinking.”

      No…

      “Riiiight,” the voice said.

      He guessed they were maybe about five miles from town when sunlight reflected off the hood of a truck that appeared in the road up ahead. It was moving toward them at a fast clip, and Mason could just make out the lone figure in the back stationed behind the machine gun welded to the roof of the cab.

      It was one of T10’s technicals.

      “Stop,” Mason said.

      Freckles did, then glanced back at him, and he saw uncertainty in her eyes.

      “Here it comes,” the voice said. “She knows it now, and she’s going to take off. Wait for it, wait for it…”

      But the voice was wrong again, and the girl didn’t run. Instead, she turned back to the charging truck and held her ground.

      “Or not,” the voice said.

      Are you ever going to get tired of being wrong?

      “I’ll let you know when it happens.”

      The technical sped down the middle of the two-lane road as if it were afraid they’d try to flee. It used to be black, but it was covered in mud and dirt and looked closer to brown now. The man in the back (Donnie? Dan? One of those.) swiveled his machine gun around alertly, looking for targets among the empty fields around them. Mason could have told him there was nothing out here. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. There had been people out here, and they had taken his truck.

      The vehicle stopped in front of them and the driver climbed out. As the man walked over, he had no trouble grinning at Mason over the girl’s shoulder. The man’s name was either Pete or Peter, Mason couldn’t be entirely sure. T10, for whatever reason, had never gotten around to putting name tags on their uniforms. It was one of those things that made them look less competent than the places Mason had commanded; it was also a reminder of just how far down he had fallen to be stuck with these barely organized country bumpkins.

      “What the hell happened to you?” Pete or Peter (Something with a P?) asked. “Where’s Lyle and Rummy?”

      “You don’t know?” Mason asked.

      “Know what?”

      So who the hell took the Ford? Mason thought. Then, “They’re dead.”

      “What happened?”

      “She did.”

      Pete or Peter (or something else) had stopped a few feet from Freckles, and he put his hands on his hips and gave her a good, long look. Mason would have given anything to see the girl’s face as she was confronted with that imposing bulk of a man. Was she scared? Or was she still trying to act tough? He thought he might have noticed the slight tensing of her small shoulders. Maybe.

      “She killed them?” Pete or Peter said.

      “Plugged them both,” Mason said.

      The man looked past the girl at Mason, then at his bandaged shoulder. “She did that to you, too?”

      “It wasn’t the fucking Easter Bunny,” Mason said. He walked past Freckles and toward the truck. “My legs are killing me. I must have been out here for hours.”

      “What happened to your truck?”

      “I was hoping you’d know,” Mason said. Then, to the guy in the back of the vehicle, “You got anything to drink?”

      The man dipped behind the truck for a second and reappeared with a fresh bottle of water. It was warm but it was better than nothing, and Mason drained it while Pete or Peter led Freckles over, looking very much like a giant Papa Bear dragging a diminutive Goldilocks to her doom.

      “Into the back,” Pete or Peter said, and shoved Freckles inside.

      She fell face-first into the backseat before picking herself up with some difficulty. There was a police cruiser-style cage separating the front and back of the Chevy, which meant Freckles couldn’t get her hands on the AR rifles leaning against the front seats. After righting herself, she searched out and locked eyes with Mason through the grime-covered rear driver-side window. If she hadn’t looked worried before, she couldn’t hide it now.

      Sorry, kid, but you’re on your own, he thought, and turned to Pete or Peter (What the hell is his name again?). “Jocelyn sent you guys to come look for us?”

      The big man nodded. “You never answered the radio.” He glanced around. “So Rummy and Lyle are dead?”

      “Dead as doorknobs.”

      “What about your patrol vehicle?”

      “I guess someone stole it.”

      The other man gave him a confused look. “You guess?”

      Mason sighed. “It’s a long story.”

      “You got a hot date or something? Jocelyn’s going to want to know ASAP. She’s got everyone on high alert after you guys went MIA.”

      “Isn’t everyone already on high alert?”

      “Higher alert then, smart guy.”

      Mason nodded in the direction of the girl behind them. “The ones Lyle perforated earlier today. Those were her pals. She got payback by plugging the old timer and the kid. Not long after that, someone stole the truck. I thought it might have been you guys, but if you’re telling me it wasn’t…”

      “Well, shit,” Pete or Peter said, looking back into his truck at Freckles. “What is she, fifteen?”

      “Fifteen, sixteen; hell if I know.”

      “Jocelyn’s gonna be real happy about this.”

      “Was that sarcasm?”

      Pete or Peter (or whatever his name really was) chuckled. “Maybe.”

      Mason grunted, then walked around the hood of the big truck to the passenger side. He sneaked a quick peek up at the sky to check for warplanes as he did so.

      It was empty, exactly how he liked it.

      “Your paranoia is showing,” the voice said.

      It’s not paranoia when they’re really trying to kill you, Mason thought.
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* * *

      Pete or Peter was neither; his name was actually Paul.

      Close enough.

      “Really?” the voice said. “In what universe is that close enough?”

      At least I got the first letter right.

      The voice laughed. “Our expectations are very low these days, aren’t they?”

      They drove back into T10 on a bumpy dirt road that splintered off from the paved highway. According to Paul, neither they nor any of the other patrols had run across anyone driving the stolen Ford F-150 while out looking for them. Whoever they were, they hadn’t stayed on the main road for very long.

      Hope you run into a ditch somewhere, you thieving fuckers.

      Like most collaborator towns, T10 was isolated and far from any major city, and chosen for its proximity to a lake. It had, once upon a time, been a timber town back when there was still timber to be exploited. The lake was overstocked with fish, and the land around it was fertile enough for farming. Mason hadn’t had time to properly explore the area since his arrival so he didn’t know what exactly they were growing in the fields, but it was apparently fruitful enough for about two hundred or so civilians and forty-something soldiers. Two hundred and change was a small number compared to some of the other places around the state, but this was Podunk City, so he wasn’t that surprised.

      He looked out the window to follow a group of a dozen or so women as they trudged their way through the fields. Their protruding bellies looked comical against the setting sun, as if they were attempting to smuggle contraband back into the city limits. Somewhere in town, more civilians were “donating” blood to feed the ghoul machine, but Mason, like the other soldiers, was spared that job.

      Mason was very aware of Freckles’s continued presence behind the cage. She hadn’t said a word since Paul threw her into the back, and the few times he spied at her in the rearview mirror, he caught her staring at the civilians in the fields as they drove past. Despite the black and green paint on her face, she somehow looked even younger now.

      Christ. How old is she?

      “Does it matter? You’ve never killed a kid before,” the voice said.

      I’m not killing one now.

      “You don’t have to pull the trigger to kill someone. We learned that pretty fast, didn’t we?”

      As they drove past two other technicals guarding the way into town, Paul honked and got honks back in return. The additional patrol units were in response to Paul radioing ahead and informing Jocelyn of what had happened, not only to Rummy and Lyle, but also with the missing truck. It hadn’t really occurred to Mason that they didn’t just have one problem (Freckles), but actually two now, counting the thieves. He wanted to blame it on getting shot (“Again! This is becoming a bad habit,” the voice said), for not thinking clearly, and not because it just never occurred to him.

      “When in doubt, go with the excuse that makes you look less like an ass!” the voice laughed.

      “Fair warning: Jocelyn’s not going to be happy with you,” Paul was saying as they drove through the main street.

      Whatever it was called before the collaborators took over, T10 wasn’t quite a one-horse town, even though it was a one-main-street town. It had plenty of side alleys and buildings to both sides of them, but it was as “quaint” as they came.

      “Podunk City,” the voice said. “Any lower on the totem pole, and we’d be in the ground.”

      They passed civilians on the sidewalks, along with soldiers on horseback with slung rifles. The place had been on alert ever since the war with Mercer started, but they looked more wired than usual this afternoon. He guessed Jocelyn wasn’t taking any chances after what had happened to his patrol.

      “About what?” Mason said.

      “About what,” Paul repeated with a chuckle. “The patrol, genius. We’re already strapped for manpower as it is, but you went and lost two men and a truck. Neither one of those things grows on trees, you know.”

      “I didn’t lose shit. She killed them, not me. And someone took the truck. I wasn’t exactly in a position to stop them.”

      “So why aren’t you dead, too?”

      “It wasn’t for her lack of trying, I can tell you that. Besides, we can always get more volunteers.”

      “Jocelyn’s already scraping the bottom of the barrel. Volunteers are drying up.”

      “Like us?” the voice said with a snicker.

      Oh, shut up.

      “Maybe you guys need a more charismatic leader,” Mason said. “Someone who can inspire people to sign up.”

      Paul laughed. “Like you, maybe?”

      “You could do a lot worse.”

      “I’ll tell Jocelyn you said that.”

      “Be my guest,” Mason said, and thought, Someone’s going to have to lose power for someone else to gain it. What makes Jocelyn so special?
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* * *

      If Jocelyn was pissed at him, she’d apparently gotten it out of her system by the time he arrived with Paul and the other guy, Joe, who stayed behind in the parking lot while they brought Freckles inside T10’s version of a command center. It was really an office in the back of a converted Sonic Drive-In, located almost exactly in the middle of town next to City Hall.

      Jocelyn glanced up from the same map she had been looking at when Mason saw her earlier in the day, and he thought, The way she looks at that thing, she should have every inch of it memorized by now.

      The woman gave Freckles an almost cursory glance. If the girl’s age made any difference, Jocelyn didn’t let it show on her hardened face. She turned back to the table less than five seconds later. “Take her to Max.”

      “Max?” Paul said. He stood next to Freckles with one giant paw holding her in place.

      “Which word tripped you up?”

      “Just wanted to be sure.”

      “Are you sure now?”

      “It’s just that, Max, he can get a little out of control. And she’s just a kid.”

      “She killed two of my men. Two of your friends. She stopped being a kid after that.”

      Paul didn’t move and Mason saw the conflicted look on his face, which prompted the thought, Who the hell is Max?

      Finally, the big man said, “Maybe I can take a crack at her first—”

      “Max,” Jocelyn said, cutting him off. “Take her to Max.” And this time she did look up at him. “Understood?”

      Paul nodded, like a child who had just been scolded by a parent, and pulled Freckles to the door with him.

      Mason looked after them, at the same time the teenager glanced over her shoulder, and right at him.

      She hadn’t looked to Jocelyn, but to him.

      Straight at him.

      Mason recognized the fear. It was all over her face. Whatever façade she had put up in the walk to T10, then the ride over, it had slipped away and he only saw a scared fifteen (Sixteen? How old is she, anyway?) kid being dragged away to a fate that terrified her.

      You’re barking up the wrong tree, kid. You brought this on yourself.

      He expected her to fight, to start grabbing at anything to stay away from whoever this “Max” guy was, but she didn’t. Instead, she disappeared through the door with Paul.

      “There she goes,” the voice said.

      She’s not my problem anymore.

      “Did I say she was?”

      I’m not the one who’s going to be pulling the trigger.

      “Are you trying to convince me or yourself?”

      He turned back to Jocelyn. “What is it you expect her to tell you?”

      “I won’t know until Max finishes with her,” Jocelyn said.

      “So he’s an interrogator? Max?”

      “Something like that.” Then, “You can go, too.”

      “You don’t want to ask me any questions?”

      “Paul already told me everything over the radio.”

      “And you’re fine with it?”

      She sighed and looked up at him. “Fine with it? No. I’m not fine with losing two men when I’m strapped for manpower. Or losing a technical. But I don’t have a choice. I have to make do with what I have—including you.”

      “Nice to be wanted,” Mason smiled.

      “Go get your shoulder properly looked at. You’re going back on patrol tomorrow.”

      “I don’t get any rest after getting shot?”

      “Are you going to die from that mosquito bite?”

      “It’s more than that…”

      “Leave.”

      “What a bitch,” the voice said as Mason turned and left the room. “I didn’t say that out loud, did I?”

      No, you’re safe.

      “Oh, thank God. The woman scares me…”
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* * *

      Freckles was nowhere to be seen in the Sonic parking lot, but Paul was there chatting with a guy with a red goatee that was leaning out his open car window. Joe had also vanished, but you didn’t really need an alert machine gunner at base.

      “Where’s the girl?” Mason asked Paul.

      “Joe took her to Max,” Paul said.

      “Who’s this Max, anyway? Jocelyn said he was some kind of interrogator?”

      Paul and Goatee exchanged a silent look.

      “What?” Mason said.

      “She said he was an interrogator?” Paul asked.

      “Something like that.”

      “I guess you can call him that.”

      “You didn’t sound like you approved of him.”

      Paul sighed. “Max can be a little rough.”

      “Who is he?”

      Another quick look between the two men, before red goatee said, “When you hear screaming tonight, just ignore it. That’s just Max…working.”
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      They had put him up in the same bed-and-breakfast as all the other single male soldiers. His room was across from Lyle’s while Rummy’s was on the bottom floor where he didn’t have to climb up three flights of stairs each time.

      “Being an old fart has its privileges,” Rummy had said when Mason asked him about the favorable placement.

      Not that Mason minded the fourth floor too much. It allowed him to see a lot of the town from his window, and he didn’t have to worry about some idiot stomping around above him. Being jammed into the same B&B with other guys was a new experience; ever since the world ended, Mason had always been blessed with his choice of lodgings.

      “Get used to it, we might be here awhile,” the voice had said when they first saw their accommodations.

      After getting his wound looked at and receiving some fresh cleaning and bandages from T10’s resident doctor—a second-year veterinarian student named Tobey—Mason scored a handful of Tramadol. In addition to the painkillers he already had and the one from Freckles’s pack, he was fully loaded for anything that came his way.

      “Expecting trouble?” the voice had asked.

      Always be prepared. Just like in the Boy Scouts.

      “Since when were we in the Boy Scouts?”

      I read a brochure once…

      The streets were already thinning out as he walked back to his building, the setting sun chasing everyone back home as if they were scared children. Despite the fact they didn’t have to fear the night anymore, it was human nature to seek shelter, just in case.

      “Just in case of what?” the voice asked.

      You know what.

      “I want to hear you say it.”

      Mason didn’t.

      “Come on, you can say it. You know you want to say it.”

      Mason ignored it, and smiled instead at an attractive woman leaning out of her apartment window as he walked underneath. She had long blonde hair and delicate features and was lighting a candle on the windowsill next to her. He wondered if she had a big belly that he couldn’t see, because bucks to donuts she did. That was the tradeoff, after all: the cost of being safe from the darkness beyond the city limits.

      Mason stopped on the sidewalk and was about to say something when the woman pulled back and closed the window, and the last he saw of her was the halo of her candle fading into the background. It wasn’t all that long ago that he could have had his choice of women, even if they were more genetically blessed than he was.

      But that was then, and this was now.

      “At least you won’t die a virgin,” the voice chuckled.

      I won’t die in this place, either, that’s for goddamn sure.

      “That’s it, sport; keep your eyes on the prize. We’ll be back on top sooner than you can say lickety-split.”

      One step at a time.

      “One step at a time,” the voice repeated. “All you have to do is not fuck it up.”

      Fuck it up? What does that mean?

      “You know what that means. The girl.”

      What about her? Screw her. She knew what she was getting into.

      “There you go. That’s my boy.”

      He continued on to his apartment, the slight numbness in his left arm buzzing a bit against the growing cold. He tugged at his jacket and picked up his pace as the sun continued to dip in the horizon and night slowly crawled over T10.
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* * *

      He woke up in the middle of the night to doors slamming up and down the hallway outside his room, and the sound of car engines revving in the street outside his window.

      The hell?

      Mason climbed out of bed and took ten seconds or so to pop another Tramadol into his mouth before padding in his boxers over to the window. He pulled aside the curtains and saw blackness surrounding the town like a great big blanket. He didn’t want to think about what was out there, even though he swore he could see something moving around in the shadows.

      He glanced down at the streets, currently illuminated by bright car headlights. There were about six vehicles down there, all trucks with mounted MGs. Men in black uniforms were milling around, and he caught snippets of conversation. They sounded anxious and excited, like they were about to go on a hunt, but Mason was too far up to hear actual words. Either that, or he was just too groggy.

      He tossed a quick look at the cheap plastic watch that he never took off: 2:16 a.m. He knew T10 woke up early, but this was too early.

