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      Eda Becker lowered the hood of her rain cloak. This tentative gesture was rewarded by a gust of damp, rancid air that smacked her hard on the face.

      “Fuck,” she whispered, putting a hand over her nose and mouth.

      Even the breeze smelled like death.

      She blinked hard and stared at what was coming her way. For the first time in several days, she wasn’t the only human being on the road. There was a large caravan of people in the distance, walking towards her at a steady pace. They took up most of the road with three large carts taking up the rear of the procession.

      Eda stopped dead in the center of the highway.

      She strained her eyes, making sure it wasn’t an urban mirage. People saw things in the emptiness, it happened. It was hard to digest anything that broke up the monotony of rotting cars, broken glass and emptiness that littered the highways of America.

      The caravan consisted of around forty people. They were close now, moving steadily forward at a conservative speed that was surely deliberate and designed for the long haul. The people at the front had noticed Eda and although they seemed wary of the lone figure on the horizon, not to mention the large dog sitting beside her, they kept coming anyway. Two women stood at the head of the caravan and they began to walk ahead of their companions, seemingly taking on the role of scouts. One of the women had an ancient, leathery face. Deeply tanned and beautiful in its own way. She looked a hundred years old and yet her bright blue eyes could have belonged to a child. Dazzling eyes, like two sky-colored jewels.

      Her long white hair was damp and tied into a ponytail.

      The woman exchanged a few hushed words with her female companion. Then she came forward alone, wrapping her long gray coat tight around her tiny, shriveled body.

      Frankie Boy’s eyes were locked onto the strangers but at least he wasn’t growling.

      “We’re not looking for trouble,” the woman said, stopping a short distance from Eda. She held both hands in the air, palms facing outwards. “We’re a peaceful people and we only wish to pass and continue our journey.”

      Eda’s eyes scoured the barren surroundings. It could easily be a trap. She was relying on Frankie Boy to pick up on any potential nasty surprises that might come from behind. She didn’t have much in the way of valuables in her bag, but Eda knew that people could make use of a woman’s body in a number of sickening ways.

      “Are you hungry child?” the old woman said.

      At this, the other woman came forward and stood beside the older one. She was a lot younger, in her middle years. Blood red dreadlocks fell down to her shoulders while a pair of crisp blue eyes hinted at a family connection between herself and the old woman.

      Behind these two scouts, the small caravan of men, women and children stood observing events in silence. Their supplies, which consisted mostly of bags, sacks and old storage chest, had been loaded onto three massive wooden carts. These were quaint looking things, the type of cart that had once been attached to the backs of vehicles or animals but nowadays acted as supply carriers for large caravans such as this one. Each cart had four massive wheels with thick black spokes in the middle. Two wooden beams extended from the cart’s body with a metal handlebar running across the top to connect them. Three large men stood behind these handlebars. They were the pushers or draggers – at least that’s what Eda remembered calling them years ago.

      As they stood there, looking at Eda and her dog, the pushers’ fat fingers still gripped the handlebar. They were apparently eager to get back to hauling their load.

      “I asked if you were hungry?” the old woman said. There was a look of concern on her face. “Can you talk? You look hungry, if you don’t mind my saying.”

      Frankie Boy began to edge ahead of Eda. Eda caught it quick and tapped the dog’s back, halting his advance.

      “I’m hungry,” Eda said.

      The old woman’s face broke into a smile. At the same time, a steady downpour began to fall from the gray, gloomy heavens. It had been coming for a while and Eda tilted her head back to the sky, letting the first drops of water land on her face. She licked her lips, devouring the moisture. Only when she’d drank a little did she realize how thirsty she was. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d stopped for a drink even though there was still plenty of water in her bag.

      “We ain’t got much,” the old woman said, pointing a thumb back at the stationary caravan. “But what we got, you’re welcome to it.”

      She took a step closer to Eda and Frankie Boy.

      Eda kept one hand on Frankie Boy’s back. The other touched the hilt of her sword.

      “My name is Louise,” the old woman said, “and this here’s my daughter Florence. As for the rest of our people here, we go by the name of Nomads. I’d introduce you to them all personally but well, it’s raining and I guess you want to keep moving like we do. Right? Are you a peaceful traveler?”

      Eda smiled. Her hand retreated from the handle of the katana hanging off her waist. She hoped the gesture would answer the old woman’s question.

      “I’m Eda,” she said. “And this is Frankie Boy.”

      “Eda,” Louise said, repeating the name slowly. “E-da. And where are you coming from Eda?”

      “New Jersey.”

      “New Jersey? See much there?”

      Eda shook her head quickly. “Nothing much.”

      Louise and Florence exchanged a brief glance. Eda observed that their side profiles, hooked nose, sharp chins, were identical. There could be little doubt now that they were blood relatives.

      “How about the road?” Florence asked. “You see anything on the road in between here and Jersey? We’d appreciate you sharing what you know.”

      Eda shrugged. “A few animal encounters from a distance,” she said. “Deer, horses, possums and other things. No people, until you that is.”

      Louise turned back to the caravan. With a thumb in the air, she signaled to someone in the group to come forward. A middle-aged man with murky salt and pepper stubble on his face signaled back. Then he took something out of the rear cart and approached the three women and the dog. In his hands, he carried a plastic box with a lid sealed tight on top. Like the rest of the travelers, this man was wearing weatherworn rags underneath a long waterproof cloak that trailed down to his knees.

      The man greeted Eda with a blank-faced nod. Then he dropped onto one knee, opened the box and pulled out something wrapped in several layers of silver foil. Unwrapping the foil, a blackish-red object was partially revealed. It looked like the well-preserved organ of a large animal. The man cut a few slices and wrapped them up in a fresh piece of foil. Then he replaced the lid on the plastic box and stood up with a sigh. He handed the freshly cut slices over to Eda and his rugged face broke into a smile.

      “You can eat it raw,” he said in a gruff voice, “but it tastes a hell of a lot better if you cook it first.”

      Eda took the package and thanked the man.

      “It’s food,” Louise said, laughing softly. “Even if it looks like crap and smells worse it’ll keep you alive. It’s fuel. It’ll help you get to where you’re going.”

      “Thank you,” Eda said. She slid her backpack off her shoulder, pulled the zip and carefully put the foil package inside. There was plenty of room.

      Louise squinted at the young woman and her dog.  “How long have you been on the road Eda?”

      Eda shook her head. “About a week I think. Maybe more.”

      The journey back east was a blur. In truth, Eda had been walking on autopilot since leaving the swamps of New Jersey, grateful just to be able to put some distance between herself and that place. The Nomads didn’t need to know about what she’d encountered there – that particular danger had been removed and Eda sure as hell didn’t want to revisit it. Now she was traveling northeast, having at first followed the road signs back to New York. Fortunately she didn’t have to go through Manhattan or anywhere near the Complex to get where she was going. Thank God for all the books she’d read over the years, especially the history books containing maps of America. It was thanks to those books and to all the hours she’d spent looking at them that she possessed enough geographical knowledge to find her way back east.

      “You’re alone?” Louise asked.

      Eda pointed to Frankie Boy. “Nope.”

      Louise smiled, showing off a set of pristine white teeth. Eda was impressed – it was rare to see anyone that old with so many teeth left. Good teeth too. Either Louise had taken care of her teeth all her life or she was hanging onto a great set of dentures, a souvenir from the old world.

      “Sorry hon,” the old woman said. “Jeez, I ain’t seen one of them big, powerful dogs in a very, very long time. Look at him would you? He’s a fierce-looking son of a bitch. Good protection I reckon. Loyal too so they say.”

      Louise looked like she wanted to get closer to Frankie Boy but something held her back. She blew him a kiss from a distance. Frankie’s ears twitched in response.

      “Yeah,” Eda said. “He’s sort of my guardian angel.”

      “And you’re his,” Louise said.

      Florence cleared her throat.

      “You two came all the way from Jersey?” she said. “That’s a long trek. What are you heading east for?”

      Eda didn’t blink. “Got my reasons.”

      She glanced behind the two scouts, her attention drifting towards the rest of the Nomads. Eda saw the fear in their eyes, even though by now they must have sensed that this encounter was unlikely to escalate into a violent confrontation. She didn’t blame them for being cautious. Strangers weren’t to be trusted and it was smart to be scared sometimes. Those women in the group who were mothers clutched young children tight to their breast. Older children who tried to get too close to Eda and especially to Frankie Boy, were restrained with a strong hand and a stern expression.

      “You’re the first caravan I’ve seen in a long time,” Eda said. “Where are you coming from?”

      “A place called Brockton,” Florence said. “You know it?”

      “Never heard of it,” Eda said.

      “Massachusetts?” Florence said. “You’ve heard of that right? Northeast state.”

      “I know it,” Eda asked.

      “Right you are. Well we’re bailing out of Massachusetts. Seeking fresh pastures.”

      Eda felt a shudder of relief inside. She was on the right road and thank God for a little confirmation. If these people were coming out of Massachusetts then she couldn’t be too far away from the city of Boston now. America was big, so damn big that it was easy to get lost and stay lost. This was the boost she needed to carry her over the finish line.

      Nearly there.

      Louise called over to a young black-skinned girl standing by the lead cart. “Bring me a few of those apples darling will you?”

      The girl, a statue just a moment ago, exploded into a flurry of activity. She rummaged around inside the nearest cart and after about a minute, pulled out three reddish-brown apples. She walked over and handed them to Eda. The girl was too shy or too frightened to look Eda in the eye.

      “Thank you,” Eda said, taking the apples and dropping them into her bag. “I wish I had something to give you in return.”

      “Forget it,” Louise said.

      Florence nodded. “We’ve got more than enough.”

      “You’ll find orchards back that way,” Louise said, pointing east along the highway. She raised her voice, her aging pipes battling to be heard over the rain. “People might have gone but the fruit’s still growing like it always did. Might be radioactive but what the hell right? Just go off road, explore some of those little towns you’ll see marked on the signposts. Nature still provides if you know where to look for her treasures. Stock up if you’re going east because it’s a concrete desert out there. That’s where you’re going right? East?”

      “Boston,” Eda said.

      Louise exhaled, a whistling noise that sounded like disapproval.

      “A ghost town,” she said. “Right Florence?”

      “Sure is,” the dreadlocked woman said. She spoke gently, as if breaking bad news to Eda. “I think it was one of the first cities to go, not surprising seeing as how the harbor was used during the war. Boston was a big target for those fighting against us.”

      “Guess so,” Eda said. “I’ll see for myself soon enough.”

      “That where you’re from?” Louise asked. The old woman stood motionless in the rain, seemingly impervious to the escalating downpour.

      “I’ve never been there before.”

      “So why the hell are you going?” Florence said.

      “I’m looking for someone,” Eda said. “A woman by the name of Pam Burton.”

      Louise fanned her face, like she was brushing a swarm of insects away. “You won’t find her, whoever she is.”

      “I have to try,” Eda said. “Finding her, that’s a bonus.”

      Louise and Florence glanced at one another. There was a brief, instant nod exchanged between them that Eda would have missed had she blinked at that moment.

      “Say why don’t you come with us?” Louise said, turning back to Eda. “We ain’t got much but we’ve got each other and we’ve got food and water and sleeping bags. Huh? Safety in numbers honey, that’s no lie in this world we’re living in.”

      Louise pointed to the empty highway over Eda’s shoulder.

      “We’re going west and then south,” she said. “If you believe the rumors, there’s some big tribes based down in New Mexico. It’s a long walk for sure, especially for my old bones, but what the hell? Northeast is dead.”

      “What do you say Eda?” Florence asked. “Will you join us?”

      Eda was tempted to say yes outright. The voice of instinct told her to accept the offer and to travel southwest with the Nomads to New Mexico. They seemed like good, genuine people. That was rare enough and it was a solid reason to turn back and go with them. Eda liked their faces too, honest and with kind eyes that didn’t probe too deeply. These weren’t the kind of people who’d squeeze her dry before leaving her for dead on the highway.

      Say yes, damn it.

      Eda smiled and slowly lifted her hood, pulling it tight over her head.

      “No thanks,” she said, looking at the two women standing in the rain. Louise’s electric blue eyes had dimmed a little. “It’s…it’s hard to explain. But I have to go to Boston. I have to.”

      “Well the offer stands,” Louise said, through gritted teeth. “Should you change your mind that is.”

      “I’ll remember that,” Eda said.

      They said a brief goodbye and went their separate ways under the pouring rain. Eda and Frankie Boy continued east towards the coast while the Nomads took the road west and inland. It was a long time before Eda had the nerve to look back. With a gnawing regret, she stood rooted to the spot, watching the caravan as it disappeared around a curve in the highway.
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      Eda and Frankie Boy arrived in Boston two days later.