      He walked across his darkened room and opened the door and leaned out, just in time to glimpse two figures disappearing down the stairs at the other end of the hallway. They were both wearing their uniforms, and he could hear their heavy boots pounding against the wooden steps as they hurried down.

      Mason slipped out and over to the room next to his. The door was open and Charles, the owner, was inside stuffing ammo and supplies into a tactical pack next to a bright LED lantern. Charles was in his thirties, an ex-cop from Dallas, and as far as Mason could glean in the short time he had been in T10, was one of Jocelyn’s more trusted lieutenants. Paul was another.

      “What’s going on?” Mason asked.

      Charles glanced over at him, then grinned at the sight of Mason’s Donald Duck boxers. “You’re not dressed.”

      “Dressed for what?”

      Charles zipped up, then slung his pack. “I guess that means you’re not going to Houston.”

      “What’s happening in Houston?”

      “Your guess’s as good as mine. Jocelyn’s sending about half of us, maybe more, over there.” Charles flicked off his lamp. “And she’s going too, so it’s gotta be pretty big.”

      “Paul?”

      “Dunno.” As Charles walked past him, the man chuckled and said, “Nice boxers,” then slid out into the hallway and hurried over to the stairs.

      Mason watched him go, and thought, Houston? What’s so special about Houston?
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* * *

      A few months ago he would have known what was going on in Houston. They would have told him. Except he didn’t have them inside his head anymore (“Forget them; you have me,” the voice said) the way Jocelyn did. He was just another asshole at the bottom of the food chain, except even those guys, like Charles, got inside information, while he was left to watch them drive up the street in a caravan of technicals.

      He wasn’t the only one outside—about half a dozen guys from the B&B were milling about while the rest leaned out their windows, either too sleepy or too lazy to leave their rooms. The civilians living around them were doing the same, but if Mason thought he was in the dark about what had just happened, the non-soldiers looked even more confused.

      There were solar-powered lamps fastened to selected poles up and down the street to let him see with, but not nearly enough to light up the entire town. As a result, anyone moving around up and down the sidewalk more than ten feet from him were lost in the shadows.

      “Nice boxers,” a voice said next to him.

      Mason glanced over at Paul. The man was wearing long johns and thermal socks with sandals, holding an LED lamp that lit up his wardrobe for everyone to see, not that he seemed to care.

      “You’re not going?” Mason asked.

      “Can’t; she left me in charge of the place,” Paul said.

      “You?”

      Paul chuckled. “You don’t approve?”

      Mason shrugged. “I don’t know you well enough.” He looked after the vehicles as they disappeared around a turn, the red beacons of their taillights vanishing one by one. “What’s going on in Houston?”

      “Some kind of party.”

      “They’re pretty heavily armed for a party.”

      “It’s that kind of party.”

      “Jocelyn didn’t tell you?”

      “Nope. It must be big for her to take most of the guys along. I mean, we have enough to defend the town with, but I’m not sure about a direct assault if they come at us with those tanks. Or, God forbid, planes.”

      Just the mention of planes made Mason glance up to check the skies—except of course he couldn’t see anything up there except darkness. But at least there were no telltale signs of an approaching aircraft.

      Good enough. Probably.

      Paul had turned around and was heading back into the building.

      Mason didn’t feel like standing out here in his boxers, so he followed the big man inside. “So you’re in charge now?”

      “Until Jocelyn gets back,” Paul nodded.

      There were a few more guys inside the B&B’s lobby, talking among themselves. Like Mason, they were trying to figure out what was happening, and a few weren’t taking being left behind very well. Paul ignored their questioning looks and went up the stairs.

      “You used to be in charge of a place, right?” Paul asked.

      I used to be in charge of more than that, Mason thought, but said, “Yeah, something like that. Why?”

      “I could use some help from time to time. Figured to make use of your experiences.”

      “If I have so much experience, why didn’t Jocelyn put me in charge?”

      “You’ll have to ask her when she gets back. But if I had to guess, it’s probably because she doesn’t like you very much.”

      “Well, he’s not beating around the bush,” the voice laughed.

      “Feeling’s mutual,” Mason said.

      “Ah, she’s not so bad. A little stressed these days, but who isn’t?”

      “If you say so.”

      “Anyway, was the town you were running as big as this one?” Paul asked.

      “Have you always been here?”

      “I was at another place with Jocelyn and a few others before this one. Why?”

      “Because if you think T10 is ‘big,’ you have no idea.”

      Paul shot him a surprised look. “No shit?”

      “Weren’t you at the camps? Before they started relocating people to the towns?”

      “What camps?”

      Guess not, Mason thought, and said, “Before they made us settle in towns, we were in the camps. There were thousands of people in each one. Some had tens of thousands.”

      “Damn.”

      “So if you’ve never been in the camps, how’d you get here?”

      “Not much to say. One day I was asleep, the next I wasn’t. Some guys shoved me into a truck and brought me to another place about thirty miles from here. A few days later, someone with a gun came over and asked if I wanted to volunteer.”

      “And of course you said yes.”

      “When he said what it involved, and what I’d get out of it, it was a no-brainer. I mean, I may look like it, but I’m not an idiot. You too, right?”

      Mason smiled. “More or less.”

      They were almost on the third floor when Mason thought Paul was going to say something else, but for some reason he didn’t.

      Mason decided to help him out: “What’s on your mind?”

      “You did this before, run a town…”

      “Uh huh. What’s the question?”

      “Are they gonna keep out? The black eyes? Jocelyn usually keeps them out of town. But with her gone…”

      “She never told you?” Mason asked.

      “Told me what?”

      “It’s not Jocelyn who keeps them out. It’s the blue eyes.”

      “How the hell they do that?”

      “I don’t know,” Mason said, “and I never asked. They just do.”

      “So you’re saying they’ll stay out?”

      “Yeah. They’ll stay out.”

      Until the blue eyes tell them not to, he thought, but decided that was better left unsaid. Right now he needed Paul on his side, and the best way to do that was to assure the man, to prove his worth. He needed allies if he was going to survive T10 or climb back up the rungs of command.

      “One step at a time,” the voice said.

      One step at a time…

      They continued up the stairs and finally onto the fourth-floor hallway.

      “So what happens to us while Jocelyn’s out there doing whatever she’s doing in Houston?” Mason asked.

      “Get back to work, I guess,” Paul said.

      “What about me?”

      “What about you?”

      “Jocelyn said I should rest until my shoulder’s better.”

      “Then I guess you should rest until your shoulder’s better,” Paul said.

      Mason smiled. He had a feeling he was going to like Paul’s reign more than he ever did Jocelyn’s.
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* * *

      He went back to sleep. Or tried to.

      About an hour after he laid his head down on his pillow and closed his eyes, he heard her screaming.

      At first he thought it was one of the chickens or ducks that the town had in their farm—really, a small fenced-in section on the north side of T10 that housed, at most, three dozen different species.

      But it wasn’t.

      It wasn’t an animal, but a person.

      A girl.

      “It’s not Ange, remember?” the voice said. “Go back to sleep.”

      Why is she screaming?

      “Who cares. Go back to sleep.”

      But why is she screaming?

      “Go back to sleep!”

      Mason turned over on his side and tried to block out the sound. It was very faint, but against the absence of a thriving world it was loud and clear. It didn’t help that he had left the window open, and Mason, ignoring the voice (“Stay in bed, you dummy. What are you doing?”), got up and trudged the short distance over to close it.

      But he didn’t.

      Instead, he stood at the open window and listened to her faint cries. They seemed to be coming from somewhere up the block. If he could hear it, the others could, too. The ones with their windows up anyway. And he was right, because lights had come on in a couple of the civilian apartments up the street, and Mason spotted a silhouetted figure appearing at one of the windows.

      The figure—the shape belonged to a tall woman—stood at the window, head turned in the direction of where the screams were coming from. The woman then looked around, as if wondering if anyone else had heard it. Mason was sure she couldn’t see him, because although his window was up and the curtains were blowing, he hadn’t turned on the LED lantern on the nightstand next to him.

      Finally, the woman stepped away from the window and a moment later her light went out.

      “See?” the voice said. “Even she knows it’s none of her business. Just like it’s none of yours. Now go back to sleep. Tomorrow we can start figuring out how to exploit the town and its new leadership. Do what we do best.”

      Right. Tomorrow.

      “That’s right. Tomorrow’s another day. The first of many back to the top. You want that, don’t you?”

      Of course.

      “So forget about the girl. She’s not important.”

      She’s not Ange…

      “Not even close.”

      One step at a time…

      “One step at a time,” the voice repeated. “One step at a time…”

      Mason pushed the window down and walked back to bed, then slipped under the covers.

      She wasn’t his problem. What did she think would happen when she signed up for Mercer’s little war? When she pulled the trigger on Lyle and Rummy? Christ, she’d shot them down like dogs, and would have done the same to him if he hadn’t gotten the better of her.

      “One step at a time,” the voice said.

      One step at a time, he repeated, and closed his eyes.

      The girl wasn’t his problem. He didn’t even know her name, for God’s sake.

      With the window closed, he could barely hear her screaming.

      Barely…
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* * *

      He didn’t have to ask anyone where Max was based—all he had to do was follow the screaming.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” the voice asked.

      I just want to see.

      “See what? There’s nothing to see. Go back to sleep.”

      I just want to see for myself.

      The voice sighed. “You’re fucking it all up, like you always do.”

      You worry too much.

      He only ran across two guards patrolling the streets, once when he was leaving the apartment and the second time about halfway to his eventual destination. The first one made small talk, but the other one only gave him a mild nod before continuing on with his patrol. The guy looked bored and half-asleep anyway.

      The building he was looking for had been a donut shop at one time. He knew that from the faded mural of two interlocking glazed donuts on the storefront windows. The front door was unlocked and Mason pushed his way in (“Go back,” the voice said. “Go back now; it’s not too late. This isn’t your business. What are you doing?”) and was startled when the bell above the door chimed.

      He immediately expected guards to rush out and tackle him, but no one did.

      “Whatever happened to keeping your head down and waiting for your opportunity?” the voice asked. “One step at a time, remember? This isn’t one of those steps you should be taking. Turn back now.”

      He ignored the voice and looked around. The interior of the shop would have been completely dark if not for the sheets of moonlight flooding through the front windows.

      Mason checked his watch.

      An hour, give or take, before sunup.

      “What does the time matter?” the voice asked. “What are you planning to do?”

      Nothing. I’m not going to do anything.

      “So why are you here?”

      He didn’t answer the voice and finished looking around. There were stacks of tables and chairs in one corner, leaving a mostly wide-open lobby. The counter in the back hadn’t been used in a long time, though for some reason its cash register was missing. The display case was empty, as were the shelves behind where a smiling cashier would have stood. A place like this would have been a family-run business, with maybe one or two extra helpers during the busy times. He had worked in plenty of places like it as a kid.

      Mason was halfway through the lobby when she screamed again. He unwittingly flinched because she’d been so quiet while he made his way here.

      It was coming from a door at the end of a back hallway, along with what might have been a second (male) voice.

      “Why are you here?” the voice asked again. “She’s not Ange. She’ll never be Ange.”

      I know that. Don’t you think I know that?

      “So why are you here?”

      He went to the hallway, passing a men and women’s bathroom, and finally reached a door marked manager. He tried the doorknob and it turned easily for him, though Mason didn’t let it go all the way. Instead, he pulled his hand back.

      The voice was right. What was he doing here?

      He should be in bed sleeping away the pain in his shoulder. Then there was the nagging ache in his leg, a reminder of that run-in with the Ranger and the girl.

      “So turn around and go back to the B&B,” the voice said. “There’s nothing for you here. There’s no one for you here.”

      You’re right…

      “Of course I’m right. This girl isn’t worth it. You don’t even know her. You don’t even know her name. Do you realize that? She’s nothing to you. She’d kill you if she could. Remember?”

      I remember.

      “So turn around!” the voice screamed inside his head.

      And he did—started to turn around, when she screamed again.

      “Oh, goddammit, goddammit,” the voice groaned when Mason reached back for the doorknob and turned it all the way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Eight

        

      

    
    
      The smell hit him first.

      It clung to the walls and floor, even the ceiling. It was old and new, decay and fresh. It was thick in the air that he breathed, like a physical thing trying to strangle him. The lack of ventilation and the closed window with the black paint over the glass only added to the misery, trapping the stink from escaping into the outside world beyond.

      The room wasn’t all that big, but there was plenty of space for a stained yellow couch (Mason only assumed it was stained, given the stench coming from its shredded upholstery) to his right, with a broken swivel chair in two pieces and a large oak desk piled haphazardly on top of it. The whole thing looked like it could topple at any second.

      There was a single ugly metal chair in the center with a body strapped to it.

      It was Freckles.

      “You don’t even know her name,” the voice said. “Do you realize that? You don’t even know her name, and you’re going to throw everything away for her.”

      I’m not doing anything of the kind.

      “Then what are you doing here?”

      I just want to see.

      “You saw; now leave.”

      Not yet…

      “You’re going to ruin it. Whatever happened to one step at a time? Remember?”

      The room was lit by a single candle on a second metal chair nearby, and was almost at the end of its wax. He couldn’t see how badly Freckles was hurt because most of her body, including her face, was hidden from him by a man’s back. He could glimpse just enough around the figure to know that her arms were bent behind the chair and her ankles were bound with duct tape. There was a faded blue plastic tarp spread out over nearly half the room, and the fabric squeaked every time the man in the apron moved.

      A silver tray sat on top of a rickety-looking metal table nearby, the candlelight glistening off a bloody scalpel. The smooth steel instrument lay next to a bundled linen rag that had clearly been put to good use throughout the night.

      Mason’s stomach, already queasy from the stench, turned at the sight.

      “What did you think was happening here?” the voice asked. “What did you think happened to all those people you sent to your very own ‘Max?’”

      He didn’t answer the voice. One of the benefits of leadership was that you could order people to do things and not have to actually be present while it was being done. He doubted if Jocelyn knew what Max did with the people she gave him; she just cared about the results.

      “Speaking of Jocelyn, what do you think she’ll do when she finds out you came here?” the voice asked. “I don’t think she’ll be very pleased.”

      So I won’t tell her.

      “You don’t think she’ll find out?”

      Maybe…

      The man turned around, and when he exhaled, Mason smelled a strong odor of breath mints. He had a pockmarked face and a sharp nose, and when he squinted it reminded Mason of a rat.

      “It’s almost like looking into a mirror,” the voice laughed. “Only taller.”

      Oh, shut up.

      “The truth hurts.”

      “You’re not supposed to be here,” the man said. His apron was green and lime—or it used to be. It was now mostly pink, but that wasn’t because he had painted over it. The pinkish color was blood that had splattered the fabric and marred the give the chef a smooch letters across the front. Not all the blood was fresh.

      Mason put on his best smile. “Wanted to see how it was going. You Max?”

      “I ain’t the president,” Max said, and scribbled something on the yellow legal notepad he had in his hands. “You wanted to get a look?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then get a look.”

      “Thanks,” Mason said, and stepped around the taller man, and wished he hadn’t.

      Freckles was still alive, of course; all the screaming she had done before he arrived, and the sobbing he had heard once he entered the room, already told him that. But Mason didn’t know how she was still among the living because she looked pretty bad.

      “Pretty bad?” the voice said. “That’s an understatement. I bet she wishes she hadn’t tried to kill us now.”

      There were multiple small inch-long cuts, each one almost exactly an inch-long from what he could tell, on both her cheeks and forehead. Blood trickled from the wounds, though not nearly as much as there should have been. The rag, of course. Max had been cleaning up Freckles throughout, the better to expose more of her flesh to work on while keeping her from bleeding to death.

      The interrogator had also taken Freckles’s shirt off in order to make identical incisions along her shoulder blades before working his way down to her small breasts. That shirt, along with a sports bra, lay crumpled next to the chair, both stained with blood. Max hadn’t bothered to remove her pants. Or he hadn’t gotten to it yet, anyway.

      “Just remember she brought this on herself,” the voice said. “You’re not responsible for this. She isn’t your problem. She never was.”

      “She’s a pretty tough cookie,” Max was saying behind him. “I had to start off slow, make sure she didn’t bleed out with each cut. Make it as painful as possible while keeping her conscious. That’s the real trick. Anyone can just slice and dice, but it takes real skill to keep them around for as long as possible.”

      Freckles’s head was drooped forward, her chin resting against her chest when he entered, and she lifted it now. Her eyes were swollen from crying as she peered through heavy lids back at him.

      “It’s time to go,” the voice said. “You’ve seen her. Now it’s time to go.”

      But for whatever reason, Mason didn’t turn to go.

      “Goddammit.”

      Freckles blinked against the candlelight at him, like she couldn’t quite decipher his face. When she finally recognized him, he couldn’t tell if that was hope or fear that flickered across her eyes. He was only certain of one thing: the fire of defiance was completely gone now.

      “She’s going to die here, and there’s nothing you can do about it,” the voice said. “How many people have you sentenced to the same fate? This isn’t the time to start developing a conscience.”

      Isn’t that what you are?

      The voice laughed. “Don’t fool yourself. You don’t have one. You never did.”

      “She knows you,” Max was saying behind him. “Or she recognizes you. You the one who brought her in?”

      “Yeah,” Mason nodded.

      “Heard she almost killed you. Got your partners.”

      “You heard right.”

      “She’s a little thing, isn’t she? Are they all like her? Kids?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Mercer’s people.”

      “Not the ones I’ve seen. She’s an exception.” He glanced back at the notepad in Max’s hands, but it was impossible to read the man’s cursive scribbles. He seemed to have filled up more than a few pages, though. “What did she tell you?”

      “Everything she knows,” Max said. “Unfortunately, that’s not much. Looks like Mercer just dumped a bunch of teams across the state and let them go to work. She couldn’t tell me where any of the other units are, how many there are, or really anything actionable.”

      “You believe her?”

      Max smirked. “Look at her. She doesn’t have the heart to lie. Not anymore.”

      Mason did look back at her and couldn’t take his eyes away.

      Freckles watched him back from behind her swollen eyes. Tears stained her face, mixing with the tiny trickles of blood oozing out of the incisions across her cheeks. There were two on each side, and they almost looked like tattoos.

      “Yeah, bleeding tattoos,” the voice chuckled.

      That’s not funny.

      “Isn’t it?”

      The kid was breathing hard, as if she was having difficulty getting air into her lungs. Her body was completely slack against the chair, and it was only because of her bound arms and legs that she hadn’t fallen off it yet.

      “You couldn’t sleep?” Max was asking.

      Mason shook his head. “Hard to sleep with all the screaming.”

      “I guess she was making a lot of noise. I probably should find some insulation for the walls. Sorry about that.”

      “Hey, you gotta do what you gotta do.”

      “She’s about done for, though,” Max said, nodding at Freckles. “I don’t think I’m going to get any more out of her.” He flipped the notepad closed and stuffed it into his apron pocket. “At least, nothing that’s going to be worth very much to us.”

      “You always do your, uh, work at night?”

      “Nah. I wasn’t going to start on her until tomorrow, but all the commotion earlier woke me up. I decided to make use of the opportunity. Jocelyn doesn’t like it when the civilians know what I’m doing—apparently it’s bad for morale, or some nonsense—but she’s not here, is she?”

      “No, she’s not.” Then, “You said you were done with her?”

      “Pretty much. Why?”

      “What’s going to happen to her now?”

      Max shrugged. “You’ll have to ask Jocelyn. She’s the boss.”

      “What does Jocelyn usually do with them after you’re done?”

      “We get rid of them.”

      “Rid of them how?”

      Max gave him a curious look. “What’s your name again?”

      “Mason.”

      “You’re new here, right?”

      “Just got in earlier this week.”

      “Right. Sorry, buddy, but you’re going to have to wait until Jocelyn comes back. I just work here.”

      “Come on, you can tell me.” He smiled his best just two of the guys smile. “I told you, I’m the one who brought her in.”

      “Yeah, good job on that, but still doesn’t change anything.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Nope.”

      “Well, shit.”

      “I can tell you one thing, though: You’re not going to have to worry about her sneaking into your room and cutting your balls off.”

      Mason grinned. “Is that a promise?”

      “You can take it to the bank.”

      “Good to hear. After what she did to Lyle and Rummy…”

      “Sniped them, did she?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “She told me all about her training on this place called Black Tide. Supposed to be an island.”

      “An island?”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “Did she tell you where it was?”

      Max shook his head. “She doesn’t know. She’s just a foot soldier when you get right down to it. She wouldn’t know something like nautical coordinates, things like that.” He picked up the bloody rag and wiped down his wet hands. “Anything else on your mind?”

      “Nice apron, by the way.”

      “Thanks, I found it in Dal—”

      Before he could finish, Mason sank the knife into Max’s gut (“Oh, goddamn you, goddamn you,” the voice said). Then, as the taller man dropped the cloth and reached reflexively down to the point of entry, Mason jerked all five inches of the blade upward while slapping his free hand over Max’s mouth.

      He held tightly onto the knife’s rubber grip, very aware of Max’s bigger size (but then, who wasn’t bigger than him in this place other than the kids and Freckles?), even as they stumbled around for a bit before finally collapsing to the floor. Mason made sure he was on top of Max when he twisted the knife, warm liquid gushing over his tensed knuckles.

      Max attempted to scream, but his voice was lost against Mason’s palm. When that didn’t work, the interrogator kicked out with his legs, but it did no good. Mason held on with a viselike grip. It wasn’t the first time he’d had to take someone down at extremely close range, and he had a feeling it wasn’t going to be the last. They were always bigger and taller and stronger, but in the end, he always came out on top.

      “Relax,” Mason said, looking down at Max’s wide eyes. “Just let go. Let go…”

      It took a few more seconds, but Max finally did just that, and closed his eyes.

      Mason checked the man’s pulse, and only when he was certain Max wasn’t going to get up did he pull the knife out and stagger back to his feet.

      “Why did you do that?” a voice asked from behind him.

      He turned around, wiping the bloody blade on his pants.

      Freckles was staring at him. “Why did you do that?” she asked again.

      “The girl’s asking you a good question,” the voice said. “Why the hell did you do that?”
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      He could feel her eyes on him as he hurried to the door, opened it, and peeked out into the hallway. It was still dark, but it wouldn’t be for very long. He had less than an hour before morning sunlight exposed what he had done.

      “So what now, smart guy?” the voice asked.

      I have no fucking idea.

      “Maybe you should have thought of one before you did what you did.”

      He should have done a lot of things before he sank his knife into Max. Like stayed in bed or never left the B&B to begin with.

      But he hadn’t.

      Instead, he was here, closing the door.

      “This isn’t the one step at a time we were talking about,” the voice said. “But it’s not too late. We can still fix this.”

      How?

      “No one knows what you’ve done yet. All you have to do is get rid of the girl.”

      Mason didn’t answer the voice.

      “You know what you have to do,” the voice said. “It’s the only way out.” When he still didn’t answer, the voice continued: “What are you waiting for? There’s still time to fix this. One step at a time, remember?”

      One step at a time…

      “That’s my boy.”

      But the knife remained in its sheath.

      “Do it,” the voice said. “You can do it. It wouldn’t be the first time...”

      Freckles squinted through swollen eyes at him the entire time as he walked back to her.

      “Do it,” the voice said. “We can still salvage this. But you have to make the choice. Do it.”

      His knife, for whatever reason, remained at his hip when he stopped in front of her and they exchanged a look. There was something different about the way she sat in the chair that hadn’t been there before when he first entered the room. She looked different, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.

      What was it? The way she was looking at him? Her posture? What was it about her that didn’t make any sense—

      Then he saw it.

      Ah.

      Mason couldn’t help himself as the realization struck, and he grinned. “You were playing possum this entire time.”

      “What?” she said.

      “You made him think you had given up, that all the fight was gone. You were pretending so he’d stop.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      She didn’t look away and he saw, without a doubt, that the defiance he’d seen in the woods, then later on the road back to town had made a triumphant return—if it was ever really gone in the first place.

      Clever little girl.

      “Why did you kill him?” she asked. “You wanted to finish me yourself, is that it?”

      “Is that what you think?”

      “I killed your friends. It makes sense.”

      “Only if they were actually my friends.”

      “Weren’t they?”

      “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you, I’m new here. I barely knew their names. I barely knew this guy’s name,” he said, nodding at Max’s lifeless body lying on top of the stained tarp between them. “I couldn’t care less about these people.”

      “Or your future, apparently,” the voice chimed in.

      Oh, shut up.

      “You first.”

      Freckles looked down at Max, then back up at him. That fierceness seemed to give a little, replaced by something that could almost be interpreted as confusion. “So what now?”

      “This girl’s full of good questions tonight,” the voice said. “So what now, tough guy?”

      I don’t know.

      “You can still fix this. It’s not too late. All you have to do is take out your knife and cut her throat. No one has to know it was you that did it. They would think it was Max.”

      What about Max?

      “Easy. She got loose and killed him, but he managed to do the same to her. Double homicide. Leave your knife in her hand after you cut her throat. No one will know.”

      No one’s going to buy that.

      “They’ll be confused, questions will be asked, but in the end, they’ll move on. No one’s going to be playing Columbo around here. In a week, no one will care what happened or how it happened.”

      People saw me walking down the street.

      “A lot of people walk down the street.”

      In the middle of the night?

      “You’ll think of something. It’s what we do best.”

      Maybe…

      He became aware of the girl eyeing him intently, and Mason wondered how long he had been quietly arguing with himself.

      “Don’t tell her, and I won’t,” the voice chuckled.

      “Are you okay?” she finally asked him.

      He ignored her question and kicked at Max’s body. “They’re going to find him. People saw me coming here; I’m new, I’ll stick out. Someone’s going to put two and two together.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, and turned back to the door and squinted his eyes.

      Everything he’d said was true. He was a relative stranger here. The two people who knew him best—and that was stretching it—were both dead. Jocelyn had made it pretty clear she didn’t like him, and Paul… Well, he’d only met the guy yesterday. How smart was Paul? Smart enough that Jocelyn had left the town in his hands. But was he smart enough to figure out who had killed Max?

      That was the problem. The not knowing. He hated the not knowing.

      “Should have thought of that before you sank your knife into Max’s gut,” the voice said.

      Too late for that now.

      “Should have listened to me.”

      I should have done a lot of things. Now are you going to help me get out of here or not?

      “And then what?”

      Find another town, maybe in another state. Someplace where they don’t know me. Pick a new name and start all over.

      “That’s your big plan?”

      It’s a plan.

      “I suppose it is. Not a very good one…”

      Stop your nagging and help me get out of here. We can’t start over if I can’t put T10 in the rearview mirror. One step at a time, remember?

      The voice sighed. “The things I do for you…”

      “Hey,” Freckles was saying, her voice bringing him back to the bloody room.

      He turned around and refocused on her. “What?”

      “What are we gonna do now?”

      “‘We?’” the voice said. “Who is this ‘we’ she’s talking about?”

      “I’m thinking,” Mason said.

      “Well, you better think faster,” Freckles said, “because it’s gonna be light soon, and they might come and check on this fucktard.”
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* * *

      Ten minutes later, he unwrapped the tape around her ankles and wrists and went back out into the lobby while she dressed. Mason found that if he kept moving and hiding in the still-darkness, he could ignore the voice nagging at the back of his mind.

      He stayed in the shadows next to the front glass windows and looked out behind the fading donut mural at the empty streets beyond. From his angle, he could see a couple of the solar-powered lamps hanging from the poles, and although they provided decent lighting, it wasn’t enough to give him a complete view of the world outside. Which was good, because if he couldn’t see everything out there, then he was just as obscured from anyone looking in.

      There was a click from behind him as she came out of the back room. She’d found her boots, because she was moving just a bit too loud for someone who was so small and frail. Or maybe he was just hypersensitive to sounds at the moment as he listened and waited for his crime to be discovered, for Paul to come get him.

      “It’s what you would do in his shoes,” the voice said. “You’d hunt down the dummy and string him up, make an example of him. You remember all the things you did to maintain control? All the vile things you made others do so you wouldn’t get blood on your hands?”

      He looked across the window at Freckles as she leaned against the wall on the other side. She had wisely picked a spot that kept her hidden, and he couldn’t see the cuts along her cheeks and forehead even though he knew they were there. For someone who had just gone through torture, she looked amazingly…calm.

      “She played you,” the voice said. “Just like she played Max. And you fell for it hook, line, and sinker, you peckerhead.”

      He could just barely pick out her brown eyes as she looked back across at him and said, “It’s going to be light soon.”

      “I know,” Mason said.

      “We should leave.”

      “So it’s ‘we’ now, is it?”

      “You can’t stay here. You said it yourself.” She glanced back at the hallway, as if to make sure Max hadn’t returned to life. “We should leave.”

      “There’s that ‘we’ again,” the voice laughed. “You hear that? It’s officially ‘we’ now, because you guys are a team. A fucked up, gonna-get-killed-real-soon team, but a team! Feel safer now?”

      Mason squinted his eyes to block out the laughter.

      When he opened them again—a second? Two seconds?—she was staring at him.

      “You’re doing it again,” she said.

      “Doing what?”

      “Like you’re not here. You really okay?”

      “I’m not the one who was trapped in that back room with Max.” He refocused on the street outside. “Besides, I’m just thinking of a way out of here.”

      “Oh,” she said, though he wasn’t sure if she actually believed him. When he didn’t say anything else, she asked, “Any ideas yet?”

      “Yeah, I got a few,” he lied.
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* * *

      It wasn’t a complete lie. He did have some ideas.

      Okay. It was more like one. But one was better than none.

      “Keep telling yourself that,” the voice said.

      He led the girl out of the donut shop and down the street. It was still dark enough (but that wasn’t going to last forever) that she could hide most of her exposed facial wounds by sticking closer to the buildings while Mason made himself visible next to the road to draw attention to him, to the uniform he was wearing. In a place like T10, uniforms were everything.

      Freckles had wanted weapons, but there weren’t any in Max’s building to give her except the scalpel she was gripping in one of her hands at the moment, hidden just out of view inside her long-sleeve thermal shirt. Mason had his Sig Sauer and his knife, but that was about it. It hadn’t occurred to him to come find Max with more firepower.

      “Are you saying you didn’t know you were going to do it?” the voice asked. “That you were going to fuck everything up for us once you found him?”

      That’s exactly what I’m saying.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      I don’t care what you believe.

      The voice laughed. “You should care. I’m you, you peckerhead.”

      He checked his watch when they came out of the donut shop and again when they reached the first intersection. Twenty minutes or so to sunup, and he could already see the sky starting to light up in the horizon just over the roofs of the taller apartment buildings.

      The coming dawn was both a relief and a hindrance. Sunlight meant they could escape the town without having to worry about black-eyed ghouls beyond the city limits. He had the uniform on, but that didn’t always work. Right now, the night was the only thing keeping them hidden, as well as keeping Max’s dead body from discovery. Once that changed…

      “Why did you do it?” the voice asked. “Why did you throw it all away for a girl whose name you don’t even know?”

      It didn’t matter how many times the voice asked the same question; he didn’t have any answers for it. Or, at least, nothing to explain why he’d killed Max to save the girl.

      Why? Why had he done it?

      “Isn’t that the question of the century,” the voice said. “Remember to share with the class when you figure it out.”

      “Are you okay?” Freckles asked. She was walking slightly behind him, her pace slower than his because she couldn’t move as freely out in the open as he could. Without realizing it, he had slowed down.

      Mason nodded. “Yeah. Why?”

      “Nothing,” she said.

      “So stop asking stupid questions,” he said, and looked forward again.

      “Even the girl knows you’re not right in the head,” the voice said. “Sooner or later, she’s going to figure out you’re cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs and try to shoot you again. Which reminds us: Do not give her a gun under any circumstances.”

      Good idea. That’s a good idea.

      They were half a block from the bed-and-breakfast that Mason called home when he finally found what he was looking for: a compact blue Nissan pickup truck parked at the curb about thirty yards away. It had been there when he first walked this same patch of street and was still there now along with its driver, sitting on the hood smoking a cigarette with his rifle laid across his lap.