      When she lived in New York, Eda always had a sense that something was there inside the emptiness – a presence, the possibility of running into some living thing on a street corner somewhere. The Big Apple was a shadow of its former self alright, but it wasn’t all the way gone. The Complex was proof of that. Boston on the other hand, was all the way gone. Eda was crawling around inside the stomach of a giant corpse in Boston. The skyscrapers were tombstones. The city was eerily silent apart from the steady pitter-patter of the rain.

      The scenery was familiar by now to anyone who’d traveled through various towns and cities of postwar America. Mounds of assorted debris were piled up on the street, abandoned cars sat on the road, reeking of rot and death. Shards of broken glass snapped underfoot with every step. Some of the buildings had come down, most likely in the war years, but some of them had probably only been damaged in the fighting, only to collapse later on.

      In the distance, giant piles of rubble blotted out the horizon.

      Eda slid the backpack off her shoulders and dropped it onto the wet road, dodging the puddles at her feet. Her joints were stiff and made a loud clicking noise as she moved. Everything felt tight.

      She pulled the zip open and peered inside.

      Her supplies were almost gone. She’d already eaten what the Nomads had given her and the truth was that Eda was no hunter. Even if animals showed up, Eda had no way to catch them except with the sword strapped to her waist. And that wasn’t going to work. That meant she’d have to stick to what she knew. She’d been a scavenger since leaving the Complex. She’d have to scavenge some more in Boston while looking for a woman called Pam Burton.

      She checked her boots, stamping them off the cracked asphalt several times. There were so many cracks on the road that it looked like a giant spider’s web was hovering over the surface. The muddy soles of Eda’s boots were intact, thank God. Her waterproof socks were still dry.

      “We’re going to South Boston,” she said to Frankie Boy. The dog was sniffing at the door of an Italian restaurant, Pizza Fritta. The restaurant’s front windows had been caved in at some point, revealing an empty shell inside. There wasn’t even a piece of furniture left.

      Frankie Boy turned around at the sound of Eda’s voice. Taut muscles protruded from his thick legs as he trotted back over to her.

      “That’s where Pam Burton lived,” Eda said. “Guess that’s where we should start looking huh?”

      She picked her backpack up off the road, strapped it on and shook her head.

      “What the hell are we doing here boy?”

      Eda walked along the middle of the road, eventually finding a sign that pointed the way towards South Boston. It was all she had to go on in the impossible search for Pam Burton. Not much, she knew that. But it was Becky’s last wish that Pam be found. Becky wanted her sister-in-law to know what happened to the rest of her family and Eda was the only one left who was capable of delivering that message.

      God, if only that wasn’t true.

      If Pam Burton wasn’t already dead she was long gone from this big pile of nothing. And even if Eda found Pam alive, it still wouldn’t be enough to erase the memory of Becky’s grisly fate in the swamp.

      Eda was thinking about the Nomads as she walked. Wondering how far they’d traveled since their meeting.

      Frankie Boy strolled a hundred yards ahead of her. Now and then he’d stop and turn around, waiting for Eda to catch up with him. Eda thought she detected an impatient look in the dog’s eyes. Or was it frustration?

      She threw her hands in the air, signaling for him to keep going.

      “I know!” she yelled. In the silence of the city she could hear the blood pumping to her head. She could hear her breath, her heartbeat. “You don’t have to say it for God’s sake.”

      The German Shepherd tilted his large, wolfish head. The tip of his snout glistened in the pale glow of mid-afternoon.

      “We had to come here,” Eda said. “We left her there to die in the swamp, you and me, trapped in those metal jaws. Alone. Do you know how scared she must have been, sitting there and waiting for the end? I told her I’d try to find her sister-in-law and that’s what I’m damn well going to do. So just fuck off with your dirty dog looks Frankie and keep your nose in the air. Alright?”

      Eda kept walking, her anger not yet fully exorcised. It wasn’t Frankie Boy she was pissed off with. Truthfully, she didn’t know what it was. A lot of the time there was no reason and so the brain tried to find one. To make sense of the madness of modern life.

      As Eda followed the road, her eyes combed the empty streets, looking for something meaningful. Something to grab onto. Before getting here she’d hoped at least to run into some people – to find a small community grouped together in the likes of a train station or in a hospital or somewhere like that. There was nothing. Even the birds had fled the city of Boston, or so it seemed such was the absolute silence overhead.

      Eda found a large road marked ‘90’. This led her southeast towards the region of the city where Pam Burton had once allegedly lived. She kept to the road following the signs marked ‘S. Boston’.

      Even when she reached South Boston, Eda found herself thinking about the Nomads traveling along the western road. They couldn’t have gone far, not hauling that trio of large carts and all the supplies.

      New Mexico, she thought. I’ve never been to New Mexico.

      The abandoned neighborhoods of South Boston offered no clues to the whereabouts of Pam Burton. Eda walked up and down the streets for about two hours, reading nameplates on front doors, checking mailboxes, and looking at the intercoms on apartment buildings.

      Nothing.

      Soon she was back to where she started, not far from the highway marked ‘90’. And definitely no further forward in her search for Becky’s sister-in-law.

      Eda decided to take a break. She’d sit down, regroup and organize her thoughts. As things stood she was walking around in circles, chasing ghosts and getting nowhere. Not to mention wasting time.

      She found a small park sealed off by a metal fence.

      “C’mon Frankie,” Eda said, walking through a large gap in the fence where a gate might once have been.

      Eda flopped down onto a damp wooden bench. Now that she’d stopped moving, a sudden coldness stabbed at her skin. She sighed loudly. The park wasn’t much to look at – the grass was badly overgrown, spilling over onto a zigzag maze of concrete paths that ran through the park like a series of ancient symbols.

      So it was true – Bostonians were officially an extinct species. And that had to include Pam Burton. But where did that leave Eda? She felt caught between the promise she’d made to Becky and the grim reality of her situation. Without help there was no way she could ever hope to find Pam or even her remains. This was a big, empty city. It was all questions and no answers.

      Frankie Boy leaned up tight against Eda’s legs. He felt warm and heavy.

      “You win boy,” she said, scratching the back of his neck with all five fingers. “Looks like we’re going southwest with the Nomads. New Mexico it is.”

      She sat with her back pressed up against the bench. Eda tilted her head towards the sky and felt drowsy.

      The tree limbs, wild and unencumbered, reached for her. There was an air of menace in those fairy-tale arms – arms with crooked, wooden fingers that wanted to throttle her. Beyond the branches there was a gray swirling pattern in the sky, a rhythmic churning that threatened a fierce downpour.

      “We’ll go in a minute Frankie,” Eda said, her voice thick and sluggish.

      The cool breeze was soothing and gentle. Her head flopped forward and the drowsiness began to overwhelm her.

      Just before she drifted off, Eda heard a rustling noise behind her.

      Her head shot up. The first thing she saw was Frankie Boy standing on all fours in front of her. He was staring at something over Eda’s shoulder, his ears up, the black tail erect. A low-pitched growl spilled out of him.

      “Easy Frankie,” Eda whispered, slowly getting up. She held her hands flat out, hoping he’d take the hint and stay put. Then she raised them higher, surrendering to the unseen threat behind her.

      Slowly she turned around, hands over her head.

      There was a man in the park with them. He walked towards Eda, each step full of caution, as if the park was rigged with landmines or some other hidden danger. There was a rifle in his hands.

      It was pointing at Eda.

      “Just stay right where you are young lady,” the man said. “I’ll shoot the dog and I’ll shoot you too if I have to.”

      He was an old man. She recognized the familiar gray-blue uniform of the United States army that he was wearing. She’d seen many photographs of American soldiers over the years in her history books, mostly taken at the start of the war with China. Eda could also vaguely recall seeing that same uniform as child, wrapped around many a bedraggled and drunken soul during the wild years. Those were the soldiers that hadn’t died during the war. At least in terms of physical death.

      The famous bald eagle patch was visible on the old man’s upper left arm, a little faded but the red, white and blue colors were hanging in there. A wrinkled army cap sat on his head.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked. The majority of his mouth was hidden under a bushy but well-groomed white mustache. “Are you spying on me? Start talking or I swear to God young lady I’m going to put you and the dog to sleep right here, right now. Just to be on the safe side you know? Don’t think ’cos you’re a woman I won’t pull the trigger.”

      Eda kept her hands up.

      “I’m not a spy,” she said. “I’m just passing through with my dog.”

      The man pointed the rifle at the sky. His mouth twitched as he squeezed the trigger and a loud cracking noise whistled through the air. Eda leapt backwards, almost tripping over her feet. At the same time, Frankie Boy bolted. He ran all the way to the gate before stopping to turn around again. His tail was tucked in between his legs.

      At the sound of gunfire, a pack of birds fled a nearby rooftop.

      Eda hadn’t heard a gunshot in years. She continued to back away towards the exit.

      The old man lowered the gun and grunted.

      “Stop right where you are,” he said. “I want to talk to you.”

      But Eda didn’t stop. To stop was to defy nature. Some deep-rooted survival instinct had taken over, urging her in simple, easy to follow commands to get far away from this man and his killing machine.

      Turn around. Run. Get the hell out of here.

      Eda dropped her hands and ran for the gate. Frankie Boy was barking at her as she charged over the long grass, pumping her arms and legs as fast as she could. The sweat fell off her. Her eyes were glued to the gate, on the barking, overexcited shape of Frankie Boy.

      She could feel the gun pointing at her back. Like there was a red-hot heat coming off it.

      “Stop!” the soldier screamed. “I said STOP! I swear to God young lady. I’ll shoot you dead right now. RIGHT NOW!”

      Eda heard him chasing after her, his heavy army boots crushing the long grass as he ran towards the gate.

      “STOP!”

      He fired at her.
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      Eda charged towards the gate, somehow managing to stay upright as the second shot rang in her ear. Her heart was pounding. Her mind was scrambled with unfiltered spurts of information, a massive pileup of survival instinct that all came down to the same thing.

      Run.

      Frankie Boy was still waiting for Eda at the gate. He’d jumped at the second shot but he hadn’t run off, not without her. Now he was barking wildly, screaming at her to catch up with him so that they could leave this park and the crazy old man behind.

      “Go!” Eda yelled, waving her hands frantically in the air. “Run Frankie!”

      There was another spurt of gunfire behind her. Eda ducked and ran at the same time, her insides contracting into tightly coiled knots. Either the old man was a lousy shot or he was just trying to frighten her. She wasn’t going to hang around and ask him.

      Eda closed in on the gate, running in a zigzag pattern. It was an incredible feat of instinctive memory – this was how she’d been taught to run as a girl back in the days when guns were common in America and bullets hit the streets like confetti.

      “Stop!” the old soldier’s voice yelled at her back.

      Another explosive blast from the rifle made Eda flinch. A fresh flock of birds flew higher, seeking solace in the sky.

      About a hundred yards from the exit, Eda’s legs finally gave out under her. Her body was out of juice. Even as she fell, survival commands swirled around her brain – get up, run, zigzag, run! But the communication lines between mind and body had been severed. Eda toppled onto her hands. As she fell she twisted over onto her side, rolling onto her back with the backpack wedged in between her upper body and the wet grass.

      Eda saw something move out of the corner of her eye. It was Frankie Boy. He was running back into the park.

      “No,” she groaned.

      Up ahead, the soldier was galloping towards her now. Eda felt a sharp stab of fear in her guts. Behind her, Frankie Boy was racing over to intercept this strange, terrifying threat to his companion.

      The soldier saw Frankie Boy coming. He stopped dead. Quickly he pulled the butt of the rifle tight to his shoulder and took aim at the charging beast.

      “Stop!” Eda called out. With the last of her strength she scrambled back to her feet. Frankie Boy was on the brink of going past her. He was a dark blur, moving with purpose. Eda dropped into a wide crouch, her arms stretched out to make herself look big.

      The timing had to be perfect.

      When she leapt on top of Frankie Boy, she pushed him to the ground with all the strength she could muster. It felt like she was jumping into a fast moving brick wall but she managed to wrap her arms around his bulk quickly.

      “No!” she said, her voice dripping with panic. “Frankie.”

      She pinned all of her weight on top of the dog. It wasn’t easy to restrain him – he was a big block of solid muscle and he was putting up a damn good fight. As he tried to wriggle free, Eda could see the confusion in his brown eyes as she continued to force him down.

      “Frankie! No. No!”

      He stopped moving. It happened so suddenly that the stillness was jarring. Eda glanced over her shoulder at the gunman. He was peering over the rifle now, a confused expression on his wrinkled face.

      “What the hell?” he said. “Is this some kind of mad circus or what?”

      “Don’t shoot him,” Eda said, in between labored breaths. “Please.”

      The soldier’s eyes zipped back and forth between Eda and the dog underneath her. Frankie Boy’s head was flat on the grass, his brown eyes fixed on Eda, trusting yet confused.

      She stroked his head.

      “Easy,” she whispered, easing up on the pressure she used to keep him down.

      The soldier approached through the long grass. By now the rifle was slightly lowered to his waist but it was far from being in a relaxed position. Eda had to make sure that Frankie Boy didn’t suddenly break free and lunge at the old man. It would be the last thing he did.

      “Are you a moron or something?” the soldier said to Eda.

      “No,” Eda said, still breathing hard.

      “I said stop and then you ran away. What’s that if it’s not a moron?”

      Eda didn’t answer.

      The old man took a close look at her, his eyes peering across the park as if to check for others. “Are you American?”

      “Yeah,” Eda said.

      She felt the ground trembling underneath. It took her a moment to realize what was going on – it was Frankie Boy’s low-pitched warning growl going straight through her. The man was getting too close.

      “Look mister,” Eda said. “Is it okay if I sit up now? I’ll keep a hold of the dog I swear. He’s just frightened that’s all.”

      The soldier didn’t blink. He stood there, a flesh and blood statue rooted in the middle of the park. Eda could almost hear the wheels turning in his head as he tried to process.

      “Alright,” the man said. “Nice and slow.”

      Eda loosened her grip on the dog’s torso. Frankie Boy’s muscles felt like coiled springs, waiting to explode. He jerked upward. At the same time, Eda wrapped her arms underneath his thick neck, firmly but not too tight. With great difficulty she slid to the right, shifting onto her backside and into a reasonably comfortable sitting position.

      “Stay,” she whispered in Frankie Boy’s ear.

      Frankie Boy was a powerhouse of tension in her arms. His thick body was taut and primed for violence. The ears were up and the dark chocolate brown, so loving at other times, were now fixed upon the soldier with frightening intensity.

      Eda nodded at the soldier, letting him know she had it under control. He began to approach and Frankie Boy was growling all over again.

      “Maybe it’s best if you stay there for now,” Eda said. “Keep your distance and we’ll talk that way.”

      “Just keep a hold of him,” the soldier said in a raspy voice. He was looking down the barrel of the rifle again, his finger resting on the trigger. “Won’t take me but a second to put him away for good.”

      Eda dug her fingers into Frankie Boy’s coat. He felt as wet and slippery as the grass underneath.

      “What do you want with us?” she said. “I told you we weren’t spies. We’re travelers and all we want to do is get out of here.”

      There was a strange, blank look on the soldier’s face. Like he’d been reading from a script and now he’d forgotten the next line. “Uhhh, you can’t be sitting out here in the open without your wits about you. Not like you were just there. You were damn near asleep.”

      The words staggered out, hoarse and tripping over his tongue.

      Eda frowned. “Why not?”

      “It’s dangerous, that’s why not.”

      “Here?” Eda said, unable to conceal the surprise in her voice. “You’re telling me this city’s dangerous?”

      The old man looked at her like she was a crazed lunatic. “Damn right it is,” he said. His voice trembled with anger, like she’d insulted him somehow.

      “Sorry,” Eda said. “I just don’t see it, apart from you shooting that gun at strangers I mean. Since I got here I haven’t seen anyone else. Not a hint. Boston’s as near to a full on mega-sized ghost city that I’ve ever seen.”

      The soldier lowered the sleek-looking weapon in his arms. This time it went all the way down to his side and Eda praised the gods in silence.

      “Sheeesh…what’s your name young lady?”

      “Eda Becker.”

      “The mutt has a name does it?”

      “Frankie Boy,” Eda said.

      The old man’s furry white eyebrows stood up. Then he laughed out loud, opening his mouth wide and giving Eda a momentary glimpse of what was left of his teeth. One of the incisors was missing, along with a couple of molars. The fleshy gums, pale and a dark shade of pink, had almost completely receded.

      “I knew a Frankie Boy once,” he said. “Long time ago. Frank Marshall – he served alongside me in the 101st Regiment based right here in Boston. Boy, he was a real uptight asshole. We never liked each other. All because of a girl we fought over, a girl that I ended up marrying. Jeez, I haven’t thought about old Frankie Boy Marshall in a long time. A bit of asshole reminiscing, why not?”

      The old man stared into the distance for a second.

      “Well now,” he said, “it’s been a long, long time since I saw a dog shuffling around these parts. I don’t think you like me either do you Frankie Boy?”

      Eda pointed a finger at the rifle in his hands.

      “Can you blame him?”

      The soldier began to laugh again. This time however, it lapsed into a mild coughing seizure. He doubled over, one hand covering his mouth. It was such a violent, unpleasant fit that Eda thought the old man was about to spit one of his internal organs out.

      “Are you alright?” Eda said.

      Frankie Boy twitched underneath her.

      It was a while before he could answer. The man kept coughing for another couple of seconds. Eventually he held a hand out, registering to her that he was going to make it. He straightened back up, wobbling on rubbery legs.

      “I’m old,” he said. “That’s everything that’s wrong with me.”

      “What’s your name?” Eda asked.

      “Talbot Goldman,” he said, wiping the spit off his mouth. “And if you’re a loyal American citizen then you’re alright with me young lady. I’m sorry about scaring you and all. Just so you know, I was shooting to miss back there. I wasn’t actually trying to kill ya.”

      “I figured that,” Eda said.

      “Now let me tell you something,” he said, “You’re in grave danger. Just being here puts you in grave danger.”

      “Why?” Eda said.

      “This city has eyes,” Goldman said, lowering his voice. “Eyes that don’t like the sight of Americans you know what I mean? You thought it was empty around ol’ Beantown right? That was your first mistake and that’s how you didn’t hear me sneaking up on you when you were sitting half-asleep on that bench back there.”

      Eda looked at the rifle in Goldman’s hands and shuddered. There was also a small handgun strapped into a black holster on his weapons belt, as well as a bone-handled dagger tucked into in a chunky hilt. A bald eagle logo was stamped onto the belt buckle, the same one that appeared on Goldman’s uniform.

      America the Brave.

      Goldman noticed her checking out his arsenal of weapons.

      “It’s not even the tip of the iceberg,” he said. “I’ve got a small armory back at my base I’ll have you know. Guns, grenades, knives – you name it. I’ve got just about everything back there except a tank of my own. Never managed to find me one of those mothers, not one that still worked anyway.”

      “That’s a lot of weapons,” Eda said.

      “Well yeah,” Goldman said. “How else are we going to win this war? This isn’t chess we’re playing, you understand?”

      Eda tilted her head.

      “Win the war?”

      “Yeah?”

      “War?” Eda said, emphasizing the word with a verbal punch. “What war are you talking about exactly?”

      Goldman laughed.

      “Go downtown and take a good look around,” he said. “Look at what happened to the once great city of Boston. That wasn’t just a big fart that knocked down all those buildings you know.”

      “I know all about the End War,” Eda said. “Who doesn’t for God’s sake? But it’s over, it’s been over for years.”

      The old man cackled. It triggered Frankie Boy who lunged forward. Fortunately Eda still had her hands wrapped around the dog and she held him back despite the growing numbness in her limbs.

      “You better keep a hold of that dog,” Goldman said, his rifle coming up again. “I’m starting to get nervous again and no one likes a shaky trigger finger.”

      Eda stroked the back of Frankie’s head. His body trembled, accompanying the growl.

      “Stay,” she whispered into his ear. “It’s okay.”

      She looked at Goldman.

      “Please stop pointing that thing at us,” she said. “Nothing’s going to happen. I’ve got him.”

      Goldman’s jaw was fidgety. Slowly he lowered the rifle again, sighing as his arms were relieved of the weight.

      “I apologize for laughing like that,” he said, looking at Eda with a sincere expression. “I must appear quite strange to you, right? I think I’m out of practice when it comes to the whole socializing thing, you know what I mean? Been a long time since anyone new showed up in Boston. And when it comes to dogs, well as you can see I’m all out of practice.”

      Eda let slip a half-smile.

      “Can I ask you something?” she said.

      “Shoot.”

      “Why do you talk about the war as if it’s still going on?”

      “Because it is still going on,” Goldman said. “Don’t you doubt it for a second.”

      “Well I don’t see it,” Eda said, with a cool shrug of the shoulders. “Have you been out there lately? Outside of Boston I mean? There’s no war left, only a few survivors – men, women and children – doing their best to stay alive. The only war I’ve seen is the one between living and dying.”

      Goldman smiled, like a man with a secret to tell.

      “I’m not alone here,” he said. “There’s someone else in Boston. And I’m not talking about you or Frankie Boy.”

      “Who are you talking about then?” Eda said.

      “There’s one more soldier at loose.”

      “One more soldier?”

      Goldman’s eyes scanned the neighborhood, roaming outside the metal fence and taking it all in.

      “He ain’t one of ours,” he said, whispering. “He’s one of them…”

      Eda felt an icy jolt shoot up her spine. The old man’s mind was gone, trapped in the past. It was horrible to see. In Eda’s experience, the confrontation with madness was uglier than the one with death. Death couldn’t hurt you. It couldn’t hurt itself either. Those who were caught in the grip of madness however, were like animals suffering up close.

      “One of them?” she asked.

      Goldman tapped a finger off his skull. “Chink,” he said. “There’s still one chink running around here.”

      “Chink?”

      “A Chinaman for God’s sake!” Goldman roared. “You know? The slanty-eyed bastards who caused all this mess in the first place. I’m trying to tell you that there’s one of them running around loose in the city. One soldier left out of an army of millions.”

      Goldman’s eyes were bright and alert. He looked sane, at least on the outside. How long since the old soldier had tipped over the edge?

      “I haven’t seen him for a while though,” Goldman said, looking around once again to check the coast was clear. “It happens sometimes and I start to think that maybe the old son of a bitch is lying dead somewhere. Natural causes, illness – something horrible like that. But if he has checked out, I’ve got to see it. Jeez, I’ve got to see that body.”

      The soldier squeezed down on the rifle barrel and his pink, jagged knuckles turned white.

      “What if you don’t see it?” Eda asked.

      Goldman looked at her like she was crazy. Not for the first time either.

      “I have to,” he said. “He dies first, we win. God bless America and all those who perished inside her. But I gotta know for sure he’s checked out or I’m always going to be guessing and looking over my shoulder for the man sneaking up on me.”

      Eda sat in silence, not knowing what else to say to this strange, broken man. She didn’t feel like she was in any danger being close to him. Not anymore. The overwhelming emotion inside her was in fact one of great pity. She could only imagine what it must have been like for Goldman living like that for years, if not decades. Chasing his tail.

      “I’ve got one thing left to do,” Goldman said to Eda. “Just one. To make sure Mr. China dies before I do.”

      “Mr. China?”

      Goldman smiled. “I call him lots of things. That’s one of my nicer names. Seeing as how there’s a lady present and all…”

      “How long you been fighting him?” Eda asked.

      Goldman shrugged. “Who the hell knows?” he said. “Right? Time doesn’t stop just because the clocks aren’t working anymore.”

      He let out a loud sigh.

      “I was living right here in South Boston when the war broke out. Jeez Louise. This place was wall-to-wall Micks. Little Ireland, that’s what we called it. And there were a few Jews like me of course. This is still my home. I never left Boston during or after the war – I fought for her, spilled blood for her, like so many others. And then it was over. Everything I ever knew or loved was gone. A long time passed and the America I grew up in began to shrivel and shrink into something else. And then one day, he showed up. Mister goddamn China. I don’t know where he came from or what he was thinking about coming here. Probably came in from another state, trying to get back to the ocean. Trying to get to his boats, thinking they were still docked in the harbor. You can understand it I suppose.”

      Goldman covered his mouth with the back of his hand. It looked like he was about to cough again but he held off.

      “Tell me something,” Goldman said to Eda. “What the hell are you doing here? What are you really doing in Boston?”

      “Long story,” Eda said. “To cut it short, I came looking for someone.”

      Goldman shook his head. “Most Bostonians died at the start of the war. This place was a big chink target because of the harbor you understand? If anyone around here didn’t die in the war they took off inland as fast as their burning, bloody legs could take them. Boston has a permanent population of two souls now. Mr. China and me. You wasted your time coming here Eda. That person you want, they’re dead or gone. Long time.”