      The man heard Mason approaching and glanced over, but if he was alarmed, his body didn’t give it away. Instead, he held up a hand in greeting, and Mason returned it. He didn’t know if Freckles did the same thing behind him. If she was still sticking to the shadows, her black clothes might have been able to pass for a uniform, but that was only if the guard didn’t look too closely.

      The guy hopped off the Nissan and onto the sidewalk when they got closer. He slung his rifle, the front of his cigarette glowing bright red for a moment before fading as he took a draw, then asked, “You on patrol?”

      “Nah, just getting some fresh air,” Mason said.

      The man (like all of T10’s soldiers, he didn’t have a name tag on his uniform) looked past him and slightly to the right, at Freckles coming up behind Mason. “Civilians aren’t supposed to be out at dark.”

      “I don’t think she knows that,” Mason said.

      “Everyone knows that,” the guy said before taking another long pull on his cig. “You guys new in town? I don’t recognize you.”

      “Yeah, we just got in a few days ago,” Mason said.

      He was ten yards from the guy now and could make out the other man’s face: thirties, and taller than Mason, but then who wasn’t taller than him? Most of the world’s population was gone, and he still somehow kept finding himself at the short end of the stick.

      “Hey, jokes are my department,” the voice laughed.

      The sentry peered at him as Mason continued walking up to the man. “What’s your name?”

      “Mason.”

      “You’re not supposed to be out here, Mason.”

      “People keep telling me that,” Mason said, and kept walking.

      Recognition flickered across the man’s eyes when he realized what Mason was doing, and Mason thought, Took you long enough.

      The sentry should have gone for his sidearm because it was closer, but instead he wasted two precious seconds reaching back for his slung rifle. It was a full second more than Mason needed, and he lunged at the man even as the knife came out of its sheath for the second time and cut through the cold air.

      Mason had already assumed he’d need to kill again before the day was out and was ready for it. Besides, it wasn’t like killing was ever something he had a hard time accepting. It hadn’t been the case before the world went to shit, and it only got easier afterward with everything at stake.

      He punched the blade into the man’s gut, almost at the exact same spot where he had gotten Max not even an hour ago, and drove his forearm into the sentry’s throat while at the same time pushing him back until he was pinned against the truck door. The man forgot about the rifle and grabbed at Mason’s left arm as it pressed hard against his throat when he should have been more concerned about the knife in his stomach.

      Like Max, the guy fought for a while. Five seconds—ten—while his legs kicked fruitlessly at Mason’s own. Thankfully Mason was always stronger than he was tall, and he held on as the guy flailed helplessly, gagging against the forearm in his throat.

      Mason heard shuffling behind him just before Freckles appeared and grabbed the sentry’s handgun—a Glock—out of its holster even before the man gave up the ghost.

      “Don’t let her get the gun, you idiot!” the voice shouted.

      But Mason couldn’t do anything about it, not with both hands busy keeping the collaborator silenced against him.

      “Shit!” the voice hissed, as Mason waited helplessly for Freckles to show him what a fool he had been, that all of this was the biggest mistake of his life (and the last mistake he was ever going to make).

      But she didn’t press the gun against his temple and pull the trigger. Instead, she faced away from him and scanned the streets for signs that someone had heard the commotion. But no one had, and the roads remained empty except for the untended vehicles parked up and down the curb. She glanced up at the apartments above them, but their windows remained dark.

      Eventually Mason’s second victim went slack and he let go, stepping back to let the body slide to the sidewalk in a lifeless heap. His hands, already stained with Max’s blood from the donut shop (it hadn’t occurred to him to properly clean them), were once again coated in fresh, warm liquid.

      “That’s what they call evidence,” the voice said. “You might want to get rid of them; or, at least, make them less obvious. But hey, what do I know.”

      Mason took a few seconds to crouch and wipe his fingers and knife on the dead man’s clothing.

      “Are we just going to drive out of here?” Freckles asked behind him.

      “That’s the plan.”

      “Your plan sucks.”

      “You got any better ideas, let’s hear it.”

      The girl didn’t answer.

      “Thought so,” Mason said, and rummaged through the dead man’s pockets for the car keys.

      “We should hurry,” Freckles said.

      “Hold your horses.”

      “No, we should hurry,” the girl said.

      Mason didn’t have to look up to understand the urgency in her voice. He could see it: A sheet of sunlight falling over the car door in front of him as morning began to bathe the town of T10…
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      “You killed them. You didn’t even blink when you did it.”

      “It wasn’t the first time, and it won’t be the last,” the voice said. “That is, if we survive this, which at this point is a pretty big if.”

      I can make it work. Find another town. Use a new name. No one has to know about what happened here.

      “Someone’s going to find out. Someone always finds out.”

      You ever heard about the power of positive thinking?

      “Is that before or after you screwed everything up?”

      I don’t know why I even talk to you.

      “Easy: You don’t have a choice,” the voice laughed.

      Mason didn’t say anything out loud. Instead, he concentrated on the road and the town around him as it began to brighten street by street, building by building. Windows were opening to his left and right, with a dozen or so civilians already congregating onto the sidewalks. Workdays always began early in the towns, and T10 was no different. The women, their bellies sticking out in front of them, were chatting and laughing. They sounded almost happy.

      “Has the regret set in yet?” the voice asked.

      Shut up; I’m thinking.

      “Should have done that last night.”

      Yeah, yeah.

      “How can you do that?” the girl was asking him. “You’re one of them.”

      He continued ignoring her, and eased his foot off the gas and let the old Nissan coast at five miles per hour as they reached the southern edge of town. North took them to the paved country road and was the more frequently traveled; it was a no-brainer to avoid as a result. He felt better about his chances of getting lost in all the civilian traffic on this end.

      “Hit and run, just like Bonnie and Clyde,” the voice said. “A barely-legal Bonnie and an over-the-hill Clyde, anyway. Remind me again how things worked out for them?”

      “Are you going to say anything?” the girl was asking him. Apparently his silence wasn’t enough to get her to drop it.

      “What do you want me to say?” Mason finally said.

      “Tell me why.”

      “Why what?”

      “Why you’re helping me, after I tried to kill you. After I killed your friends.”

      “This girl’s full of good questions today,” the voice said. “So answer her, peckerhead. Why did you do it? Why did you screw everything up for someone who very recently tried to kill you?”

      “I told you, they weren’t my friends,” Mason said.

      “But you knew them,” Freckles said. “You knew that guy back at the donut shop, too.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “You know what I mean. You’re one of them.”

      Barely, he wanted to tell her. The truth was, one of the benefits of his current position was that no one really paid a lot of attention to you. He knew of collaborators who had left their assigned towns, either during patrols or just sneaked off one morning and never came back. No one ever went looking for them; or at least, he never did back when he was in charge. Foot soldiers came and went all the time; they were a dime a dozen and there was always someone (sometimes, someones) waiting to replace them.

      He feigned playing with the sun visor when a technical drove past them and disappeared down the street. If the guy manning the machine gun in the back of the moving truck noticed the Nissan inching along behind him, in no hurry to go anywhere, he didn’t give them a second look.

      “Close, that was close,” the voice said. “More close encounters like that and we might shit our pants.”

      Our pants?

      “Okay, technically it’s your pants. You know what I mean.”

      The girl was keeping one eye on him and the other on the street. The Glock she’d taken off the dead guard was in her lap, and there was an AR-15 leaning against the front passenger door within easy reach. He had noticed how she had grabbed the rifle while he was busy tossing their previous owner into the crowded back of the cab. Alarm bells had gone off and the voice was not pleased, but he was still alive, so that meant she wasn’t planning on killing him.

      “Not yet, anyway,” the voice said.

      Mason added some extra gas to the Nissan and drove past a couple of women waiting at a curb to cross the street. He gave his side mirror one final look, saw no one—no vehicles or soldiers rushing to intercept him, and definitely no Paul screaming for his head—and drove out of town.

      Freckles turned around in her seat to check behind them. “God, I didn’t think you were ever going to get us out of there. What took you so long?”

      “Had to let the first patrol leave first,” Mason said. “If they’d spotted us on the road ahead of them, they would have asked questions. Everyone here’s on a strict schedule. Even without Jocelyn running things, everyone knows what they’re supposed to do, where they’re supposed to be.”

      “Except they’re not smart enough to put names on their uniforms,” the voice said.

      Except for that.

      “The woman back at the Sonic,” Freckles was saying. “She’s in charge?”

      “That’s her,” he nodded.

      “Where did she go?”

      “Houston.”

      “What’s happening in Houston?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “They didn’t tell you?”

      He shook his head. “They don’t tell me very much.”

      “Because you’re new.”

      Finally, she gets it, he thought, and nodded, “Exactly.”

      “That still doesn’t mean she won’t shoot you in the back of the head the first chance she gets,” the voice said.

      She hasn’t done it yet.

      “She’s still stuck in town. Once you’re out there…”

      We’ll see.

      “No, you won’t. I don’t think you’ll see the bullet coming at all.”

      The road started to get bumpy fast, but that was fine with Mason. An unpaved road meant less traffic to and from the town, and less chance they were going to run afoul of another patrol. He knew from memory the one that had passed them earlier would be going much farther out and in a completely different direction than the path he intended to take.

      “Where are we going?” Freckles asked after a few minutes of silent driving.

      Mason didn’t answer right away. He checked the mirrors again, but there were only civilians on foot, some of them covering their faces with handkerchiefs as his truck kicked up dust around them.

      So far, so good.

      “Congratulations, you stupid moron,” the voice said.

      Mason grunted.

      “What?” Freckles said. “Did you say something?”

      “No,” Mason said.

      He pushed down harder on the gas pedal. The faster he could put T10 in his rearview mirror, the better. If Paul came after him, he was going to have to find him first, and Mason had no plans of making that easy.

      “Like Bonnie and Clyde,” the voice said. “Only without all the cash to show for it.”
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* * *

      The body in the back was starting to smell twenty minutes into the drive, and Mason had to roll down his window. Freckles did the same, sticking her head out and sighing against the wind. The wounds along her cheeks and forehead were purple and red, and it was even more obvious in the bright sunlight just how exact Max had been with them. The girl looked like some kind of Native American covered in grisly war paint.

      They stayed silent for a long time, which was fine with Mason. Freckles didn’t ask any more questions, and even the voice had stopped with its constant nagging. They remained that way even after Mason pulled off the spur road and drove through an even rougher patch of ground. If the girl was uncomfortable, she didn’t make a peep.

      He didn’t really have an objective in mind, just that getting as far away from T10 was the priority, because once Paul discovered Max’s body, then realized he was missing one patrolman, they’d be after him. It wouldn’t take them very long to get a headcount and finger him as the culprit. Mason guessed that he had an hour, maybe less. That Paul guy wasn’t exactly a Mensa candidate as far as Mason could tell, but you didn’t have to be to put two and two together.

      “And four gets you dead,” the voice piped back up.

      Not if I can find a town where no one knows who I am and start all over. Shouldn’t be too hard. It’s still a big country…

      “Are you trying to convince yourself or me?”

      I am you.

      “And yet, you’re still trying to convince me. What does that say about you?”

      Mason knew exactly what that said about him. The word crazy came to mind.

      That or fucking crazy.

      “Either/or,” the voice laughed.

      “Are you like, spazzing or something?” Freckles said next to him.

      He shot her a quick glance. “What?”

      She was eyeing him again, trying to read his face. “You looked like you were spazzing out or something a minute ago.”

      “You mean spacing out?”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “There’s a difference.”

      “So are you, or aren’t you?”

      “I was just thinking, that’s all.”

      “About what?”

      “This and that, and everything in between.”

      She squinted doubtfully at him. “What does that mean?”

      “It’s a grownup thing. Hard to explain.”

      “Try anyway.”

      “Pass.”

      “Convenient,” she said, and turned back to look out her window.

      “She’s reading you like a book,” the voice said. “How sad is that?”

      Almost as sad as arguing with myself.

      “Okay, you win,” the voice laughed.

      Mason gave the gun in her lap a quick look. She hadn’t put it away, and he noticed how her forefinger stayed outside the trigger guard at all times.

      Someone’s taught her well.

      “Our old buddy Mercer, perhaps,” the voice said.

      I doubt if he does all the teaching himself.

      “Whoever taught her, she didn’t skip the class where they showed her how to murder guys in cold blood with a sniper rifle. Maybe you should tell her to put that gun away.”

      Mason thought about it, but he decided not to bring attention to it. The fact was, she could have shot him so many times since she got her hands on that gun, but she hadn’t. Not even after they had left T10 in their dust. He didn’t know why she hadn’t done it. Maybe, like him, she was playing it by ear, figuring things out as they came.

      “Bonnie and Clyde, clueless to the bitter end,” the voice chuckled.

      After another five minutes of driving through the wilderness, sticking to the tree lines and staying away from anything that even resembled a road, Mason finally said, “Where you wanna go?”

      “Go?” Freckles said.

      “I mean, where do you want me to take you?”

      She stared at him with a blank expression.

      “You don’t know?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “I’ve never thought about it. I thought I was going to die in that town.”

      “I guess she didn’t count on Captain Stupid to save her,” the voice said. “Right, Captain Stupid?”

      Mason ignored the voice, said, “Okay, fair enough. Now that you’re out of there and in one piece” —(“Mostly”)—“where do you wanna go?”

      She seemed to think about it. He could tell by the look on her face that it was a question she hadn’t even given any thought to until now. He fully believed her when she said she hadn’t expected to survive T10.

      “Are there any other teams out there that you know about?” Mason asked.

      That brought a quick suspicious glance from her.

      He laughed. “What, you think this is some kind of elaborate trick? To get you to give up more information on your friends?”

      She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t look away, either.

      “It’s not,” Mason said, and couldn’t help but smile. He didn’t know why, but the fact that she was so distrusting even after everything he had done for her made him like her all the more.

      He caught her sneaking a look into the back of the cab, at the body on the floor as if to make sure it was actually dead.

      “I don’t know,” she said finally, facing forward again.

      “No idea?”

      “We were supposed to kill as many of you guys as possible, then wait for further orders from Black Tide. But you told me they already recalled everyone.”

      He nodded. “That’s what I heard on the radio.”

      “So I don’t know who else is still out there. I could be the only one left.”

      “Black Tide. That’s this island of yours.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “And it’s the same order for everyone?” When she didn’t answer him fast enough, he added, “If this was a trick, why would I let you keep that loaded gun in your lap with the muzzle pointed at me? I know damn well you know how to use it. And that rifle.”

      That seemed to appease her, and she said, “Yeah, it’s the same for everyone.”

      “So you need a radio.”

      “Why would I need a radio?”

      “To get new orders from Black Tide. Or to confirm what I told you.”

      “Oh.” She nodded. “I guess I need a radio. Something that can reach Black Tide.”

      “Maybe there’s one in the truck. Look around.”

      She did, but came up empty about three minutes later. He stopped the truck in the middle of an empty field so they could check the back, but there was nothing there, either.

      They ended up staring at each other across the truck bed. It was chilly, like it always was in the mornings down here, but the bright sun above them helped. There was nothing around them but grass that came up to their knees, elm trees in the distances, and not a manmade road in sight. He wasn’t quite sure how far he’d driven from T10, but it felt as if he’d reached the other side of the world and they were the only two people still alive in it.

      “Works for me,” the voice said. “Unless, of course, she murders you.”

      There’s that…

      “You said you just wanted to get away from the town,” the girl said after a while. “What did you call it?”

      “T10.”

      “Yeah. T10. So where do we go from here?”

      “There’s that ‘we’ again,” the voice said.

      He looked around them. He had forgotten just how much nature was out here. That was both a good and a bad thing. The abundance of trees and woods, not to mention the emptiness, meant no collaborator threat. But it also meant he was in uncharted territory.

      “I don’t have any clue,” Mason finally said.

      “Well, I know one thing,” Freckle said.

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m starving.”

      “Shit,” Mason said. “So am I.”
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      There was no food in the truck, and Mason hadn’t been forward-thinking enough to pack a lunch when he went out in search of Max last night. Of course, he hadn’t known what he was going to do (“You gonna stick to that story, Clyde?”), but that excuse was only going to hold up until the hunger became too much.