      “Wasted my time?” Eda said. “Oh really? You’re one to talk mister.”

      Goldman flattened a stray hair on his mustache. “Now what in the hell are you talking about?”

      Eda bit her lip. Goldman was a madman with a gun and she was about to lash out at him for telling the truth. She had wasted her time coming here. If she wanted someone to be angry at someone all she had to do was look in the mirror.

      “You think I’m a loon?” Goldman asked. “Oh I see now. You think I’m a senile old dipshit chasing chink ghosts around this city for funsies? Or wait a minute…maybe it’s worse than that. Maybe you think I’m a liar?”

      “I don’t think you’re a liar,” Eda said.

      Goldman came a little closer. Thank God, Frankie Body didn’t growl.

      “It’s not safe for you here,” Goldman said. “You’ve been lucky so far because I found you first. But if you keep walking around this city long enough without your wits you’ll get a bullet in your back courtesy of the Chinaman. That’s a fact young lady. That son of a bitch is still out there fighting for the motherland. He wants to kill Americans. It’s been a long time and his guns are hungry.”

      Goldman coughed and clamped a wrinkled hand over his mouth.

      Eda saw a dark red stain on the man’s hand as he lowered it to his side. Goldman noticed it a second later and he cursed quietly before pulling out a dirty-looking handkerchief from his pocket and wiping his hands clean with it.

      She almost said something but stopped herself. Best not to agitate him.

      “I think Frankie Boy’s settled down,” Eda said, patting the dog gently. “Okay if I let him go? You promise you won’t shoot him?”

      Goldman put the handkerchief back in his pocket.

      “I like dogs,” he said in a quiet voice.

      Eda nodded her thanks. Then slowly, she let go of Frankie’s thick coat, bracing herself in case he made a dash at Goldman. But the big German Shepherd stayed exactly where he was, sitting on the grass.

      Eda straightened up and felt a sudden stab of pain in her left side around the hip. Without thinking about it she pulled up her rain cloak, peeled back the sweater back and saw a large scrape running down her side. Probably from the fall.

      “Damn it,” she said. The aches and pains were piling up fast.

      “My god you’re skin and bones,” Goldman said, looking at her. He looked genuinely shocked.

      Eda quickly pulled her top down. “I’m fine,” she said in a flat voice. “Nothing that won’t right itself in time.”

      “Hell you’re not fine,” Goldman said. “You’re hungry, right?”

      She said nothing.

      “That’s what I thought,” Goldman said. “Listen. I got lots of food back at my place. Too much food for one old buzzard like me. I can’t just leave you out here alone like this, all skin and bones and soaking wet.”

      Eda held a hand out. “I’m fine. Just let us go and we’ll…”

      “Don’t be worrying now,” Goldman said, slinging the rifle over his shoulder. He began to walk towards the gate, keeping a wide berth between himself and Frankie Boy. A wise move.

      “I’m not a pervert or anything like that,” he said. “Even if I was I don’t have the energy for that kind of nonsense. Look here’s what we’ll do. You’ll come back to my place and get some food inside you. The dog, he can eat too. And after that? We gotta get you out of this city. It’s dangerous here.”

      “You said that already,” Eda said.

      “Well now I’m saying it again.”
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      After about an hour’s walk, Goldman brought his two companions to a small block of redbrick apartments located on a long, winding coastal road that stretched on forever like a giant asphalt snake. The apartment building was sandwiched neatly in between a public park, which looked more like a jungle now, and a stretch of golden sand beach.

      The sight of the ocean captivated Eda. She’d seen it before somewhere – maybe it was inside a dream but perhaps not. Vast swathes of creamy sand. A blanket of dark blue water with tall, frothy waves charging recklessly at the land. And the delicious sound of it. It evoked a sense of familiarity in Eda, pointing her thoughts towards a nameless city she’d spent time in as a youth. Was she thinking about home? After all, there had to be somewhere out there that she could rightfully think of in that sense.

      “What stretch of water is that?” Eda asked, turning to Goldman.

      The old man had set a surprisingly swift pace since leaving the park. He walked with his head held high, stiff-backed, and with the assuredness of someone who had undertaken this journey many times.

      “That’s the old harbor out there,” Goldman said. “You’ll find more than a few islands if you keep going that way – Thompson Island, Long Island, Spectacle Island, to name a few. Some of the others escape me now. Beyond that you’ve got Massachusetts Bay and then it’s the Atlantic Ocean. After that, Europe and Africa.”

      “It looks cold,” Eda said. “The water I mean.”

      “I swim out there every day if I can,” Goldman said. “Helps keep these old bones nice and limber. Even it’s freezing cold, and I’m talking about ball-shrinking weather, you’ll find me in the water.”

      “Impressive,” Eda said, with a half-smile.

      They walked up six flights of stairs to Goldman’s apartment. Eda’s legs throbbed as she tackled the concrete steps. She couldn’t understand why the old man hadn’t taken an apartment on the first floor.

      Finally they reached his front door on the sixth floor.

      Number 29.

      Goldman aggressively jiggled a key in the lock, barged his shoulder into the door and then walked inside. Eda followed, with Frankie Boy trotting close behind.

      There were photographs everywhere. It was the first thing Eda noticed as she walked into the otherwise modest and plain little apartment. So many photographs. They were on the wall, on the coffee table, the floor, and crammed side by side on the window ledges. There were a few others parked on the edge of the silvery blue cotton couch. They were family shots mostly but Eda caught a glimpse of a few others lying around with a serious looking young man standing front and center. This was a much younger Talbot Goldman, sporting a variety of bizarre hairstyles and clothes. He’d been a handsome, clean-shaven man back then. Pre-mustache. His hair was bluish-black and when it had been at its longest, a hint of thick curls could be seen forming around the edges. In most photos, solo and with his family gathered around him, Goldman wore a combat uniform featuring the old colors of the American army – a khaki, black and gold combo.

      “Do you sleep with that uniform on?” Eda asked.

      “As a matter of fact I do,” Goldman said, laughing.

      Eda looked closer at the family photos. Goldman was surrounded by a pack of adoring women. Three cute and smiling girls bunched up tight against their dad like monkeys hanging off a tree. A pretty red-haired woman stood beside Goldman, offering a knowing smile towards the camera. In the earliest photographs the girls were babies. The latest ones however, didn’t go past their teenage years.

      Goldman dropped his rifle on the couch.

      “Back in a few minutes,” he said. “Going to fix you two something to eat. Big plates all round right?”

      “Sure,” Eda said. “Thanks.”

      “You haven’t tasted it yet,” Goldman said, disappearing into the hallway.

      While the old man was in the kitchen, Eda spent a little more time exploring the Goldman family museum. After that she crossed the living room and looked out of the small window. There was a decent view of the beach and harbor from up on the sixth floor. And she could still hear the dreamlike sound of waves in the distance.

      “You alright in there?” Goldman called out from the kitchen.

      “Fine,” Eda said.

      “Just make yourself at home. Food won’t be long now.”

      “How long have you lived here?” Eda asked.

      Silence.

      A moment later, Goldman appeared at the door carrying a bright red plastic tray in his hands. Two plates and a large metallic bowl sat atop the tray, all of them spilling over with food.

      “Can’t remember how long it’s been,” Goldman said. “Damn long. Before I got married anyway. My uncle owned this apartment and because he didn’t have any kids of his own he left it to me in his will. That was a big help back in the days when I worried about money and all that other material shit that doesn’t mean anything anymore.”

      Frankie Boy tilted his nose up at the tray.

      “Got some striped bass and vegetables,” Goldman said, making a loud announcement. “Jumbo-sized portions too. Skinny thing like you, you gotta put the meat back on. Plus, it’s a special occasion. God knows how long it’s been since there was anyone besides me in this apartment.”

      “You grow vegetables around here?” Eda asked, lifting one of the plates off the tray and smiling in gratitude. Her stomach was growling with anticipation.

      “I’ve got a garden of sorts not far from here,” Goldman said. He gazed towards the window that overlooked the harbor. “There’s a big old house down the road, they had lots of stuff growing out back. Well I found it abandoned and kept it going as best I could. It’s given me a hell of a lot more than just a sack of fresh vegetables now and then I can tell ya. Gardening and fishing, my two pastimes. That’s all I’ve got to wind down after a hard day’s soldiering in the city of Boston.”

      “You fish out there?” Eda asked.

      “Well that striped bass didn’t just show up at the door asking me to eat it,” Goldman said. “Yeah I do a little nearshore fishing. I like to go out every other day or so, preferably early in the morning if I can. It’s nice at dusk too.”

      Eda got the feeling the old man was enjoying talking to someone else for a change.

      “Catch much?” she said.

      Goldman nodded. “You bet. With all the industrial scale fishing gone you won’t believe the amount of fish swimming out there. It’s funny because a long time ago they closed that beach down because the water was so damn dirty. Water’s never been cleaner than it is now. You get all kinds of fish in there –striped bass, mackerel, cod, sea bass, and so on. The ocean is paradise again. I only take what I need to keep breathing.”

      Ed glanced through the window just as a huge, towering wave was churning its way towards the beach. “Must keep you fit,” she said. “Steering a little boat in that.”

      “I’m not dead yet,” Goldman said, walking further into the living room. “Besides I don’t go out too far. Don’t have to. The fish practically jump into the boat nowadays.”

      Goldman invited Eda to sit down on the armchair and eat. Then he crouched to a half squat and put the bowl on the floor for an excited Frankie Boy. The dog’s tail wagged furiously. He shoved his snout into the bowl, slurping wildly as he ate.

      “Are we friends now huh?” Goldman said, smiling at the German Shepard. The old soldier looked like he wanted to pat the dog but after he put the food on the floor he kept a distance, watching Frankie Boy tear into a large chunk of fish.

      “Good appetite,” he said, walking over to the couch. “I had a dog once. He always liked my June better than he liked me.”

      Eda nodded, shoveling a forkful of food into her mouth. Her appetite had been jolted into life by the taste of food. As she threw it down it felt like she was sinking into the armchair. Drowning in a beautiful dream.

      “It’s good?” Goldman said.

      “Uh-huh,” Eda said, her mouth full.

      Goldman leaned back on the couch and closed his eyes. He kept silent for a while apart from a wheezy breathing noise that spilled out in a gentle rhythm. He made no effort to touch his own plate. Eda thought he might have fallen asleep. Either way she was grateful he didn’t talk because it allowed her time to get stuck into the food without interruption.

      It didn’t take her long to finish. When she was done she wiped her mouth dry with her sleeve and at that moment the old soldier opened his eyes. He leaned forward on the couch, his wrinkled uniform making a dull creaking noise.

      “Better?”

      “Much better,” Eda said. “Thanks.

      “Alright,” Goldman said. “So go ahead and tell me your story why don’t you? And tell me why in God’s name you’re walking about Boston on your own like this. No offense to the big mutt there, I’m sure he’s as tough as old nails, but I thought everyone moved around in packs and tribes these days. For safety. At least that’s what I’ve seen passing through Boston on occasion. But solo travelers? That’s just asking for trouble.”

      Eda pushed herself upright on the armchair. Her eyelids felt heavy after devouring the big meal and all she wanted to do now was fall asleep. The room was just the right temperature too, neither hot nor cold. Everything was quiet, apart from the waves in the distance. It was perfect.

      But she was a guest in Goldman’s apartment. He’d just fed her and he was at least entitled to ask a few questions about the stranger he’d brought home.

      She fought back the sluggishness and told the old man about New York and the Complex. Then she told him about the swamp in New Jersey and what she’d found in there. Those were the things she could remember clearly.

      The old man sat listening, wide-eyed and captivated throughout the telling. He didn’t interrupt Eda once.

      “I always wondered what it was like out there,” he said. “I heard a lot of stories in the early days before this city emptied itself out. Seen those who passed through Boston over the years. A lot of sad faces. It didn’t paint a pretty picture of the outside world.”

      Eda offered a tired shrug of the shoulders.

      “It’s a mess,” she said. “I don’t know how else to describe it.”

      Goldman sat forward, his straw-like eyebrows standing on end.

      “You must have known there was no chance of finding this person you came here looking for,” he said. “Surely you knew it was a waste of time. So why do it? Why did you walk all the way from New Jersey to Massachusetts for a losing bet?”

      “I don’t know,” Eda said. “Because somebody asked me to do it. Somebody who deserves to have their dying wish fulfilled.”

      Goldman scratched his chin thoughtfully. Then he fell back into the couch, drowning in photographs.

      “So there’s still a little honor left in the world huh?” he said, glancing at a large silver-framed photograph of his wife. “I’m happy to hear that. It’s good to hold onto some things. Right Junie?”

      “Most people are holding onto revenge,” Eda said. “They think it’s going to fill the hole.”

      Goldman patted the butt of his rifle, which was sprawled out on the couch beside him like a favorite toy. He was smiling.

      “Why do I get the feeling you’re talking about me?”

      “Don’t know,” Eda said. “Am I?”

      Goldman sat forward in his seat again. He moved quickly for an old timer.

      “Sure you are,” he said. “You’re…you’re…”

      He stopped. There was a blank, puzzled look on the old man’s face. His eyes went dark, scanning the contents of the living room like he was seeing everything for the first time.

      “Are you okay?” Eda asked.

      “What?” Goldman said. He looked at Eda like she’d just appeared out of thin air all of a sudden. With a soft, low-pitched groan, he removed his cap and scratched the top of his head.

      “Oh yeah, sure,” he said. “I just…”

      A pause.

      “…sometimes I forget. I forget what I’m saying. Forget where I am, what I’m thinking. Uhh, what were we talking about?”

      “Revenge,” Eda said quietly.

      Goldman nodded. “We were talking about revenge.” He said the words as if reading them off a script.

      “Your Chinaman?” Eda said. “Is that enough revenge for you?”

      Goldman was staring at the family photographs in silence. Reestablishing the connection, temporarily severed by whatever had just happened.

      “Right now,” he said, looking up at Eda. “He’s walking around the city and he’s looking for me like I’m the cure to the fatal disease that’s killing him. But that’s good. Means we’ll find each other again soon enough. As long as I get him before he gets me.”

      He wrapped his arms around the picture of his wife.

      “It’s victory for God’s sake,” he said, not to Eda but to the red-haired woman. “Victory.”

      Goldman put down the photograph. Then he looked at his plate of food, still sitting on the tray beside him. He picked it up and then put it back down again like he’d lost all trace of appetite.

      He shifted nervously on the couch.

      “I can almost feel him out there,” Goldman said, staring at the window. “He’s real close now. He’s a patient son of a bitch mind you, not the mindless bastard our superiors tried to tell us the chinks were. Those people made good soldiers, I’ll say that much for them. They were reading the Art of War when they were still in diapers. Meanwhile our kids were reading Spot the Dog books.”

      Eda put her empty plate down on the coffee table.

      “I saw a caravan of people on the way to Boston,” she said. “Nomads, that’s what they called themselves. They asked me to go south with them.”

      Goldman was still staring out the window.

      “You should have gone with them,” he said in a quiet voice. “Something big’s coming in and now more than ever, people need to join forces and stick together. Strength in numbers. Form groups, packs, tribes and learn how to work together all over again. Practice guerilla warfare. It’s your only hope of survival because the trouble that’s coming…it’s big goddamn trouble.”

      The old soldier seemed to be talking to himself now. He shook his head, his lips pursed tightly together.

      “Trouble?” Eda said. “What sort of trouble?”

      With a groan, Goldman pushed himself back up to his feet.

      “Forget about it,” Goldman said, standing over Eda. “I’m an old man rambling on, don’t listen to me. Now here’s what we’re going to do. I’ll escort you out of Boston personally. If our friend Mr. China sees you on the street he’ll shoot you stone dead. I’m telling you, he won’t ask questions like I did.”

      “Alright,” Eda said. “You want me to go now?”

      “Hell no,” Goldman said, shaking his head. “You need to get some sleep young lady. Look at you. You’re beat.”

      Eda stood up and glanced out towards the coastline. The light was growing dim and the ocean sounded peaceful now. The world was winding down to a slow vibration and Eda was ready to climb aboard, to welcome oblivion.

      “Thanks,” she said. “I appreciate the food and the bed.”

      “Sure thing,” Goldman said, smiling. “You can sleep in my Emily’s room, alright? You and Frankie Boy. Sleep as long as you like. Tomorrow you guys are going to hit the road and by God I’ll say it again, you’re going to catch up with those Nomads and get the hell out of Boston. You hear?”
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      Eda slept in Emily Goldman’s bedroom that night.

      The room was neat and tidy. It was a small space with a single bed and Goldman had obviously kept it in good condition over the years. It smelled of scented candles – vanilla and fresh spices. And of course, like every other room in the house, it was filled with family photographs. Every last memory of Emily had been crammed into something tangible, locked inside a metal frame.

      This was a sacred room in the Goldman shrine. After she’d said goodnight to the old man, Eda had sat on the bed with Frankie Boy for a while, not sure if she could sleep there or not. She felt like an intruder.

      Pretty soon however, exhaustion overwhelmed all trace of discomfort.

      As she lay in bed waiting for sleep, Eda’s attention lingered on Emily Goldman’s face on the other side of the room. It was only early evening outside and Eda hadn’t bothered to pull the thick drapes over. A dull streak of light touched the surface of one of the metal frames sitting on the ledge. Emily was a black-haired girl with blue eyes and a strong jawline. She was the eldest of the three girls and if Eda were to guess, she’d say that Emily hadn’t made it past seventeen at the most.

      The rest of the bedroom – the bookshelves, a closet, a small TV standing on a chest of drawers, paled in comparison to the photographs of the young girl.

      At last, the room began to swim. Eda sank deeper into the soft sheets while Frankie Boy slept beside her, curled up on the end of the bed. He was snoring. His body felt warm against her legs.

      Eda slept through the night without interruption. In the morning, she was bursting to pee. She slipped out of the sheets, her legs whipped by a blast of cold air. With Frankie Boy behind her, Eda crept out of the apartment, went downstairs, opened the front door and slipped around to the back of the building. She relieved herself, trying to shake off the fog of sleep at the same time.

      It was a mild, dry morning in South Boston. Eda lifted her head to the sky and inhaled. Rain was coming.

      Maybe even a storm.

      After she was done, Eda stood up and stretched her legs. They weren’t as stiff as she’d thought they were going to be after all the miles she’d covered over the past week. That was something at least. If she could set a good pace, she had every chance of catching up with the slow-moving Nomads.

      She walked the length of the apartment building out back, following a narrow concrete path down to a small dirt strip. A faint rectangular outline on the dirt suggested that some sort of structure, a small building or a hut perhaps, had once stood there. Eda encircled the outline, almost in a trance and found herself looking at Goldman’s apartment building from a distance. She noticed a row of six plastic trash bins lined up against the exterior. Something else was there, poking out behind the bins. It was barely visible. Eda walked over that way and saw that it was a large wooden chest, about the size of a coffin and of a similar width. The wood was damp and worn down.

      Eda pinched forefinger and thumb over her nostrils. Something reeked badly. A small cloud of files buzzed furiously around the trash bins.

      Resisting the urge to run, Eda took a closer look at the box. The lid didn’t appear sealed or locked.  She stepped closer, despite a voice in her head running through the worst possible outcomes of this investigation.

      Frankie Boy rummaged ahead of her, nose to the ground. The rotting garbage cans were driving him crazy. Or was it something else? Was there something inside the chest? Someone? Eda’s insides tightened up at the thought of finding the remains of one or more of the Goldman girls in there. The thought repulsed her but she couldn’t shake it. What if the old man had killed his family in a violent, frenzied bout of postwar madness?

      His mind was going, that much was obvious.

      Eda’s fingers trembled as they yanked the lid upwards. It flipped over easily and spilled to the side with a thud.

      She took a step backwards, one hand clamped over her mouth. The box was full of weapons. A lot of weapons. Eda saw rifles, handguns, knives with serrated edges, and little ball shaped objects with turtle shell exteriors that she suspected were hand grenades.

      She scoured the surrounding area, checking to see if anyone was watching. As far as she could tell, the coast was clear.

      There was a sudden noise that almost made Eda’s heart explode. It sounded like the front door to the apartment building opening and then being slammed shut.

      Light, hurried footsteps. Coming towards her.

      “Oh shit,” Eda said, swatting a gang of marauding flies away from her face.

      “Hello!” Goldman’s voice called out from the other side of the building. “Are you there?”

      Eda cursed again. The she picked up the lid and covered the weapons box, keeping as quiet as she could under the circumstances. She continued to brush the flies off as she straightened up, then walked back to the front of the apartments.

      She met Goldman halfway. He was dressed in his military uniform of course. Stray tufts of silvery white hair poked out from both sides of his wrinkled cap. The hair that Eda could see looked freshly combed, as was Goldman’s thick, luxuriant mustache.

      “Oh hi!” Eda said, trying to sound cheerful. “I was just…”

      “Using the bathroom?”

      Eda nodded, her gaze drifting off into the distance. “Yeah.”

      “I like going around the back too,” Goldman said, whispering as if revealing some wonderful secret to Eda. “It’s nice to have a regular place to relieve oneself you know? I just go around the back and bury it – I’m kind of like a cat in that way.”

      Goldman laughed and clicked his fingers at Frankie Boy. “You’re okay with cats. Right partner?”

      Eda laughed with him, nervously.

      Goldman raised a hand in the air. “Sorry if I woke you last night,” he said. “Truth is I don’t sleep much nowadays, at least not during the night when I’m supposed to. And I can’t stand lying in bed staring at the ceiling so I tend to get up and go into the living room and then into the kitchen and back again. Wandering around aimlessly, waiting for sunrise so I can get back out there and look for Mr. China.”

      “I didn’t hear anything,” Eda said.

      “That’s something at least.”

      The smile dissolved from the old man’s face. He pointed a finger over Eda’s shoulder towards the back of the building. “See anything else around there?”

      Eda felt a chill in the breeze and shivered.

      “What do you mean?”

      Goldman let out another hearty laugh, his shoulders heaving up and down like someone was pumping him full of air.

      “You should see your face,” he said. “Awww, it’s quite alright. I heard the lid of that box slamming shut from a mile away. Sounded like a clap of thunder, even to a deaf old coot like me.”

      Eda groaned and that only made Goldman laugh harder.

      “You discovered my little stash right?” he said. “Curiosity got the better of you.”

      “I’m sorry,” Eda said, feeling her face turn bright red. “I just saw the box and I was…”

      “Interested,” Goldman said, walking past Eda and heading towards the back of the building. There was a slow and carefree quality in his stride. “Of course you were. That’s quite alright – as long as you’re not Mr. China, I don’t care if you see all that stuff or not.”

      Eda followed him back to the garbage and flies.

      “You hoarded all those weapons over the years?” she asked.

      “Sure did,” Goldman said. He walked over to the chest, ignoring the flies as he pulled the lid open. He exhaled loudly, either from exertion or from the stench of the congealed garbage shooting up his nostrils.

      “That’s a lot of hardware,” Eda said, taking another look at the layers of weapons stacked on top of one another. “How come you only carry the rifle and the handgun when you’re walking the streets?”

      “Dagger too,” Goldman said, pointing to the small hilt on his weapons belt. “I’ve got another one of those taped just above my ankle.”

      All of a sudden he began to giggle like a child.

      Eda frowned. “What’s so funny?”

      Goldman stole a glance over his shoulder, as if he thought someone might be listening in on their conversation.

      “I’ve even got a grenade strapped next to my…you know?”

      “No,” Eda said.

      Goldman grinned. “Down there,” he said, nodding towards his crotch. “It’s my extremely secret weapon. I call it my third ball.”

      “You put a grenade down there?” Eda said, taking a step back. “You put a hand grenade down your pants?”

      “It’s still got the pin in it for God’s sake,” Goldman said, looking a little embarrassed. The grin was gone now. “Relax. This is war and you’ve gotta be the slyest beast in the jungle if you want to make it through in one piece. You understand? Doesn’t matter if the enemy’s a better shot, a better fighter, stronger, has more weapons or whatever. The smartest fighter wins.”

      The way Goldman said ‘smartest’ it sounded like smaaaaaartest. Eda had never heard an accent quite like it before.

      “Ain’t nobody going to ever find it down there,” Goldman said. “And that’s the point.”

      Eda stared at the contents of the box again. There were dozens of turtle shell grenades scattered about inside.

      “Do all those grenades work?” she asked. “They look like antiques.”

      “They work,” Goldman said. “Everything works. Those grenades right there, that’s a standard issue. All the troopers used to carry at least one of those back in the day. I prefer these to the old standard issue – there’s a longer delay between pulling the pin and the blast. The old grenades used to go off after four seconds precisely. Jeez. That didn’t work for some of the clandestine maneuvers we were pulling against the chinks. We lost a lot of good people who just weren’t fast enough. These ones right here, they’ve got a longer fuse to burn. Twelve seconds. Means you can get right up close, drop one and haul your ass to safety.”