      His lack of preparation left them with two empty stomachs and a lot of nothing to fill them. It wasn’t like he could shoot something in the fields, either. Animals—or at least the ones big enough to hunt—didn’t last very long beyond the borders of the towns. Except for the crickets, they might as well be the only two living things out here, wherever “here” turned out to be.

      He’d seen a map of the area once, just for a brief ten or so seconds, but hadn’t paid enough attention because he hadn’t needed to. Rummy was the ramrod on their patrol, and maybe a part of Mason thought he wouldn’t be here long enough to need to familiarize himself with his new surroundings.

      “I guess you thought wrong, huh, sport?” the voice said. “No surprise. You’ve been thinking wrong a lot recently.”

      Fortunately the kid didn’t know how clueless he was about their location, so at least he was able to save some face. Of course that also meant driving aimlessly for the next few hours, always moving southeast. If she even suspected how lost he was, Freckles didn’t pipe up; if anything, she looked content to stick her head out the window and let the winds brush against her face. He wondered if that was to help with her wounds, and Mason debated whether to offer her some of the painkillers he had on him.

      “She’s fine,” the voice said. “Save the good stuff for yourself, Mr. Hero.”

      “Does it hurt?” Mason asked anyway.

      “Ugh,” the voice said.

      “What?” the girl said, pulling her head back into the truck.

      “The cuts on your face. On your…other places.”

      “They tingle.”

      “Tingle?”

      “He didn’t cut deep. I think he was afraid I would bleed out too much.”

      “See? It doesn’t hurt,” the voice said. “Now stop being an idiot. You might need those painkillers later on.”

      “So it doesn’t hurt?” he asked anyway.

      “Why do I even bother?” the voice groaned.

      “It hurts,” she said, “but it’s not as bad as it looks.”

      “I heard you screaming all night.”

      “Because he wanted me to. If I hadn’t, he would have done worse. So I screamed as loud as I could every time he cut me. I was mostly afraid I was gonna go hoarse after a while and he would stop buying it.”

      Jesus Christ. She really is way smarter than I thought.

      What were the chances the girl might have managed to escape anyway if he hadn’t shown up at Max’s last night? Did he just sacrifice his entire future for nothing?

      “You’re just realizing that now, peckerhead?” the voice laughed.

      “You played him,” Mason said.

      “I guess. A little,” the girl said.

      “The things you told him…”

      “I told him, because it didn’t matter. They didn’t tell us very much about the overall plan, and I figured he already knew most of it anyway.”

      “Plausible deniability,” Mason said.

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “It means you can’t reveal what you don’t know.”

      “Oh. I guess that’s it.”

      He had to admit, she had been pretty convincing. Just listening to her screams last night had made him think Max was putting her through the Spanish Inquisition. Then later, when he reached the back room of the donut shop and she’d looked half-dead in that chair…

      Clever girl. Real clever girl.

      “Clever enough to fool Max,” the voice said. “And to fool you. Now do you still feel safe with that gun in her hand?”

      The question prompted Mason to sneak another look at the Glock, which she had holstered after taking the gun belt from the dead collaborator in the backseat. He’d considered dumping the body in one of the many fields they’d crossed, but didn’t want Paul to find anything that could even point in the direction they had gone.

      The girl’s arms were draped over the open window, and though she didn’t look dangerous whatsoever (“Looks can be deceiving!”), he had to remind himself that this was the same girl who had shot Lyle and Rummy while they were drinking beer less than twenty-four hours ago.

      “Now you’re getting it,” the voice said. “The smart thing to do now would be to open that door and throw her out. Better yet, take out your Sig and waste her. Get her before she gets you.”

      She had plenty of chances to shoot me, but she didn’t.

      “So what’s that supposed to mean? You’re best friends now?” The voice laughed. “How in God’s name have you managed to survive this long being this stupid? She is not Ange, you peckerhead!”

      Mason said out loud, “You’re not going to shoot me, are you?”

      “What?” she said, and glanced back at him. His question had clearly caught her by surprise. Either that, or she was doing a very good job of pretending that it had, the way she had pulled the wool over Max last night.

      “You’re not going to shoot me as soon as I turn my back on you, are you?” he asked, looking out the windshield at the empty countryside.

      “Of course not,” she said, sounding almost…insulted? “Why would I shoot you?”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time you tried.”

      “That was different.”

      “Was it?”

      “Of course it was.”

      The use of of course, as if she were talking to her too-dumb-to-get-it younger brother. That made him almost chuckle.

      “Just wanted to make sure, that’s all,” Mason said.

      “Besides,” Freckles said, “we’re on the same side now. When they come after you, they’ll be looking for me, too.”

      He couldn’t disagree with that, even if the voice did.

      “Remember Max. Remember how she fooled poor, dumb Max…”
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* * *

      After another hour or so of driving (Mason had stopped looking at his watch and was satisfied to let the sun tell him he still had plenty of time before nightfall), they finally found something that had the potential to yield some food. And if not that, then at least shelter from the coming darkness.

      “You really think you’ll be able to sleep tonight?” the voice asked. “You’ll be lucky if Freckles doesn’t shoot you in the back of the head first.”

      It was a lone two-story building next to the Gulf of Mexico, far enough from T10 that Mason wasn’t too worried he would run across any of his (former) collaborator pals out here. He was actually surprised he had gotten so close to the ocean without knowing it.

      “Almost drove right into the ocean, huh?” the voice chuckled. “Maybe that would have been the merciful way to end all this. Avoid all the pain that’s waiting for you.”

      He eased them into the dirt parking lot, ready to gun the gas into reverse at a moment’s notice. He gripped the steering wheel with both hands, eyes and ears alert for signs that he might be wrong about the area being empty. The place was surrounded by fields of grass and was so wide open Mason had a hard time believing someone could be hiding out there just waiting for them to pop up. What were the chances of that?

      “About the same as you—you!—pulling a stupid stunt like rescuing a girl who tried to kill you less than a day earlier,” the voice said.

      Will you keep quiet? I’m trying to concentrate.

      “You see anything?” he asked.

      “No,” Freckles said. Like him, she looked wary of a trap and kept glancing around them. “You see anything?”

      “No.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Maybe…”

      “Was this place always this empty looking?”

      “I don’t know. Never been here before.”

      “So how did you find it?”

      Dumb luck, he thought, but said with as much confidence as he could fake, “There was bound to be something along the coastline. There usually is.”

      “Oh,” she said.

      The structure sat on stilts like most of the houses he’d seen that were too close to the sea. There was a beat-up red truck, maybe just a few years older than the one he was driving, parked underneath the building, with a stairwell leading up to the front door on the second—main—floor. The wood was heavily beaten by the elements, but he could still make out jonah’s marina painted across its side in faded white letters.

      A small path broke off from the parking lot and led onto the beach in the background, but other than that, the lone building was the full extent of the “marina.” Mason couldn’t locate anything that looked like a dock or boat slips, and certainly no boats. Given the shape of the property, Mason was inclined to believe that ol’ Jonah had abandoned his place and the business long before the ghouls ever took over.

      Mason put the Nissan into park and sat back in his seat. Freckles did the same, but she’d picked up her rifle from the floor and had her forefinger resting comfortably, at the ready, in the trigger guard.

      “Just make sure she doesn’t point that thing at us,” the voice said.

      She’s not.

      “For now…”

      “Relax,” Mason said to Freckles. “We’re good. If there was anyone out here, they would have shown themselves by now.”

      She nodded, but he could see she wasn’t entirely convinced. It wasn’t just in her face but in the way she clutched and unclutched the AR.

      “You think there’s food in there?” she asked.

      “Only one way to find out…”

      Mason climbed out of the truck and stretched his legs, doing his very best to stay calm, to not show just how paranoid he was about the possibility there was someone hiding somewhere in the fields around them right now, watching him.

      There’s no one out there. There’s no one out there…

      Freckles exited on the other side, but she didn’t try to hide that she was on high alert.

      “I’ll take a look inside; you stay with the truck,” Mason said.

      “I don’t want to stay with the truck,” she said.

      “Then what do you want to do?”

      “I dunno. I’ll think of something while you check the house.”

      “Okay, kid, do what you want.”

      He drew his sidearm and went up the stairs. Climbing steps wasn’t something he was looking forward to; walking and driving didn’t take a lot of effort, but any extra exertion on the part of his legs reminded him of the bullet hole down there.

      Mason stopped halfway up the steps to take another one of the Tramadol while using the opportunity to look around at the tall grass swaying against the ocean breeze in the fields around him. The lack of civilization was both calming and unsettling, and he wondered how the hell this Jonah guy managed to do any kind of business all the way out here, far from any hints of civilization. Of course, maybe that was why ol’ Jonah had gone out of business. No roads meant no people, which meant no money.

      Should have picked a better spot, Jonah.

      He continued up, the stairs squeaking under him with every step, until he was on the spacious balcony on the second floor. He peered through the dirt-caked windows and into a small lobby with a counter at the end next to a back hallway. The place was surprisingly small for something that was supposed to run a business. Like the exterior, the building didn’t look as if anyone had given it very much attention for longer than a few years.

      The door was unlocked and Mason let himself in.

      The stink hit him first—abandonment and old seafood commingling to produce something beyond foul. He left the door open behind him, then opened the windows to let fresh air in to help cleanse the place. There was a cash register on the counter, but the drawers produced little beyond old, paling yellow receipts. The presence of a kitchen in the back, visible through a rectangle-shaped opening, looked more promising.

      There was enough light coming from the front of the building that he didn’t have to worry about unwanted guests hiding in dark corners. The previously closed door and windows also did a lot to ease his mind; the ghouls, especially the black-eyed ones, were not known for their subtlety. When they occupied a place, you usually knew it in the first few seconds by just the smell alone. Then there was that ever-present vibe that their presence always produced. Mason didn’t detect either one of those telltale signs at the moment.

      By the time he’d gone through the place, he understood why Jonah had left the door unlocked. There was nothing here to steal.

      Fuck you, Jonah, he thought as his stomach growled while he went through the drawers and pantries and two empty fridges. There was nothing inside—at least, nothing that he and Freckles could eat.

      “Anything?” a voice asked behind him, making him jump slightly.

      “Jesus Christ, kid,” Mason said, looking back at her. “You scared the shit out of me.”

      The girl—or the top half of her face that was visible over the window dividing the kitchen and lobby, anyway—looked in at him. “Sorry.”

      “I’m gonna have to put a bell around your neck.”

      “Whatever,” she said. “Did you find anything to eat or not?”

      “No.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Squat.”

      “Did you look in the fridge?”

      “Of course I looked in the fridge. Both of them. Why wouldn’t I look in the fridge?”

      “Geez, sorry, just thought I’d ask. Sheesh.” She left the opening, but he could still hear her just fine. “Maybe we can fish in the ocean.”

      “I don’t see any fishing poles, do you?”

      “Or spear them.”

      “Spear fish?”

      “Some of the guys used to do that on Black Tide. You know, just for fun, in between training. There isn’t really a lot to do over there.”

      “You guys trained a lot?”

      “What do you think?”

      Stupid question. Of course she trained a lot—probably a lot more than most of the collaborators he knew. More than him, in all likelihood.

      “Another good reason to take those guns away from her,” the voice said.

      She hasn’t shot me yet. And she could have, a hundred times over now.

      “Are you really willing to risk it?”

      “Spearfishing, huh?” Mason said. He went back to the drawer where he’d seen a couple of rust-covered knives. One of them was a steak knife, and it was just long enough…

      “Yeah,” Freckles said from the other side of the room. “You wanna try that?”

      “Why the hell not.”

      He’d seen a roll of Scotch tape in another drawer and a mop in the closet, and after removing the dirty head and fastening the knife to the top of the wooden handle, it looked like a decent…something. He wouldn’t exactly call it a spear, maybe more of a…knife-on-a-broomstick thing.

      Freckles wasn’t impressed either when he brought it out of the kitchen. “I guess that might work.”

      “Hey, if you can’t do better, don’t complain.”

      “Who says I couldn’t do better?”

      “So get to work, then.”

      “Maybe later.”

      “That’s what I thought.” He headed for the door. “Now let’s go see if I can catch us something to eat.”

      He heard her sighing behind him, apparently unconvinced.
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* * *

      It turned out spearfishing was easier in concept than it was in practice. Mason spent the next two hours trying to drill fish the size of his pinky finger up and down the beach. Eventually he had to wade farther out for bigger game (the bigger they were, the easier it would be to hit them, right?), until he was waist-high in the cold waters of the Gulf of Mexico.

      Freckles wasn’t any help and watched him from the dry sand of the beach, but he felt oddly safe with her up there armed with the rifle, watching for signs of trouble. She was actually guarding him.

      Surely, that was crazy.

      Wasn’t it?

      “And I thought last night was the dumbest thing you ever did,” the voice said.

      Mason ignored it, when Freckles asked from behind him, “Anything yet?”

      “Not yet,” Mason said.

      “Will there be something soon?”

      “I guess we’ll find out.”

      “When?”

      “Soon.”

      “You said that two hours ago.”

      “So why do you keep asking? Now shut up; I’m trying to concentrate.”

      “What have you been doing all this time?”

      Mason grunted, thought, Smart ass; I should have left you in Max’s donut shop, and went back to work.

      It didn’t, predictably, go well.

      After another hour of freezing his ass off, Mason gave up and tossed the spear onto the beach and climbed out after it.

      Freckles walked over and made a face. “You suck at this.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Mason said, and stomped past her, trying to get as much of the water out of his clothes as possible. He felt about fifty pounds heavier and even hungrier than this morning.

      “That’s it?” Freckles called after him. “You’re just going to give up?”

      “That’s right,” Mason said. “I’m wet and tired and my shoulder’s killing me. You wouldn’t know anything about that last part, would you?”

      Freckles didn’t answer, but he heard her jogging after him.

      “Should have stayed in bed,” the voice chuckled. “Then you wouldn’t be walking around out here, wet and hungry.”

      Mason sighed. The voice was right, but then he should have done a lot of things these days, so what was one more mistake?
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      They couldn’t find any food in the house or in the Nissan, but Freckles did score a nearly full bottle of water that had gotten lost under the truck’s passenger seat for God only knew how long. It was warmish, but warmish was better than nothing. Mason drank his bottom half while standing on the second floor watching Freckles as she walked up and down the beach with the AR slung over her shoulder, the weapon ridiculously large against her petite frame.

      “It doesn’t take a giant to pull a trigger,” the voice said.

      She hasn’t shot me yet, and she won’t.

      “So you keep saying. What happens when you’re finally wrong? Oh, right. You get dead. Hard to come back from that kind of mistake.”

      She’s not going to shoot me. We’re in this together.

      “Until she doesn’t need you anymore…”

      Mason took his time with the water just in case it was the last one out here, even though he didn’t think so. Civilization had been obsessed with bottled water even before the world ended, resulting in an obscene number of cases just lying around for the taking. Mason could think of at least two dozen collaborator storage areas just in this part of the state with enough water, MREs, and nonperishables to last him and Freckles (and a few thousand other people) a number of lifetimes. He would know, since he was the one responsible for putting most of them together. Of course, knowing their locations wasn’t the same as accessing them.

      “They’d shoot you on sight,” the voice said.

      Only if they knew what I did.

      “Word will get out.”

      Doubtful. It won’t be that hard to find a town where no one knows me. I can start all over again. One step at a time…

      “When did you become such an optimist?”

      Since you started nagging me.

      “Touché.”

      He thought about taking another Tramadol, but decided against it. While his left arm continued to send out little reminders that Freckles had shot him, it was more of a lingering annoyance than actual pain now. Besides, he needed to keep his head clear.

      The one upside to all of this was that Jocelyn wasn’t out there looking for him. Mason had a very bad feeling that woman would hunt him down to the very ends of the globe if she were here right now. Paul, on the other hand… How far would Paul chase him?

      Another good question that he didn’t have any answers to.

      “You’re full of those these days, aren’t you?” the voice said. “Or you’re full of something, anyway.”

      Funny.

      “I have my moments.”

      Freckles eventually returned just as empty-handed as she had left. “There’s nothing out there.”

      “What did you expect?”

      “I thought there’d be at least something. But there’s just…nothing. Even the beach ends after a while.”

      “How far did you go?”

      “Pretty far.”

      “How far is ‘pretty far?’”

      “I dunno. Pretty far.”

      “And you didn’t find anything?”