      Eda listened, nodding as Goldman spoke.

      “I didn’t think people used weapons like these anymore,” she said.

      “That’s only because they don’t have access to them,” Goldman said. “I clung onto these babies like bankers hoarding up piles of money. Weapons meant survival. Still do. I don’t know if you’re old enough to remember what it was like back then Eda. There was no law. Nothing. The authorities, the old infrastructure had collapsed entirely. There was nothing to stop the man in the street plugging you full of lead and taking whatever he wanted to take from you. Whoever he wanted. Can you imagine how frightening that was for a man with a wife and three daughters to protect? There were murderers and rapists everywhere. Back then hate flowed like the rain does now. Fear too. So I started scavenging weapons. I searched dead bodies in the street, looking for treasure, and whatever I found I brought back here. The garbage here was fresh and a lot worse than it is now. On top of that the local junkies used to leave needles lying around. People kept away from the trash. Perfect hiding place, right?”

      “But why don’t you keep your guns in the house?” Eda said.

      “June,” Goldman said in a quiet voice. “She never felt comfortable with guns inside…”

      “I understand,” Eda said. “But now…?”

      Goldman quickly shook his head.

      “There ain’t nobody to steal them now anyway,” he said. “Apart from the chink I guess. I don’t know. Truth be told, most of this lying here is useless now. I only need my old M4 rifle to win the war. Although if I get close enough to the chink I wouldn’t mind dropping my third ball down the back of his shirt.”

      “That’s messed up,” Eda said.

      “Didn’t you say everything was a mess last night?”

      Eda smiled. She looked into the chest again, scouring the pile of weapons that almost spilled over the edge. Despite the infestation of flies, she moved closer to the stash.

      “I’ve never shot a gun before,” she said.

      Goldman pushed the visor of his cap up. “You wanna try?”

      Eda was still staring at the gun. She replied in a quiet voice.

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “Sure you do,” Goldman said.

      He squatted down, both hands reaching into the old box. After rattling around for a second, he picked up one of the black rifles and gave it the once over. It was identical to the M4 that he’d carried around with him the day before.

      “These look heavy,” he said. “But in fact they’re made of lightweight materials and very easy to hold. I reckon it’d be a good fit for you.”

      Goldman put the rifle back in the box and closed the lid.

      “We’ll try mine for starters,” he said, standing back up. “It’s fully loaded and waiting up there in the apartment. What do you say we go pick it up, stroll down to the beach and do a little shooting practice?”

      Eda smiled. “Thanks,” she said. “But I should really get going. It’s a long walk to…”

      “C’mon young lady,” Goldman said. “You never know when it might come in handy. Right?”

      The old soldier was already walking back into the apartment to fetch his M4.

      “Won’t be a minute,” he said.

      Eda and Frankie Boy waited outside the front of the building, putting a little distance between themselves and the trash.

      “Let’s keep this short,” Eda said, giving Frankie Boy a pat on the back. “The Nomads aren’t standing around waiting for us.”

      When Goldman came back with the gun they crossed the quiet road and walked down to the beach. The old man did most of the talking as they approached the water, reveling in the opportunity to talk about the local attractions. He told Eda that the area they were in was called Carson Beach, although Eda thought he didn’t sound too confident in the recollection. It had once been a popular spot, Goldman informed her. People everywhere used to flock to Carson Beach.

      When they reached the sand, Goldman escorted Eda about a hundred meters along to where he’d set up a private shooting range. This consisted of three medium-sized wooden crates, lined up about ten feet apart. A small wire fence encircled the shooting range. Eda only understood why the fence was there when she spotted countless shards of broken glass lying on the sand close to the crates. The shards glistened, like thousands of tiny eggs waiting to hatch.

      “Are the soles of your boots intact?” Goldman asked, pointing at Eda’s feet.

      “Yeah,” Eda said, after she’d checked.

      “Good. You don’t want to be in here with naked tootsies. Not if you like walking.”

      The old man stepped over the fence, treading carefully across the small enclosure of sand and glass. He walked over to a black plastic bag flapping in the breeze, one that had been weighed down with a couple of large rocks. Reaching inside the bag he pulled out a trio of empty copper-colored bottles and lined them up, one on top of each crate.

      “Alright,” he said, walking over to Eda with a let’s get down to business face. “Your targets are all set.” He slid the M4 strap off his shoulder and let the weapon drop onto the sand. He looked at her. “You ready?”

      “Yeah,” Eda said, climbing over the fence and walking tentatively into the shooting range. She made a point of avoiding the larger chunks of broken glass. “Sure.”

      She stood facing him.

      “Now show me a fighting stance,” Goldman said.

      “What do you mean?”

      Goldman adopted a boxer’s stance. “Just give me something like this,” he said in a gruff voice. “Like you’re about to square off with someone. Think about somebody you’ve encountered in the past, somebody whose head you wanted to punch off more than anything. Know anyone like that?”

      “One or two,” Eda said.

      “Go ahead then.”

      “I thought I was going to shoot,” Eda said.

      “You are. You will. C’mon now, show me that fighting stance.”

      Eda stared at the old man like he was crazy. She clenched her fists and extended her left arm forward. The right arm stayed back, elbow tight to the body, her hand tucked in close to the chin the way a boxer would hold it. Likewise her left leg stretched out and her right stayed back, the foot pointing slightly to the side.

      “Like this?” she said.

      “Good,” Goldman said. “That’s really good.”

      “What’s this for anyway?” Eda asked.

      “I want your body to square off towards a target,” Goldman said. “Now don’t you move okay? I’m going to pick up the rifle and slide it into your fighting platform. Now remember this okay? Remember how you’re standing because stance is super important. Super important.”

      “Alright.”

      Goldman squatted down and picked up the M4. Then he tucked the rifle into the pocket of Eda’s shoulder. Still holding onto the gun he took a half step back and studied their progress, like a painter admiring the dawn of his creation.

      “Close your hands around the rifle,” Goldman said, coming forward again. “Stretch your arm far out on the forend – under the barrel, that’s it. No, no – don’t use the magazine as a grip. Grip the grip, that’s what it’s for.”

      Eda sighed and readjusted. She locked her hands around the weapon as instructed. It felt alien and inelegant compared to the samurai sword that she carried around with her.

      “Like this?” she said.

      Goldman made a slight humming noise.

      “Trigger arm down, tight to the body. “Keep it tight now. You don’t want that recoil bouncing the rifle around. That’s especially important because you’re a first-time shooter.”

      Goldman twisted Eda’s shoulder forward as he kept spitting out instructions. She felt like a doll being bent into shape by its sadistic owner.

      “Use that shoulder as a shock absorber,” the old man said. “Listen to me Eda, you gotta have control of your weapon. Control means faster and better shots, and that’s going to be the difference between you and the other bozo with a gun. Okay? Don’t grip too hard now. Not too much pressure.”

      “Can I shoot yet?” Eda said.

      Goldman walked around, studying her with a peculiar intensity. The old man’s eyes were ablaze with concentration. Anyone would think he was sending Eda into battle instead of giving her a simple shooting lesson.

      “It’s nice and light right?” he said. “Keep a proper stance at all times and you won’t get fatigued. All these little details will help you when the time is right. Make it work under speed and stress because that’s how you’re going to be shooting when they come for you. It feels alright?”

      “It’s fine,” Eda said. “Can’t I just shoot the damn thing?”

      Goldman began to lighten up a little. He laughed and backed off a couple of paces. “Sorry,” he said. “Old habits die hard I guess. I just want you to know what you’re doing when you pick up a gun. Makes all the difference when it come time to shoot, I promise.”

      Eda waited impatiently while Goldman gave her more tips, including how to look down the top of the barrel and get the best aim.

      “Ready to shoot?” he said.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Alright then,” Goldman said, moving behind her. “Slowly take aim and squeeze that trigger when you think you’ve got the target locked in.”

      Eda’s first shot missed by a mile. Her legs wobbled as the gun went off. She shot again quickly, trying to get used to the kick. When the rifle fired it felt like someone throwing a heavy weight into her arms and she struggled to control it.

      Gradually the gun began to settle into her shoulder.

      She fired, missing again.

      “That’s not good is it?” she said, looking at the three glass bottles, still intact on the crates.

      “Well the aim’s off a little,” Goldman said. “But your stance and poise are actually pretty good for a first-timer. You say you’ve never shot a gun before?”

      “Never,” Eda said.

      “But you’ve been in combat right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Try again,” Goldman said, pointing to the crates. “Smash one of those damn bottles into smithereens.”

      “Smithereens?”

      Goldman smirked and jerked a thumb at the three targets.

      “Just shoot.”

      They spent a long time shooting on the beach together. While Frankie Boy went off exploring the sights, Eda absorbed as much as she could from Goldman about how to use the gun. She found herself enjoying this impromptu lesson.

      Soon the Nomads slipped to the back of her mind.

      When she finally hit the first bottle, Eda was ecstatic and wanted to shoot the second one to prove it wasn’t a fluke. She did it. She cleaned them out and Goldman replaced the bottles and let her start over again.

      Goldman didn’t mention ‘the chink’ once. He showed a great deal of patience, showing Eda how to reload and how to do it fast while under pressure.

      When it was done, he bowed in a show of appreciation.

      “Now that’s what you call a crash course in shooting,” Goldman said, leading Eda back out of the enclosure. “You’re a good learner. Damn good. You got the basics down real fast there – excellent work soldier.”

      The old man stepped over the fence. Eda followed and she noticed him tugging restlessly on the end of his mustache, as if overcome by a sudden rush of nerves.

      “Are you okay?” Eda asked.

      He nodded.

      “Listen,” Goldman said. “You’ve seen that box of weapons up at the apartment now right? And so you know I’ve got several spare M4s doing nothing better than collecting dust and stinking of garbage.”

      “Yeah,” Eda said. “I know.”

      Goldman finally stopped fidgeting with his mustache.

      “I know you’ve only had one lesson,” he said. “But look…if you wanted to keep practicing, on your own that is, I could give you one of those M4s and a truckload of ammo to take on the road with you.”

      Eda flinched. “You’d give me a gun?”

      “Damn right,” he said. “I’d feel a lot better about sending you off on your own, knowing you were armed.”

      Goldman pointed to the katana hanging off Eda’s waist.

      “That samurai sword you’re carrying – it’s pretty and it’s dangerous for sure if you get close. But it’s not enough.”

      “Enough for what?” Eda said.

      Goldman stood facing the water, looking out to sea.

      “I’ve been lucky,” he said. “Living on the coast like this, I’ve seen many things come and go over the years but this...this is something else we’ve gotta face up to. You’ve got to keep your eyes open Eda, no matter how empty the world might feel it’s always got another surprise waiting around the corner.”

      He looked at her.

      “I’ve seen them.”

      Eda hesitated. “Them?”

      Goldman nodded. “Their scouts have already landed,” he said. “They come ashore, look around and when they’re done they go back out to sea again.”

      He pointed to the water.

      “They’re out there you see, biding their time for the main event. And one day they’ll come ashore and they won’t go back.”

      Eda didn’t know what to say to him. It was painful to listen to Goldman’s paranoid jibber-jabber about a Chinaman running loose in Boston, and God knows what other delusions that had infested his mind. Hard to see him like that. The old man, even though he seemed sharp at times, was further gone than Eda had first thought. A nice man, slowly losing his mind. She thought about hospitals in the Boston region and wondered if there were any still standing. If by some miracle one or two of those buildings had survived, she might be able to go there and find some sort of medication. They had everything back then and surely there was a pill that would stop someone from losing their mind.

      Goldman began walking back to the road. He gestured for Eda to follow him.
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      Before hitting the road, Goldman and Eda went back to the apartment. They shared a quick breakfast and when it was over the old man crammed a pile of Tupperware boxes filled with foil-wrapped food into Eda’s backpack. The seams on her bag were close to breaking point by the time she wrestled the zipper shut. Goldman had also managed to squeeze an extra water bottle in there, along with a winter beanie and gloves.

      “Let’s see now,” he said.

      He studied the contents of the bag. Nodding his approval, he checked out the M4 that he’d picked out for Eda from the chest out back. He’d already stuffed the bag full of spare magazines.

      Even with all the food, water and extra clothing, Goldman still had a look on his face like something was missing.

      “What is it I’m forgetting here?” he said, tugging on the ends of his mustache.

      Eda looked at him, trying not to laugh.

      “Nothing,” she said. “Listen, I’ll be lucky if I’m able to walk with that thing. She looked at the bag again – it looked pregnant, like there was a fat baby bag growing inside it. “I think we’re good to go.”

      “You’ll be glad of that weight,” Goldman said, tapping a finger off the table. “Trust me. In fact you might want to think about picking up a bigger bag somewhere on the road.”

      “Sure thing,” Eda said. She heaved the backpack off the wooden surface and wobbled a little as she threaded the straps through her arms. It was heavier than it looked. At this rate it was going to be hard work catching up with the Nomads. Maybe she’d have to eat into all those food supplies quicker than she’d thought.

      She picked up the M4, gripped the sling and let the weapon slide over her shoulder. It felt strange, like something that she wanted to push away from her body. With the sword still hanging at her waist, Eda was fully loaded.

      “Thanks for your help,” she said, turning to Goldman.

      “Sure thing,” the soldier said. “It was great meeting you.”

      “Is there anything I can pick up for you before I leave?” Eda said. “Do you need anything? Anything from the hospitals or whatever? You know, to make you more comfortable.”

      Goldman shook his head. He’d already crossed the living room and now he was standing at the door.

      “Forget it,” he said. “Even if I did need something you won’t find a hospital around here anymore. At least not one that’s intact.”

      Eda ran a hand through her dark hair. It felt dry and knotty.

      “Will you be alright?” she asked.

      Goldman paused. His wrinkled hand fidgeted with the metal handle, pulling it up and down.

      “Yeah,” he said. The way he said it, it sounded more like a sigh than a word. “I’ll be alright if I know you’re going to catch up with those Nomads at some point. They sound like good people. That’s what you need right now. Go south with them Eda. Go as far south as your legs will carry you. Find somewhere remote, somewhere that’s not easy to access for the average traveler, and try to have yourself a life of sorts.”

      “And you’ll stay here?” Eda asked.

      “Yeah,” he said.

      He smiled sheepishly.

      “I shouldn’t have said some of the things I did,” he said. “Back down there on the beach I mean. Jeez, you didn’t have to hear that. You probably think I’m crazy or at the very least a delusional paranoid wreck.”

      “At least you’re not boring,” Eda said.

      “C’mon,” Goldman said, laughing as he pulled the front door open. Eda felt a cold draught seep into the apartment and rush across the room to greet her. She could almost taste the salt of the sea in the air.

      They set off towards the road marked 93. That was the highway that would lead Eda and Frankie Boy back to the 90, which traveled west and inland out of Boston. With any luck the Nomads’ caravan hadn’t turned south yet. The only way to find out for sure was for Eda and Frankie Boy to cover the miles and to do it fast. They couldn’t afford to stroll.

      More walking. It wasn’t exactly a pleasant thought but if there was something great at the end of it, it’d be worth it.

      As they traveled west on the empty highway, Goldman exhibited occasional signs of distress. Eda was forced to slow down to keep an eye on him. At first, the old man just mumbled to himself. He sounded like he was berating someone under his breath. Eda touched him on the arm and he flinched. She asked him to repeat what he’d said but Goldman just shook his head and looked the other way.

      Soon he wandered ahead of Eda, his head bowed like a repentant sinner walking to the gallows.

      “Goldman,” Eda called out in a shocked voice. “What are you doing?”

      The old man stopped dead. After a long silence, he looked back at Eda, took off his cap and she saw the sweat gushing off his brow.

      “Where am I?” he said.

      Goldman’s affable old features had degenerated into a mask of terror. His eyes were big and childlike. The world was a strange and terrifying place for this version of Talbot Goldman. He was a man falling with no safety net.

      Eda walked over to him, staring into those vacant eyes.

      “Emily?” he said when he saw her coming.

      Eda stopped and shook her head.

      “It’s Eda,” she said. “Remember? You’re having one of your blackouts Goldman. You’re escorting me and Frankie Boy out of the city. Okay?”

      After a moment, Goldman’s distraught expression began to fade. Thank God, the eyes cleared and he was nodding his head. Slowly he sat down on the road, cross-legged like an ancient yogi.

      “It just comes all of a sudden,” he said a minute later. “I don’t understand it. It’s like my whole identity falls into a black hole. Everything familiar is gone and I’m sinking. These lapses, they’re happening more frequently.”

      He looked up at Eda. His pale, heavily wrinkled face was almost transparent.

      “For a second there, I thought...I thought you were my Emily.”

      “I’m sorry,” Eda said, walking closer.

      She took the backpack off and her body shuddered with relief. Then she sat down on the road opposite Goldman. A warm breeze fluttered around her neck.

      “I can’t leave you alone like this,” she said to Goldman. “You’re sick.”

      As she spoke, she slid the rifle strap down her shoulder and lowered the weapon onto the surface of the road. Frankie Boy stood at a distance, eager to keep moving. When he realized it wasn’t happening, the German Shepherd came back over and sat down, pressing his weight against Eda’s back.

      “I’m not sick,” Goldman said. “When you’re sick there’s a chance of recovery. I’m dying.”

      “You don’t know that,” Eda said. “But just in case, I’m going to stay with you.”

      Goldman waved a hand in the air, like he was brushing the suggestion aside. He was about to say something when Eda cut him off.

      “It’s your mind,” she said. “You’re seeing things Goldman for God’s sake. Things that aren’t there. People that aren’t there. Hallucinations, you know? And you’re having these blackouts too. It’s the war – it has to be. It did something to your head.”

      Goldman sat in silence, staring down at the road.

      Eda felt something land on her head. She looked up and felt the muggy air pressing against her skin. Rain was coming.

      She lifted up the hood of her rain cloak. Goldman sat opposite, now staring over Eda’s shoulder into nothingness. Apart from the cap on his head the old man had no protection from the rain.

      “Let’s get you back home,” Eda said. “You want my advice? You need to start taking it easy Goldman – all this running around chasing ghosts all day, it’s not good for you.”

      The rain crashed down all of a sudden. It was as if the universe had flicked the switch to full power. Eda closed her eyes for a second, listening to the rat-a-tat rhythm of water exploding off the top of her hood. The rain felt like home, but today she couldn’t sit there and enjoy it like she wanted to. Like she used to do back in New York when she’d sit down in the middle of the street and let it drench her.

      The old man didn’t need a cold or some other preventable illness on top of everything else.

      “Let’s go,” Eda said, tugging on his arm.

      But Goldman shook his head and stayed in a sitting position on the road. His uniform was peppered with dark raindrops.

      “I don’t have long to go in this world,” he called out over the rain. As he spoke, he looked Eda dead in the eye. “You’re not going to waste your time here in Boston with a dying old man for God’s sake.”

      He smiled.

      “Thank you though…”

      The blankness in his eyes came back, flickering on and off like a light.

      “Find the others,” he said. “Run for your lives while you still can.”

      Goldman’s eyes drifted towards the downtown skyscrapers. From a distance they looked like miniature tower blocks rooted to the skyline. Black shapes, at the mercy of time.

      The old man’s gaze drifted over Eda’s shoulder.

      “Jesus Christ,” he said.

      Frankie Boy began to growl. He was still pressed up tight against Eda’s back and it felt like there was an electric drill going off inside her. The dog was staring in the same direction as Goldman.

      East. The direction they’d just come from.

      Goldman jumped to his feet. At the same time, Eda turned around, her heart thumping.

      There was a man on the highway. He was standing about a hundred meters away, watching them.

      “I knew it,” Goldman said, stepping in front of Eda. He was wide-eyed as he pointed his M4 at the ghostly figure in the distance. “Son of a bitch. He’s probably been tailing me for days. Tailing us. He coulda taken me out anytime. Taken you out.”

      The stranger began walking towards them.

      Slowly.

      Eda strained her eyes, peering through the gray haze at the man. He was wearing a faded, dark red military uniform with a matching cap on his head. There was a yellow logo splattered on the left arm of the uniform – it might have been a flag or some other kind of foreign symbol. Eda saw a white tuft of hair sticking out of his chin – a long goatee that added a devilish flavor to his exotic appearance.

      The man shouted at them in an incomprehensible tongue. He had a deep, booming voice, angry and outraged. In his hand he carried what looked like a semi-automatic rifle, similar to the M4 that Goldman favored.

      “Long time no see you bastard,” Goldman yelled back.

      He glanced over his shoulder at Eda.

      “Time for you to go,” Goldman said. “You and the dog. Get away from the east coast. Go. Go now! This is between me and the chink.”

      “No,” Eda said, grabbing Goldman by the arm. “I can’t…”

      “GO!”

      Goldman’s eyes spilled over with rage. He was so far removed from the broken shell of a man he’d been just moments earlier that Eda found herself dragging Frankie Boy away like he told her to. The dog was barking at the mystery man further down the road.

      Eda tugged on his coat.

      “C’mon Frankie,” she said. It felt like she was hauling a lump of dog-shaped iron across the highway. “C’mon!”

      Goldman began walking towards the stranger. As he walked he yelled:

      “So you waited till I was on open ground huh? Nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide. Well that sounds like a damn fine plan to me.”

      Goldman’s rifle was tucked in tight to his body. He stopped walking and looked down the barrel. Mr. China was doing the same thing further down the highway. Taking aim.

      “He’s real,” Eda said, backing off slowly. The highway felt like quicksand under her feet. And she was sinking fast.
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      Goldman and Mr. China fired off a couple of rounds each.

      There was an explosion of noise and as the bullets whizzed back and forth across the highway, Eda jumped on Frankie Boy and pinned him to the road, trying to shield him from any stray bullets. The dog whined and fought hard. He thrashed around like he’d been shot already, desperate to flee the gunfire. Eda wrapped her arms around him and weathered the storm. She wasn’t sure if she was making things better or worse.

      Eda watched the action unfold from a distance.

      Both men were on their feet, making little or no effort to dodge the shower of bullets flying their way. The grudge should have been settled quickly. When no one went down, Eda began to wonder if the two men were missing on purpose. Maybe they both wanted the manner of death to be more intimate than the sort of death offered by a gun.

      By now, a pack of thick clouds had gathered in the sky; a giant gray mist hung low while the rain continued to fall.

      The soldiers stood about fifty feet apart.

      Eda couldn’t keep Frankie Boy down. He was too big, too strong. With a grunt, Eda let go and the dog scrambled back to his feet in an instant. Eda went with him, her fingers grasping at Frankie Boy’s coat and trying to reestablish a grip.

      But then the shooting stopped.

      The highway fell silent for a few moments.

      Then Goldman and Mr. China started talking to one another again. Eda couldn’t hear anything except the faint rumble of male voices further down the road.

      She glanced over her shoulder.

      The long, empty highway that led west was behind her. There it was, an open door, calling her back home. At the very least it was freedom. It was no longer Boston and all its dead skyscrapers filled with sad stories and ghosts. This was her chance to make a run for it and with any luck, to get the hell out of that two-man warzone in one piece.

      Why wasn’t she running already?

      Frankie Boy had the right idea. He’d already put a significant amount of distance between himself and the shootout. Now he’d stopped and turned back, his face pointing at Eda. Surely he must have wondered why she wasn’t doing the smart thing and getting the hell out of there.

      “Damn it,” Eda hissed.

      She couldn’t leave the old man like that. The shock of seeing Mr. China, of realizing that he wasn’t a mere figment of Goldman’s aging mind – that had been like a slap in the face. It had knocked Eda’s thinking off balance. After that she’d been pushed into self-survival mode. But no, she couldn’t desert him. Goldman was a sick man, even if he wasn’t imagining everything that he’d spoken about during Eda’s time in Boston. He sure as hell wasn’t up to a gunfight, especially not in murky, wet conditions. Or any kind of fight for that matter.

      Eda’s hand went to the hilt of her katana. She held it there, her fingers wrapped around the narrow handle.

      What good was a sword in a gunfight?

      “Fuck.”

      She let go of the sword. Instead she reached for the rifle, its sling barely hanging off her shoulder. She held the M4 as she’d been instructed earlier, trying to convince herself that it wasn’t a foreign object. That it felt as natural in her hands as a sword.

      “Nothing to it,” she said, moving onto one knee. Large puddles began to surround her on the asphalt. Eda realized that her hands were shaking, struggling to find the right things to grip onto on the body of the M4.

      Mr. China looked like he was ready to end the war. With a murderous gleam in his eye, he raised his rifle and peered down the barrel. Eda guessed the foreign soldier was a little younger than Goldman. His movement was sharper. He was faster. If it came down to reflexes, the odds were against the fading Goldman ever seeing another sunrise.

      Eda couldn’t get a lock on the target. She placed her belly flat against the soaking wet blacktop. Mr. China didn’t seem too concerned about the girl and the dog who’d been with Goldman moments earlier. Maybe he couldn’t see her. Maybe he was too fixated on Goldman to see anything.