      “I saw some dead crabs.”

      “Were they at least fresh?”

      “No…”

      “You can’t eat old dead crabs.”

      “Yeah, I know, I’m not an idiot.”

      “That makes two of us,” the voice said. “I don’t know about you, though.”

      You’re right; I am an idiot, or I wouldn’t be wasting my time talking to you.

      The voice laughed as Mason watched Freckles climb up the stairs and lean against the rickety wooden railing next to him. She let out a frustrated sigh as sunlight brightened her face. She would look almost innocent if it weren’t for the fresh scars and the big rifle over her back.

      “Innocent?” the voice said. “You really have gone bananas.”

      She hasn’t shot me yet.

      “Yet.”

      “Where’s this Black Tide Island of yours?” he asked her.

      “Out there, somewhere,” she said, nodding at the endless ocean to the left of them.

      “Where, exactly?”

      “Like, you mean coordinates?”

      He smiled. “Yeah, like, I mean coordinates.”

      She might have just been a kid, but she understood sarcasm just fine and smirked back at him. “I dunno. It’s not like that was something I needed to know. I don’t even think it’s on a map.”

      “What is it, invisible or something?”

      “Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous.” She shrugged. “I just don’t know how to get to it, that’s all. Others do.”

      “Like the ones that dropped you off in Texas to start shooting people.”

      “Yeah, like them.”

      “You knew them well? The two guys on your team?”

      She nodded solemnly and looked off at nothing in particular.

      He followed her gaze out to the blue oceans of the Gulf of Mexico. It was so serene out here that he almost forgot the chances were better than not that Paul was out there, searching for signs of him.

      “Whose fault is that?” the voice asked.

      You’re not helping.

      “Agree to disagree. You’re just not listening.”

      After a long silence where neither he nor Freckles said or did anything, with only the wind and the waves crashing into the beach nearby to fill the void, Mason finally said, “Why haven’t you shot me yet?”

      “I’m still thinking about it,” Freckles said, without missing a beat.

      Mason chuckled, and though he couldn’t be entirely sure, he swore he caught her grinning out of the corner of one eye.
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* * *

      They had an hour to go before nightfall, but without a viable destination, staying at the marina until they could figure something out was the best option. The only option, the more he thought about it. The alternative was to get back in the Nissan and drive around, and hope they ran across food, other people with food, or simply ran out of gas. There was no real choice, and Freckles recognized it, too.

      Mason knew of other collaborator towns in the area—the closet one was T9, about ten miles west of the coastline—but it would be well-guarded, if not locked down the way T10 had been after Mercer began his attacks. Sneaking in would be a problem—for him, anyway. Even if no one there knew who he was, or what he had done, there would be questions and natural suspicion about his arrival. He knew, because he’d done his share of “greeting” strangers that just appeared in the towns he’d run.

      It would be a lot easier for the girl. Even if she were captured, there was nothing like the sight of a brutalized teenager to draw sympathy. He would have to work with her on a good lie, one that could pass muster, but he was good at that, and the girl had shown plenty of innate intelligence to pull it off.

      “How do you know she’s not pulling it off now?” the voice asked. “On you, this time?”

      She hasn’t shot me yet.

      “You keep saying that. Are you trying to convince yourself or me?”

      Eventually, he’d have to find another town to resettle, preferably one out of state where he could tell any story he wanted and no amount of suspicion or questioning could lead back to T10. But that was going to have to wait until tomorrow—or the days after that. Right now, he was starving, but he wasn’t going to die from starvation. Weak and dizzy, yes, but he’d been weak and dizzy before. If getting shot by Gaby and then dragged through half of Texas hadn’t done him in, he’d be damned if going a single day without food would do it.

      The house didn’t have a whole lot going for it, but it did have a door and windows that could shield them from the elements.

      “And the night,” the voice said. “Don’t forget about the night. You’re not protected anymore, remember?”

      They took everything they could salvage from the truck and drove it under the house, parking it next to the black pickup, which was itself empty except for dead bugs and thick layers of dust. All told, they came away with one AR, two spare magazines for it, and the dead man’s Glock, which Freckles wore around her narrow hips. Mason had his Sig Sauer, a spare magazine, and his knife. He briefly considered asking the girl to let him have the rifle, but then remembered what she had done to Rummy and Lyle, and didn’t.

      She’s probably better with that thing than I am.

      “And this is good for us?” the voice asked.

      For now…
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* * *

      Mason sat at the top of the stairs next to Freckles and stared off inland, back in the direction they’d come. Or he thought that was the direction. He might have taken a couple of turns between T10 and the marina without realizing it. Heck, he didn’t even know he was about to drive into the ocean until he saw the house pop up out of nowhere.

      Despite the fading sunlight, he kept expecting to see Paul and a band of collaborators charging through the grass with bloodlust in their eyes. But there was no one out there, and he couldn’t hear car engines or see the glinting hoods of approaching vehicles. Which didn’t mean they weren’t out there, somewhere, looking for him.

      “You would be, in his shoes,” the voice said. “You wouldn’t let this go, not if you wanted to hold onto your authority.”

      He glanced over at the girl, with her arms draped over the wooden railing and her legs dangling off the floor. Her scars pulsed under the dying sun, and soon they would scab over but would never go away completely. It didn’t matter if she lived past the week; she would always have something to remember her mission, and Max, by.

      Looking at her, he still had difficulty believing she was just a kid.

      “So you lived on an island, huh?” he said after a while.

      “Uh huh,” she said, staring off as if she could see that island now.

      “What’s it like?”

      “The weather’s always great. And the fish…there are fish everywhere.” She licked her lips. “I’d love some fish right about now.”

      “You and me both.”

      “You think they’re coming?”

      The question caught him off guard—had she just changed the subject on him at the drop of a dime?—and Mason said, “Who?”

      “You know who.”

      I guess I’m not the only one expecting trouble, Mason thought, and said, “I don’t know.”

      “You killed two of them.”

      “They don’t know about the guy in the truck.”

      “They definitely know about Max.”

      “Yup. They definitely know about Max, all right.”

      Freckles continued staring off at the ocean, watching the waves battering the beach thirty yards from where they sat. All that water and foam, and not a single thing to eat. It was as if the Gulf of Mexico itself was taunting him.

      “Thanks,” Freckles said after a while.

      “For what?” Mason said.

      “You know what.”

      He nodded, because he didn’t know how else to respond.

      “Why did you do it?” Freckles asked, looking over at him. “Was it for her?”

      “Who?”

      “You said her name back in the woods. Angie? That was it, right? Angie?”

      Ange, he thought, but said, “No.”

      “Do I look like her?”

      “No.”

      “So why did you think I was her?”

      “I was wrong.”

      “Obviously, but you still thought it. Who was she? Who was Angie?”

      Ange, he thought again. Her name was Ange.

      “Was,” the voice said. “You just said ‘Her name was Ange.’”

      No, I didn’t, Mason thought, and said, “Someone I know.”

      “Girlfriend?”

      “I don’t want to talk about her.”

      “Why not?”

      “I just don’t, okay? Drop it.”

      She waited for him to continue, and when he didn’t, she looked back at the ocean and said, “I would have killed you, you know. Back there, in the woods. That’s what they trained me to do. That’s what I came here to do. I would have killed you and not even thought twice about it.”

      “So why didn’t you?”

      “I was going to use you to lure the others into an ambush.”

      “An ambush?”

      “I was going to make you radio in. When they came out to investigate, they’d see you at the tree and rush over to help. Then I’d shoot as many of them as I could while they were out in the open. It’s one of the tactics they taught us at the island..”

      He didn’t know what surprised him more—that she was admitting to it, or that she had spilled the scenario as if they were discussing the weather.

      “You were going to do what, tie me to the tree like some kind of bait?” he asked.

      She grinned, as if the shocked expression on his face was the funniest thing she’d ever seen. “Well, yeah.”

      “Jesus Christ, kid,” was the only thing Mason could think of to say.
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      “Are they out there?”

      The question came from Freckles, somewhere behind him in the dark, but Mason didn’t want to take his eyes off the fields beyond the marina to see where exactly.

      So this is what it feels like to be scared of the night again.

      He couldn’t remember the last time he had to outrun the daylight. The lingering fear, the overriding dread day in and day out; it was one of the reasons why he had chosen the path that he did. Ange would have understood. She would have approved.

      Probably…

      “Dead people don’t approve or disapprove,” the voice said.

      You don’t know she’s dead.

      “Don’t I?”

      No. I made it, why couldn’t she?

      “Keep telling yourself that, sport.”

      “Well?” Freckles said.

      “I don’t see them,” Mason said. “Relax; there’s a reason this place has been abandoned for this long. We’re okay as long as we don’t announce our presence.”

      “Wow, you almost convinced yourself that time,” the voice said.

      Because it’s true.

      “Riiiight.”

      “Are you talking about the nightcrawlers?” Freckles asked.

      “Yeah.” He paused, then, “What were you talking about?”

      “Your friends from the town.”

      He couldn’t help but smile to himself. “Your friends from the town.” As if that were even close to being the truth after the stunt he pulled.

      “I don’t see them out there, either,” Mason said.

      He finally glanced behind him, at Freckles’s shadowy outline on the floor. He was crouched at the window next to the closed door while she had taken up a spot beside the counter toward the back. He couldn’t see it with the moonlight taking an odd angle into the room through the windows, but he imagined the rifle was gripped tightly in her hands at the moment.

      “You know about them and the water?” he asked. “The nightcrawlers?”

      “Of course,” she said, sounding almost insulted. “Who doesn’t?”

      “What else do you know?”

      “Everything.”

      “Everything?”

      “We had a long time to get ready. We even had scouts out here for a whole year before we finally attacked. How do you think we knew where all your towns were?”

      “Mercer’s a smart man.”

      “Yes, he is.”

      “You’ve met him?”

      “Black Tide’s not that big.”

      “How many people do you have over there?”

      This time, she didn’t answer as quickly.

      Mason rolled his eyes before realizing she probably couldn’t see it with all the darkness. “I thought we had trust.”

      “You thought wrong,” Freckles said.

      The voice laughed. “Do you feel safer now?”

      Not quite.

      Mason turned back to the window and refocused on the stalks of swaying grass beyond the parking lot, like dancers under the moonlight. The rhythm of the waves pushing against the beach was oddly soothing, and he eyeballed the distance to the water for the fifth time in the last hour. It was still thirty yards or so, just close enough that he could probably reach it even with one gimpy leg. The real question was could he outrun a horde of ghouls with said gimpy leg?

      “Let’s hope you never have to find out,” the voice said. “Of course, hope is in very short supply these days. But whose fault is that?”

      Don’t remind me.

      “If not me, then who?”

      There was nothing out there. At least, nothing to indicate danger, and Mason liked to think he had a sixth sense for this sort of thing. He had expected ghouls in the grass as soon as the sun dipped over the horizon and was glad he was wrong. Their absence wasn’t too surprising, since the creatures disliked the ocean water enough not to get anywhere near it if they didn’t have to.

      That and silver. Wish I had a little of those around, too.

      “I bet you wish you had a lot of things around,” the voice said. “Like food. Remember food?”

      His stomach growled just thinking the word food.

      “What was that?” Freckles asked.

      “Nothing,” he said. “I was thinking maybe we can try to trap some crabs tomorrow.”

      “Can you eat crabs raw?”

      “Sure. You just have to be careful. Or we could build a fire.”

      “How? By rubbing two sticks together?”

      “That’s right,” Mason said, though he remembered spotting a couple of matchboxes and a butane lighter or two in the kitchen. What were the chances they still worked? He wouldn’t know until he tried.

      “You used to be a Boy Scout or something?” Freckles asked.

      Mason smiled. “Not quite—”

      Movement.

      He crouched lower next to the window, his sudden movement causing the girl to shuffle behind him as she moved from the side of the counter to behind it, with only the top part of her face peering over the frayed Formica countertop back at him.

      There were at least a dozen of them and they were racing along the shoreline, staying just far enough from the beach not to be splashed by the waves. They streamed past the marina one by one until all he could see of them were their skeletal forms as they slipped back into the darkness where they belonged. Even the moonlight, he thought, seemed to be doing its best to avoid them.

      “Oh, to have silver bullets,” the voice said.

      Or a tank.

      “That, too.”

      He didn’t breathe easier until the last of them had disappeared and it was only he and Freckles hiding in the house again.

      “Lucky,” the voice said. “You’re a real lucky man. Let’s hope it lasts for a few more days.”

      I’m thinking longer term.

      “Hope springs eternal, as they say.”

      “They’re gone?” Freckles asked from behind him.

      He nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Nightcrawlers?”

      “Nightcrawlers.”

      She came back out from behind the counter and resumed her spot next to it on the floor. The AR was clutched in her hands, and although he couldn’t see most of her face, she had sounded pretty calm when she asked the question.

      “That little tyke blew away Lyle and Rummy without batting an eye,” the voice said. “Of course she’s calm. This is probably a cakewalk for her.”

      “You think they’ll come back?” Freckles asked.

      “I don’t know,” Mason said. “No reason for them to if they didn’t bother to stop the first time.”

      “Why didn’t they?”

      “I don’t know, kid. But maybe it’s like I said, there’s no point. This place has been abandoned for too long. Say what you will about them, but they’re not dumb. They don’t usually search the same place twice unless they have reason to, and we didn’t give them any.”

      “What about our truck?”

      “Yeah, what about the truck?” the voice asked.

      “Maybe they didn’t notice it under the house,” Mason said. He shrugged. “I don’t know. Just take the win.”

      “Rose,” the girl said.

      “What?”

      “My name. It’s Rose. So you can stop calling me kid. It’s getting annoying.”

      Mason grinned. “You’re still a kid. Me knowing your name doesn’t change that.”

      “I’m not that young.”

      He looked back at her. “How young are you, anyway?”

      “Not as young as you think I am.”

      “Sixteen?”

      She laughed.

      Mason raised an eyebrow. “You’re not sixteen?”

      “Not for two more years,” Rose said.

      Mason stared across the room at her, not sure what he was feeling at the moment. He was either beyond impressed with everything she had done for her age, or beyond terrified.

      “Can’t it be both?” the voice asked.

      Yeah, it was probably a little of both.

      Or a lot of the latter…
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* * *

      He wasn’t sure when he closed his eyes—it might have been around midnight or possibly just a little after that (he blamed it on the lack of food, making something as simple as telling time difficult), but when he opened them again, light was filling the room through the window next to him.

      Mason was lying on his back with the Sig Sauer out of its holster and on the floor nearby. He didn’t remember when he had drawn it, or why, and said a silent Thank you, God that he hadn’t accidentally shot himself while he was rolling around in his sleep.

      His stomach growled as he sat up and reached for the gun. The pain in his gut was a reminder of why he was feeling like shit this morning, and it was only going to get worse unless he got some food into it.

      “You sure that’s the reason?” the voice asked.

      What else would it be?

      “Oh, I don’t know. Killing Max. Running from T10. Trusting a fourteen-year-old killer. And then there’s that whole throwing your future into the sewer. But hey, I’m just spitballing here. I could be entirely off base.”

      Oh, shut up, Mason thought, and searched his pockets for the bottle of Tramadol.

      “That’s not going to help with your starvation,” the voice said.

      No, but it’ll help shut you up.

      There, nestled in the left pocket where he’d put it last night—

      Pop!

      He was on his feet before the second pop! rang out, and then not even a split second later there was a third and fourth—

      Pop-pop!

      “They’ve found us!” the voice shouted.

      Mason looked out the window just as sunlight glinted off the smooth barrel of a rifle as it fired. He ducked instinctively, even though he didn’t actually have to because the shooter was at least a football field away, surrounded by towering grass, and wasn’t shooting at him.

      Freckles!

      Or Rose. She’d told him her name was Rose last night.

      Not that it mattered to the man trying to get a bead on her as the teenager raced through the grass and back toward the house. She had the AR in front of her, and the exertion showed as clear as day on her face despite the distance. She had a good jump on the shooter, who had stopped to aim some forty (fifty?) yards away.

      Mason opened the door before he knew what he was doing (“You idiot, stay inside!” the voice shouted. “They haven’t seen you yet! Maybe they’ll leave after they get the girl!”) and stepped out onto the balcony.

      He didn’t know how he had missed it before, but there wasn’t just one person out there with Rose. There were nearly half a dozen of them, and while the one trying to gun her down had remained behind to aim, the others were giving chase and they were closing in fast. Mason saw black uniforms on the pursuers, identical to the one he was still wearing.

      “Get back inside!” the voice shouted.

      But he didn’t, and instead Mason waved his arms and shouted at Rose, “Get down! Get the hell down, you stupid kid!”

      Rose either didn’t hear him or didn’t care what he was screaming, because she never slowed down. If anything, it almost looked as if she was picking up speed.

      Damn, she’s fast!

      But was she fast enough?

      Thirty yards…

      Twenty-five…

      The shooter had the best view of the house, including Mason screaming and waving his arms like a maniac to get Rose’s attention. The realization hit him just before the man fired, and a bullet zipped! over Mason’s head and splintered the wall behind him.

      He dropped to his knees and drew the Sig Sauer, and looked through the railing as Rose continued racing in his direction.

      Twenty yards…

      Fifteen…

      The closest pursuer was barely ten yards behind her, but he was bigger and taller with longer legs, and he was gaining.

      Oh, hell, Mason thought, and stood up and fired over Rose’s head.

      He wasn’t really trying to hit anyone—even if he could hit a moving target at this distance with a handgun—and was mainly just shooting into the thick of the pursuers. It worked, and the men began diving into the grass for cover behind Rose.

      Mason was reloading when the lone rifleman on the other side of the field opened up on him and the others quickly joined him. The railing and posts around Mason shattered and kicked rotting wood into his face, and all he could see was splintered bark flying everywhere.

      “Goddammit!” he shouted, and dropped to his knees again.

      This time instead of doing something stupid like stand back up to cover the girl’s retreat, he opted for the smart move (“A little too late for that, you peckerhead!”) and began crawling toward the open door even as bullets screamed in the air around him, the pop-pop-pop of rifle fire growing exponentially louder with every haggard breath he managed to pull into his lungs.

      He had lost sight of Rose as soon as he went down the second time, and Mason thought, Good luck, kid! as he crawled on his hands and knees through the open doorframe. He was halfway inside, with wood and pieces of glass breaking apart everywhere, when there was a sudden gust of wind, and he looked up just in time to see a small figure flying over him.

      “Jesus!” he shouted as Rose landed inside the house and went down in a pile.

      She’d done the move with such reckless abandon that he almost laughed, but the continuous pop-pop-pop and exploding house to his left and right and above dampened the jovial mood quickly.

      “What are you worried about her for?” the voice asked. “The kid’s going to outlive you!”

      Mason couldn’t disagree with that, so he concentrated on crawling the rest of the way inside the building before turning and reaching up and throwing the door closed. The slab of wood hadn’t completely latched into place before gunfire ripped through it, so many bullets at once that there might as well not be a door to close at all.

      “Well, there goes that plan!” the voice laughed. “Got anything else?”

      He didn’t, except to keep crawling on his hands and knees until he had reached the safety of the counter and slid behind it.

      Rose was already back there, leaning against the wall looking at him while clutching her rifle to her body like a lifeline. A stampeding herd of bulls pounded against his chest as he pulled himself over to the wall and sucked in a large, deep breath.

      He was still struggling with the adrenaline when the shooting stopped, and the only sounds left were his and Rose’s haggard breathing and the pieces of the house crumbling around them from the onslaught. There was barely anything of the door left, along with the windows, and too many holes in the walls to count. Morning rays flooded the room, bright and unforgiving.

      Mason listened for sounds of an incoming assault, for boots rushing up the steps outside, but didn’t hear anything.

      Not yet, anyway.

      “What the hell happened out there?” he asked as he finished reloading the Sig.

      One down…one left. Great.

      “They came out of nowhere,” the teenager said. “I woke up first and thought I’d go look for some crabs on the beach. I saw their truck, and I was running back to the house when they spotted me. They were wearing uniforms.”

      “Yeah, I saw that.”

      “Is it them? From your town?”

      It was never my town, he thought, but didn’t think it mattered anymore, and said, “I don’t know. Maybe. T10’s the closet and everyone in Texas wears the same uniform.” He leaned around the counter to get another look at the door and windows while still listening for what he knew would be coming. If not soon, then eventually. “How many did you see?”

      “I don’t know. A half dozen?” Rose said. “I didn’t have time to count. I was too busy running for my life.”

      He pulled back behind the counter. “Are you hit?”

      She shook her head.

      “Jesus, how is that possible?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I guess they’re just lousy shots.”

      Guess so, he thought, and said, “Did you get any of them?”

      “Didn’t have time.”

      “I’m going to need the Glock.”

      She nodded, took out the handgun, and passed it over, along with the extra magazine.

      “Conserve your ammo,” Mason said.

      “I know,” she said.

      He smirked and thought, Fourteen-year-old badass. Ange would have loved you, kid.

      “Did you get anyone when you shot at them?” Rose asked.

      He shook his head. “They were too far.”

      “They weren’t that far.”

      “I’m not a dead shot like you, kid. Give me a—”

      “Mason!” a voice shouted from outside. “You in there? Mason!”

      Mason sighed at the familiar voice.

      “Someone you know?” Rose asked.

      “Sorta,” Mason said.

      “You’re surrounded!” the man shouted. “I’m giving you a chance to come back to town with us to answer for what you did! Stay in there, and I’ll give the order to blow you both to hell! Your choice!”

      “That’s not much of a choice,” the voice said.

      Tell me something I don’t already know.

      “You’re screwed.”

      I told you to tell me something I don’t already know…
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      Mason had put the chances of T10 coming after him at around sixty-forty, with the extra ten percent on the side of being pursued based almost entirely on good ol’ fashioned revenge. Mason knew a thing or two about getting back at someone out of spite, so he wasn’t entirely surprised when he heard Paul’s voice outside the house.

      “You have five minutes to decide!” Paul shouted. “After that, we’re knocking this piece of shit house down with you and the girl in it!”

      “That’s mighty generous of him to give us a whole five minutes,” the voice said. “Jocelyn would have only spared five seconds tops. Bitches can be so petty.”

      “Can he do that?” Rose asked next to him.

      “Blow the house up?” Mason said.

      “Yeah…”

      “Firepower isn’t something the towns lack. If anything, after you and your pals started attacking, they’re probably even more armed now. So yeah, he can do what he’s threatening. One of those guys might even have a grenade launcher on their rifle. Who the hell knows.”

      She was staring at the door—or what remained of it. It hung on two hinges, the third having been shot loose during the barrage. The door fit perfectly at home with all the gaping holes around them. Mason wondered if Paul knew he wouldn’t even have to use anything like explosives to knock the place down. Another torrent or two from small arms and the two-story structure was liable to tumble to the ground with him in it.

      “Don’t give him any ideas,” the voice said. “Speaking of ideas, have you come up with a way to survive this?”

      Don’t you already know?

      “Ugh.”

      Mason grinned and was glad the girl hadn’t seen it. It would have looked…weird. Or just downright creepy to be smiling to himself like that.

      “There’s no back door, right?” Rose asked.

      “I didn’t find one,” he said.

      “So there’s only the front,” she said, as if that should explain everything.

      And he guessed it did.

      “I knew you were going to be the death of me, kid,” Mason said.

      “Was that before or after I tried to kill you?”

      “Before, during, after, and after, after.”

      “After, after?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      She actually smiled at him that time and didn’t care if he saw it. “And yet you saved my life anyway. I’ll never understand why you did it. I think there’s a word for this.” She thought about it for a moment. “Is it irony?”

      “More like fucking idiotic,” the voice said.

      “Yeah, probably,” Mason said.

      She changed up her grip on the rifle, then started to get up. “I’ll go first—”

      He grabbed her arm and pulled her back down. “Wait.”

      “For what?”

      “Let me try to talk to him first.”

      “And say what?”

      “I’ll think of something.” Mason got up into a crouch, his bad leg groaning in protest under him. “Make your way to the window, and when I give the signal, start shooting. And don’t stop until they’re all dead.”

      She stared mutely back at him.

      “Understand?” Mason said.

      Rose nodded. “What are you going to do?”

      “Like I said, I’m going to try to talk to him.”

      “You heard what he said. He’s going to kill us. Either here or back in town.” She shook her head. “I don’t want to go back there, Mason. I’m not going back there.”

      “Trust me, kid, I don’t wanna go back there either, because I’m not walking out of that place a second time.”

      “And whose fault is that?” the voice asked.

      He glanced at the door, then back at her. Rose had that same steely resolve he’d seen in the woods when she was trying to kill him. It might have looked even stronger now, somehow more resolute if that was even possible. Then again, he had come to believe that a lot of things were possible when it came to this fourteen-year-old fury Mercer had sicced on them.

      “Just wait for my signal,” Mason said. “Then open up. If you can, try to get Paul first. Once he’s down, maybe the others will run.”

      “You really think they will?”

      Mason shrugged. “They’ve been known to in the past. I doubt any of them has ever actually shot anyone before.”

      “I could tell,” Rose said, brightening up a bit. “I was running in the open and they couldn’t hit me, even when I was running up the stairs. They’re not very good.”

      “They don’t have to be; they just need enough bullets to get the job done.”

      “Which they have…”

      “Yeah.” He looked at what was left of the door, then back at her again. “You ready?”

      She pursed a smile. “No. But whatever.”

      Mason grinned back, thought, You fucking moron, why didn’t you just stay in bed? and began crawling to the door.

      He skirted the sea of broken glass and splintered wood and a bullet casing or two that had somehow been knocked back into the house during his and Rose’s retreat. He was pretty sure he had used up every self-insult he could think of by the time he reached his destination and pried the door open.

      “I have a few left,” the voice said.

      Shove it up your ass.

      The voice laughed. “I would, but you’re using it right now.”

      “Paul!” Mason shouted. “I’m coming out! Let’s talk!”

      He waited for a response.

      Five seconds.

      Ten…

      He glanced back at Rose. She was looking back at him while still crouched next to the counter with the rifle in front of her.

      You’re putting your life in the hands of a fourteen-year-old girl.

      Jesus Christ. How the hell did it all go so wrong?

      Mason faced forward again just as Paul shouted from outside, “Come on out, then! Let’s talk!”

      “Don’t shoot!” Mason shouted back.

      “No one’s shooting! At least not yet!”

      “All right! I’m coming out!”

      “Keep your hands where I can see them!”

      “Gotcha! Hands up!”

      Should have stayed in bed.

      Should have ignored her screaming.

      Should have done a lot of other things, you peckerhead, Mason thought as he stood up and slowly, with hands raised, stepped out onto the balcony.
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* * *

      He waited for the inevitable gunshot, the single pop! that would cause his brain to blow out the back of his head. The sniper he had seen earlier would have a nice, big, fat target right about now as he exposed himself.

      Here it comes. Here it comes…

      But it didn’t come.

      No one fired.

      At least, not yet.

      “Put a condemned man out of his misery, boys,” the voice cackled.

      Shut up, you’re not helping.

      “Agree to disagree.”

      Three of them—including Paul—were using a white Ford truck as cover. The vehicle hadn’t been sitting in the middle of the gravel parking lot earlier, and Mason was surprised to find it there. Had he actually missed the sound of the engine approaching? Christ. How hard and loud was his heart beating?

      The shock from the vehicle’s presence gave way to fear at the sight of the fourth man standing in the truck bed manning an M60 that was pointed directly at him. That thing alone could have reduced the house to rubble.

      Three more people flanked the parking lot, keeping to the edges where the rocks met the grass. The extra distance gave them a better view of the house, and him. There were two to his right, including the rifleman who had taken the first shots at him, and a final sixth man just off to his left, visible in the corner of Mason’s eye.

      And every weapon was pointed at him, a realization that made him swallow hard and his legs weak, so that he had to struggle to keep upright.

      “This was a very, very bad idea,” the voice said.

      I can still survive this…

      “In what universe?”

      They all had rifles except Paul, who only had a sidearm strapped to his hip. The big bear of a man stood out even behind the large truck.

      “Let’s talk!” Mason shouted, hoping his voice was steady. They were just two words, so he was pretty sure he had gotten them out without his voice cracking. Probably.

      “Okay, let’s talk,” Paul said, and walked out from behind the truck and over to the bottom of the steps.

      Mason went down to join him, keeping his hands raised at all times.

      “You still armed?” Paul asked.

      “What do you think?” Mason said.

      Paul snorted. Mason had the Sig Sauer in his holster, but the Glock Rose had given him was behind his back. The other man didn’t seem all that disturbed by the presence of the visible pistol, and Mason guessed he didn’t have to be. After all, he had every rifle aimed at Mason’s head, not to mention that goddamn M60.

      “Shredded,” the voice said. “Like shredded cheese. Remember what Lyle did to Rose’s buddies?”

      Don’t remind me.

      “Someone has to.”

      Yeah, yeah.

      He focused on the machine gun, hoping Rose might see where he was looking and get the hint. If she was even looking out of the house behind him right now.

      Get the M60, kid. Shoot the guy behind the M60 first!

      “You fucked up, Mason,” Paul was saying. There was just a slight smirk tugging at one corner of his mouth.

      Mason didn’t step down the stairs completely, but stayed two steps above the ground. That put him at almost eye-level with Paul. It was a minor thing, but it made him feel like less of a child being berated by a disapproving parent.

      Or a bear dressed in man’s clothing.

      “Yeah, I realize that now,” Mason said.

      “A little too late, don’t you think?”

      “I have a motto—it’s never too late to change your mind.”

      “In this case, I’m pretty sure it is.” Paul glanced up at the house. “She in there?”

      “She is,” Mason nodded. “How did you find us?”

      “Wasn’t hard. Jocelyn had us scouting up and down the coastline a long time ago, and the marina’s one of the very few places you could have found shelter in last night. It was just a matter of searching all of them.”

      “Jocelyn still not back yet?”

      “Don’t worry about Jocelyn. It’s me you’re answering to right now.” He squinted his eyes at Mason. “Why did you do it?”

      “Do what?”

      “You know damn well what.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?”

      Mason shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      “You killed Max.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You gutted him like a fucking fish.”

      “I did.”

      “You’re not even going to try to lie your way out of this?”

      “What’s the point? It’s obvious who did it.”

      Paul nodded. He might have even looked mildly impressed with Mason’s honesty. “Where’s Derek?”

      “Who?”

      “Derek.” Paul pointed at the beat-up Nissan parked under the house behind Mason. “That was his patrol vehicle, and he’s missing.”

      “He’s inside,” Mason said.

      “The truck?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is he dead, too?”

      “He is.”

      “Fuck, Mason. You really screwed the pooch on this one, didn’t you?”

      “The man’s got a way with words,” the voice said. “Not to mention a perfect summation of our week. Someone should hire Paul to write Hallmark cards.”

      “Can I put my hands down now?” Mason asked. “I’m getting tired.”

      Paul glanced at Mason’s sidearm, then at his face. “Take out your weapon and throw it on the ground.”

      Mason slowly, very slowly, lowered his hands and pulled the Sig Sauer out of its holster, then tossed it to the parking lot floor between the two of them. He was very aware of the rifles still aimed in his direction. More so than the rifles, he was acutely focused of the tall, lanky man standing behind the M60.

      Jesus Christ, that thing’s going to rip me into fifty pieces.

      “You’re lucky if it’s only fifty pieces,” the voice said.

      That’s not helping.

      “The truth hurts. Or it’s going to. Very, very much.”

      Mason sighed and turned back to Paul. “What happens now?”

      Paul walked the short distance over and picked up the gun and shoved it into his front waistband. “I take you back to town.”

      “And then?”

      “Don’t you worry, Mason; I’ll come up with something appropriate for your dumb ass—”

      He hadn’t gotten ass completely out when they both heard it—the gradually building whine of a jet engine slicing across the skyline—

      Plane!

      Paul spun around and up at the sky, as did the men behind him. It was a natural instinct to the sound because they all knew what it was, and maybe like Mason, they’d been living in constant fear of hearing it. Mason himself couldn’t resist, and he stood frozen on the steps and stared up at the incoming plane.

      Except the A10 Thunderbolt wasn’t coming at them, not if it maintained its current trajectory. But it was close enough that he could make out its gray body and the cannon protruding out its front, a gun muzzle that could devastate whole towns, reduce vehicles to metal carcasses, and erase the human body from existence. Or if that cannon somehow left survivors, the missiles very much visible under its wings wouldn’t.

      And it was going to keep going right past them—

      “Now, kid, now!” Mason shouted, reaching behind him for the Glock at the same time.

      There was a single pop! from behind Mason, loud enough that it sliced through the whine of the plane’s twin engine, and the tall man behind the M60 slumped off the back of the truck and collapsed in a heap on the gravel floor.

      Paul was turning around, reaching for his holstered pistol, when Mason shot him once in the gut. Then, as Paul staggered, shot him again in the chest.

      Then everyone was shooting, the gunfire so close and seemingly coming from everywhere that it sounded like a hundred hammers drilling nails into Mason’s skull. He stumbled, almost fell, but managed to grab the staircase railing to keep himself upright. But moving back and up proved difficult without seeing where he was going, and he ended up falling on his ass anyway when he tripped on one of the steps behind him. Wood shattered and splinters tried to gouge out his eyes, and his vision was filled with flashing muzzles and sunlight glinting off jerking rifle barrels.

      All the while, Mason kept waiting for the plane to rain death down on them, but it didn’t. Either it hadn’t reached them yet (What the hell was taking it so long?) or it hadn’t seen them. Or if it did, it didn’t care what was happening down here.

      He wanted to shout up at it (“Hey, dummy, you have a friendly down here!”), but of course he didn’t. One, the pilot wouldn’t have heard him anyway; and two, it wasn’t like he had the opportunity with everyone trying to kill him at the moment. Besides, what were the chances the Warthog was going to spare him? Even through the unrelenting gunfire, Mason shivered at the thought of hearing the sound of that god-awful Avenger cannon opening up.

      “Move, you idiot, stop thinking and move!” the voice shouted in his head.

      Mason had somehow made it halfway up the stairs when he was shot. He didn’t really feel the bullet as it tore into his side, but the second one, which hit his already gimpy leg, definitely registered. He might have even screamed, but he couldn’t be sure because all he could hear was the pop-pop-pop of rifles going off—and one especially behind and above him.

      Rose. That was Rose firing down at what remained of Paul’s men.

      There were just four of them now, and of those two were already fleeing across the field, leaving two stragglers behind the white Ford. Paul himself was still alive and crawling (or trying to) toward the vehicle. He had a yard or two left when a bullet struck him in the back and he stopped moving entirely.

      Jesus, kid, shoot a man while he’s down why don’tcha!

      Mason wanted to laugh, but he was too busy pivoting around in the narrow confines of the disintegrating stairs and crawling on his hands and knees up the remaining steps. His legs—both of them, for some reason—were on fire, and his chest threatened to explode on him with every step he managed.

      He glimpsed Rose—or, at least, the barrel of her rifle—through one of the broken windows, firing out and down at the two remaining men behind the Ford. She was still shooting when one of the collaborators climbed up the side of the vehicle and reached for the machine gun. He was straightening up when there was a single purposeful crack! and the man seized up before careening off the truck and disappearing onto the other side.

      The remaining man decided he’d had enough and ran off into the knee-high grass. Another crack!, but the round went wide. The uniformed figure ducked even though he was about a second too late, and kept going.

      A third crack!, but this one also went wide.

      Then either Rose decided to let the man escape (“Yeah, right!” the voice laughed) or she was too busy reloading to take another shot at him, because almost as suddenly as it had erupted, the gunfire stopped.

      Jesus, I’m alive.

      There would have been complete silence, if not for his breathing jackhammering in his ears.

      Oh, sweet Jesus.

      Blessed, merciful silence.

      I can’t believe I’m still alive…

      Now that no one was shooting at him, Mason moved slower until he finally reached the balcony. He pulled himself up and turned over like a turtle. He caught his breath while staring up at the sun, aware but unconcerned about the two or three hot bullet casings he’d fallen on top of that were now burning their way through his uniformed shirt.

      He was bleeding—badly—and the warmth was spreading everywhere underneath him. He was probably dying, too. After all, there were only so many times you could get shot and live to tell the tale. By his own count, this was number four.

      “Four strikes and you’re out!” the voice laughed. “Or is that three? Either way, you’re fucked, peckerhead.”

      Mason was too hurt and too breathless to dignify the voice’s insults. He was also too tired to even look for the Glock he didn’t remember dropping, either on the way up the steps or when he finally reached the relative safety of the balcony.

      Then he heard a voice calling his name.

      “Mason. Are you dead? Mason.”

      Dead? Not yet.

      “But getting there,” the voice said.

      But definitely getting there…
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      “...some of you may know who I am. I was there at the beginning, just like all of you. I survived when so many didn’t, and a day doesn’t go by that I don’t think about everything and everyone I’ve lost. I did what I had to in order to survive, just like all of you. It’s not my place to judge your actions; I can’t put myself in your shoes.”

      “It’s her,” Rose said. “It’s Lara. The Lara.”

      Mason groaned. “Who cares? I’m bleeding to death over here.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic. You’re not even bleeding anymore.”

      “I lost enough blood for three people, kid.”

      “So dramatic,” she said, and rolled her eyes.

      He almost laughed but couldn’t because doing so would have just made the pain worse. Instead, Mason stayed propped up against the counter and watched the sun filling up every inch of the house through all the holes that had been punched through its walls and door and, somehow, ceiling. At this rate, there might as well not be anything between him and the outside world at all.

      “So what happens when it gets dark?” the voice asked. “You really think your former creepy crawler friends won’t notice the house now?”

      One creek at a time, one creek at a time…

      There was some upside to this: He should have been dead, but he wasn’t.

      That was almost entirely thanks to Rose, who had found a first-aid kit inside the abandoned Ford outside. He would have asked her if she knew what she was doing if he’d had the strength to make anything more than just pained wheezing noises. Of course, he realized what a stupid question it would have been once she actually went to work on his wounds. The fact that he was still alive and no longer bleeding was testimony enough that shooting people wasn’t the only thing they’d taught her on that island. And thanks to the painkillers he’d brought with him from T10, even the pain was manageable.

      Rose sat next to him now with the ham radio on the floor between them. She’d been playing with it ever since she retrieved it from Paul’s truck before finally stumbling across the message.

      “What I can do is tell you that the past is the past,” the woman on the radio continued. “What matters is what we do from here on out. Some of you may know what’s headed your way, but you might not know why, because they won’t tell you. But I will…”

      The woman went on, talking about the ghouls (or nightcrawlers, as Rose called them) and the attack on Houston, and asking the collaborators to leave their posts. Mason was able to put all the pieces together after hearing the entire message.

      Houston, Jocelyn, even the Warthog that had given him and Rose the much-needed diversion, even though the pilot probably had no idea. Given how the warplane had just kept on going as if they didn’t exist, he guessed it had its own mission—in Houston—and had no time for them.

      “Someone’s having a party, and no one bothered to invite us,” the voice said. “Should we feel insulted?”

      Definitely not. You really want to be anywhere close to that hog when it starts shooting?

      “Good point…for once.”

      He busied himself with eating one of the MREs that Rose had salvaged from the collaborators’ supplies. There was a gym bag full of the stuff, along with a small pile of weapons and ammo. They weren’t going to run out of bullets anytime soon if the three men came back with reinforcements. What were the chances of them?

      “As much of a chance as Paul not finding you all the way out here in the first place, maybe,” the voice said.

      I was hoping for better odds.

      “Hope again.”

      Mason grunted.

      “You say something?” Rose asked.

      “Nothing; just thinking to myself,” he said.

      “You do that a lot.”

      More than you think, kid, he thought, but kept that part to himself.

      “They’re attacking Houston,” Rose said, looking back at the radio. “I should be there, too.”

      “You?”

      “Of course me. I’m probably the best shooter on the island after Peters.”

      “Is that your boyfriend?”

      She only bothered with a half eye roll this time. “He’s way too old for me.”

      Who isn’t way too old for you? Mason thought, but said, “You checked the fields again?”

      “Five minutes ago.”

      “Check again.”

      “What for? They’re not coming back. They’re too busy running home with their tails between their legs. We licked them.”

      He had to smile, remembering the sight of Paul’s three remaining men fleeing for their lives through the grass. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

      “I know I am.”

      “Don’t get cocky.”

      “As if,” she said.

      Static filled the radio as soon as the woman finished her message. Rose turned the dial and there it was again.

      “…I was there at the beginning, just like all of you. I survived when so many didn’t…”

      “It’s on a loop,” Mason said. “They’re just cycling the same message through all the frequencies, hoping the guys guarding Houston will pick it up.”

      “It must be Jen,” Rose said.

      “Who’s Jen?”

      “Or Jane. Julie? I don’t know, something with a J. She’s in charge of communications on the island. I don’t really know her all that well, but she knows tech stuff. I bet that’s her in charge of getting Lara’s message out.” She glanced over at him. “You think it’ll work?”

      “Houston?”

      She nodded. “You think Lara’ll be able to convince your friends to abandon the city?”

      “They’re not my friends, kid,” he said, and thought, At least, not the ones around here…

      “I should be out there,” Rose said again.

      He looked over at the girl and saw that she really meant it. “You’re nuts. You want to be in the middle of that?”

      “This is it, don’t you see? After today, everything will change. Things will get better.”

      “You’re daydreaming. Houston is just one city. Whatever happens there isn’t going to do squat. It’s a small ripple in a giant ocean.”

      “Lara says you’re wrong.”

      “You believe everything some stranger says over the radio?”

      “No,” Rose said, “but I believe her.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she’s Lara.”

      “That’s not a good reason.”

      “That’s the only reason I need.”

      He could see that he wasn’t going to convince her. If he thought she was stubborn before, the look on her face when it came to this Lara character was something else entirely.

      Must be a hell of a woman.

      Mason closed his eyes and let out a tired sigh. “Whatever, kid. Believe what you want.”

      “Thanks, I will,” she said.

      That got a mild chuckle out of him, and as expected, his body paid for it with a fresh jolt of pain that rippled through him from head to toe.

      Can’t even laugh without pain. What a life.

      “Be glad you can still laugh at all,” the voice said as he drifted off for the second time that afternoon.
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* * *

      He didn’t know how long he was unconscious the second time, but when he opened his eyes, he knew instinctively that things had changed. The pile of guns was missing, and the MREs and canned food that had been in the pack earlier were now set up in a pyramid. Or some of them. About half were clearly missing.

      Mason knew what was happening before he heard her voice.

      “I have to go.” She sat on the counter, legs swinging casually back and forth off the side. She was holding a pistol in her lap, like it had been there for some time.

      And maybe it had.

      “She was going to kill you,” the voice said. “Shoot you right between your dumb beady eyes while you slept. Why else would she have the gun out?”

      Mason didn’t have to check his hip holster to know that the Sig Sauer was gone. “What’s going on, Rose?”

      “I have to go.” She had that determined look on her face again that told him she wasn’t going to change her mind anytime soon.

      He struggled up from the floor into a sitting position. “Go where?”

      “Houston.”

      “What the hell for?”

      “The gun,” the voice said. “Watch the gun in her hand!”

      But he didn’t. He watched her face instead, because if she decided to shoot him, he wasn’t going to be able to do a damn thing about it. He could barely move, much less defend himself against a bullet.

      “It’s all happening in Houston,” Rose said. “I need to be there.”

      “It’ll be over by the time you show up,” Mason said.

      “Maybe, but I still have to go. It’s what I’ve been training for.”

      “Do you even know how to get to Houston? It’s a big state.”

      She reached behind her back and pulled out a folded map. “Found it in the truck, along with everything else.”

      “Can you read a map?”

      “It’s a map. How hard could it be?”

      “What about driving?”

      “I never got my license, if that’s what you mean. But I know how to drive, yeah. I had to learn a lot of things society wouldn’t have allowed me to do back in the day.”

      “So you’re just going to leave me here alone, all shot up?”

      “You’re a tough guy. You’ll live.”

      “Girl’s delusional; she thinks you’re tough,” the voice chuckled.

      “So this is it,” Mason said. “This is good-bye.”

      “It’s better than the alternative,” Rose said.

      “And what would that be?”

      “You really need me to spell it out?”

      He frowned. “No.”

      “The way I see it, we’re even-steven,” she said, and hopped off the counter before holstering the gun.

      “See? She really was going to shoot you while you slept, you moron,” the voice said.

      And yet, I’m still alive.

      “You got lucky.”

      I was right.

      “Pfft. Even the sun shines on a dog’s ass some days.”

      Rose picked up a pack from the counter and slipped it on. “I left your pistol and a lot more on the parking lot outside. I’m also leaving enough food to last you a long time if you decide to stay and get better. Which I think you should probably do. You’re in no shape to be running around out there.”

      “The parking lot?” He groaned. “Kid, I can’t even crawl. How am I going to climb down the stairs?”

      “You’ll manage.” Then, probably more awkwardly than she had intended, “Good luck.”

      She walked across the room to the door. He thought about diving at her, tackling her as she passed him by, but the dumb stunt would probably have hurt him a hell of a lot more than it did her. He wasn’t bleeding at the moment, and Mason wanted to keep it that way. Besides, he’d survived a lot worse, and he would overcome this, too.

      “It’s better this way,” the voice said. “You’re better on your own. Less incentive to be stupid.”

      Maybe you’re right…

      “All right, kid,” Mason said when she reached the door. “I’ll see you around.”

      “That would probably not be a good idea,” she said, grinning back at him.

      He laughed. It hurt, but he didn’t care. “Yeah, you’re probably right about that. Safer for me.”

      “That’s what I meant.” She started to leave, but stopped halfway through the door and looked back at him. “So who was she? Angie?”

      Ange, Mason thought. Her name was Ange.

      “She was a friend,” he said instead.

      “Just a friend?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe she was a little bit more.”

      “I thought so.” Rose hesitated, looking as if she wanted to say something else, but the only thing that came out was, “All right, Mason. It’s been real.”

      “Stay away from guys with knives,” Mason said.

      “Like that’s gonna happen,” she said, smiling back.

      He watched her leave through the battered door and listened to the sound of her footsteps on the balcony outside, then moving quickly down the steps.

      A minute later, a car door slammed.

      Then an engine came to life.

      And finally, the sound of a car driving away, then gradually vanishing, until it was no longer there.

      Mason didn’t bother getting up to check if she had actually left the marina. He was pretty sure she had, because the kid was a trooper. Maybe that was why she had reminded him so much of Ange, even if they didn’t look anything alike.

      Ange had that same spirit, that same fight in her that the girl did. You didn’t have to see all of them to know it—you just felt it.

      “But she’s not Ange,” the voice said. “You did all of this for nothing. You threw away your life for nothing.”

      “Maybe not for nothing,” he said quietly to the empty room before lying back down on the floor.

      Mason didn’t care if he ever got up again, or if anyone from T10 eventually returned to finish the job. He was too hurt and too weak to do anything about it at the moment anyway, and frankly, well, he was just tired.

      He took out the bottle of Tramadol and gulped down two more pills.

      “So go to sleep, peckerhead,” the voice said as it, along with the rest of the world, faded into the background. “I’ll see you on the flip side…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          A Word From The Author

        

      

    
    
      
        Thanks very much for reading Mason’s War: A Purge of Babylon Story! And Mason appreciates it. That is, if he’s  still alive at the end of the story.

        

        Is he? Isn’t he?

        

        You tell me if you want this “bad guy” to stick around. Maybe he’ll show up in a future Babylon book. Or maybe he’ll just slip away into the cold dark night, never to cause trouble again?

        

        What do you guys think?

        

        Drop me a line if you’re so inclined, but until then please take a moment to leave a review for Mason’s War at a bookseller of your choice. Even a very short review would be tremendously appreciated!

        

        Until next time…watch the skies!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Fun Stuff

        

      

    
    
      
        Visit the Blog for monthly (or so) updates on what I’m working on:

        roadtobabylon.com

        

        Sign up for the Newsletter to get updates by email about new releases (once every 2-3 months on average):

        eepurl.com/P6fgT

        

        Hit up the official author Facebook page for more frequent updates on work, fun, and random items of interest:

        facebook.com/writerofstuff
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