      She looked down the barrel and immediately lifted her head up again.

      “Damn it,” she said.

      From this far back she was more likely to hit Goldman than Mr. China.

      Eda leapt back to her feet. A sudden disturbance in the sky caught her attention. A distant rumbling that sliced through the steady sound of the pouring rain.

      She scoured the blanket of gray up above. Searching for the source of the rhythmic, guttural machine-like noise.

      Then she saw it. The giant bird in the distance, leaving a long smoke trail in its wake. Now it no longer sounded like it was choking – there was a loud whooshing noise, like a scream. It came in fast from the east, from the ocean.

      “GOLDMAN!” Eda yelled.

      Both soldiers were well aware of the thing in the sky. Even in the midst of their hate-fueled battle to the death, it couldn’t be ignored. Goldman and Mr. China were retreating away from one another, seemingly in slow motion. Their rifles lowered in unison. Both sets of eyes looked upwards, searching for the source of the interruption.

      The dark dot with two arms extending outwards flew closer.

      “Airplane,” Eda whispered. “That’s an airplane…”

      She walked forward, hypnotized and forgetful of the danger. She’d seen airplanes before, large and small, but not for a very, very long time. They’d once been a common sight in the skies above all the big American cities, no more unusual than the cloud formations or birds.

      But they were gone. Weren’t they?

      Mr. China spun around and shouted out a single word at the top of his voice. He looked back at Goldman, red-faced and snarling like a wild dog. He was infuriated that their shootout had been interrupted.

      The Chinaman charged across the median strip towards the edge of the road. He was fast. When he reached a ten-foot wire fence he threw his rifle over to the other side. Mr. China leapt at the fence like it was the only thing preventing him from plummeting into the bowels of Earth. His arms and legs scrambled wildly at the wire strands, trying to secure a solid grip. He went up and over, jumping down onto the grass. As he picked up his gun, he took one last look at the plane overhead. Then, with another shriek of hatred towards the skies, he disappeared around the back of a yellow and brown building.

      Goldman was already running back towards Eda. Fear had turned him into a talented sprinter. There was a manic glint in his eyes and he was waving his arms in the air, holding onto the M4 like it was a spear.

      “Run!” he screamed. “Run!”

      The small airplane shot overhead at a frightening speed. It was a low-flyer, probably no higher than five thousand feet up in the air. Eda watched closely, her hands covering her ears, as the jet traveled past them and made its way towards the skyscrapers of Boston.

      “Scouts!” Goldman said, running up alongside Eda. He was breathing hard, fighting to push the words out. “We need to get off the road, now!”

      Goldman grabbed Eda by the arm. She felt a surprising strength in the old man’s grip as she was pulled off the road. There was barely enough time to pick up her bag and rifle.

      Frankie Boy was barking furiously at the plane.

      “Shut up Frankie!” Eda said, glancing towards the sky. “And move it!”

      They cut over the median strip, running to the edge of the 93. By now the airplane was a dot on the horizon but that wasn’t enough to persuade Goldman to slow down. He led Eda over to a pair of corrugated iron huts at the side of the road in what looked like an old construction site. Goldman ran past the first hut to the one located furthest away from the highway. He trotted up a short set of metal stairs and tried the door. It opened and Goldman stepped aside, allowing Eda and Frankie Boy to run inside first.

      “Ugh,” Eda said, wafting a hand in the air as she walked into the small space.

      The inside of the hut smelled like stale smoke. That and other foul, unidentifiable stenches permeated the room. There was a long table in the center of the room, rectangular with eight plastic chairs scattered around it. Four glass ashtrays sat atop the table, countless cigarette butts still lying inside, bathing in a shallow pool of ash.

      Goldman closed the door and the room dulled to a blackish-gray. The remaining light trickled in through a solitary window at the side of the hut facing out towards the highway.

      Outside the rain was easing off.

      Goldman pulled back a seat and fell into it. He was sweating profusely, breathing hard. His body was calling in the debt it was owed after all that running. Looking at him, it was doubtful whether the old man could handle that debt.

      “Are you alright?” Eda asked.

      Goldman held up a hand as he continued to take deep wheezy breaths. In, out, in out. There was a good chance he’d topple off the chair at any second. Or puke on the floor.

      “I just need a minute.”

      He took off his cap and wiped his glistening forehead dry with the sleeve of his uniform.

      “I’ll be damned,” he said.

      “That was an airplane,” Eda said, taking a seat opposite Goldman. Her heart was thumping. Part of her mind was still out there on the highway, staring up at the big machine bird that might as well have jumped out of a history book.

      “It was an observation aircraft,” Goldman said. His voice was surprisingly calm now. “Right now it’s undertaking a spying mission on the mainland. Going downtown by the looks of it. Probably seeing if there any survivors.”

      “Is it friendly?” Eda said.

      “Nope,” Goldman said without hesitation.

      “Let’s back up a minute,” Eda said. “Mr. China is real, I can accept that and I’m sorry as hell for doubting you Goldman. But that…that wasn’t supposed to happen. I haven’t seen an airplane in the sky for twenty years or more. Who the hell flies an airplane in this country anymore?”

      “Somebody who isn’t from this country,” Goldman said.

      “What?”

      “You weren’t supposed to see that,” Goldman said, fanning his beetroot red face with the army cap. “It’s my fault for keeping you on the beach too long this morning. Truth be told, I was enjoying myself and time ran away. You should have been gone by now. Long gone.”

      “What exactly wasn’t I supposed to see?” Eda said.

      “The scouts.”

      “Scouts? You said that already. What does that mean Goldman? Where the hell did that airplane come from just now?”

      “From the water,” Goldman said. He had the look of a guilty man in the midst of a profound confession. “It came from the water because well, that’s where the ships are.”

      “Ships?”

      Goldman pushed one of the overflowing ashtrays away like it was radioactive. “Looks like I’ve got some explaining to do.”

      “Yeah you do.”

      The dry musty odor inside the hut forced its way up Eda’s nostrils, an intrusion she paid little attention to.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      Goldman put his cap back on despite the fact it was soaking wet. He lowered it so that his eyes were buried within the shade. Then he placed his large hands flat on the table and sighed.

      “What do you know about the End War?” he said.

      Eda thought it over for a second, wondering if it was a trick question. “The basic facts,” she said. “What most people know I guess.”

      “Most people don’t know jack shit,” Goldman said. “How about this for starters? What if I told you that the thing people keep calling the End War wasn’t really the End War?”

      “Huh?” Eda said, leaning forward. “Are you having one of your blackouts right now?”

      “No.”

      “So what are you talking about then?”

      Goldman’s eyes stared into emptiness, contemplating the past.

      “Russia, the United Kingdom, Germany, Australia, Japan, just to name a few – all those powerful nations, they chose sides during the pre-conflict stage. They pledged their support, moral and military, to either America or China. Big mistake. They all became host battlegrounds in the end and all the people who lived there were chewed up. What a waste right? But…”

      His voice trailed off into silence.

      “But what?” Eda said.

      Goldman coughed and wiped the spit off his lips. “Just because it was World War Three,” he said, “that doesn’t mean the whole world was involved.”

      “Quiet Frankie,” Eda said. Behind her, Frankie Boy’s shiny black nose was probing the corner of the hut. He was sniffing too loudly, distracting her.

      “We called them the pauper nations,” Goldman said. “None of the giants called on them to fight during the war because they didn’t have much to offer in terms of military firepower. They were poor, third world countries. They were insignificant. Of no interest or value.”

      Eda jerked a thumb to the window. “Are you telling me that…?”

      Goldman nodded.

      “Who are they?” Eda asked.

      “Don’t know exactly what part of the globe they come from,” Goldman said. “But wherever it is, they’ve spent decades in a world devoid of superpower bullies. And in the absence of superpowers, not to mention the absence of billions of people competing for resources, these backward nations began to grow strong.”

      Goldman stared out of the window.

      “Look at them now,” he said. “From beggars to conquering scavengers. They’ve come all this way to feast on the carcass of the dead giant.”

      The old man shivered and pulled the collar of his uniform in tight. He’d gone from sweating buckets to shaking like a leaf in a matter of minutes.

      “Me and some of the boys in the unit,” he said, “we used to speculate about it. Especially near the end when it was obvious the game was up. What would happen if the pauper nations survived? They’d bide their time, build up their armies and navies and come after us. It didn’t feel too far-fetched at the time. Doesn’t feel too far-fetched now.”

      Eda fell back in her seat. “So that’s the End War out there?”

      “Yes it is,” Goldman said. “As far as you, me and all the other surviving Americans are concerned, this is the End War. Because it’s our end. These invaders, they’re strong. And smart too – the fact they’ve been using scouts for months tells you that they’re patient about this conquering thing. And patience is a sign of wisdom in my book. But boy when they get out there…they’re going to kill everyone and everything that moves. The rivers will run red with the blood of Americans. They’ll kill all of us because that’s how it works. A new nation is about to be born. And as far as they’re concerned it’s God’s work. It’s manifest destiny all over again.”
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      “What do we do now?” Eda asked.

      She was trying to digest the enormity of what Goldman had just told her, while at the same time realizing that they couldn’t stay in the hut forever and bury their heads in the ashtrays.

      “We stick to the plan,” Goldman said without hesitation. “You go west. Nothing’s changed except now you know the why of it.”

      “What does it matter if I run?” Eda said. “If this thing, this invasion, is as big as you say it is they’ll catch up with me sooner or later. They’ll catch up with everyone. Right?”

      “There’s more to you going west than just running,” Goldman said.

      “What do you mean?”

      The old man’s eyes lit up. The intensity poured out of him, flowing across the table to Eda.

      “Now that you know,” he said. “Are you willing to put that knowledge to good use?”

      “How?” Eda asked.

      “We need someone to take this to the survivors,” Goldman said. His voice dropped to little more than a whisper. “I didn’t want it to be you because it’s a hell of a task and you’ve been through more than enough. But maybe it was destiny that brought you to Boston on the eve of the invasion. You probably didn’t think of it like that of course.”

      Goldman paused all of a sudden, as if on the verge of another blackout. To Eda’s relief, he kept talking.

      “Men, women and children,” he said. “At the very least they deserve a head start and the chance to organize some kind of armed resistance. Or if they can’t fight, they need time to find somewhere remote where the invaders won’t catch up with them. There has to be somewhere, it’s a big world you know? We need a messenger. I’m too old and slow for the job and have been for a long time.”

      Eda felt like Goldman had just dropped a great weight on her shoulders.

      “I’m beginning to think life was easier in New York,” she said. “I had a nice room there and it was warm. I had my books.”

      Goldman didn’t miss a beat. “New York won’t escape this either.”

      There was a loud bellowing noise above their heads. Eda jumped to her feet and rushed over to the tiny window on the wall of the hut. Pressing her face against the glass, she caught a brief glimpse of two jet planes shooting across the sky. One of them was a fraction ahead of the other, but they were staggeringly close. They were flying at an incredible speed towards downtown Boston.

      “How many?” Goldman asked. He was still sitting down, one hand slipping under the cap to wipe his forehead dry.

      “Two,” Eda said. “I think.”

      “Shit,” Goldman said. “Never seen more than one myself.”

      Eda walked back over to the table and sat down. She didn’t like the worried look on Goldman’s face. “What does that mean?”

      But Goldman didn’t answer. He was lost in thought, so much so that he looked like the Thinker, a bronze sculpture Eda had seen photographs of in an art book a long time ago. When Goldman didn’t answer, Eda decided not to push.

      They sat in silence for a long time.

      After a while, Goldman sat bolt upright. His wispy, snow-colored eyebrows stood to attention as the rest of his face creased up in concentration. Without a word, he slowly got to his feet, then moved towards the door like a man treading on razor thin ice.

      “Hear that?” he whispered.

      Eda heard it. It was a faint mechanical purring noise. Sort of like the airplanes but not as powerful or as loud.

      “Cars,” Goldman said.

      “Cars?”

      “Yep.”

      Eda hadn’t seen or heard a working car in decades. The dead ones were everywhere, lying around like metal trash, clogging up every street in the country. But the constant chirping of human technology had long been silent. Now Eda had heard airplanes and cars all in the course of one morning. It was an unwelcome window back to the wild years.

      The old man’s face was chalk white.

      “Oh God, they’ve made landing somewhere,” he said. “This is it. It’s happening.”

      Goldman leaned his head against the door. As he did, something small and black crawled away from the hinge and scurried towards the roof. Eda wasn’t sure if Goldman was trying to listen to what was going on outside or if he was using the door to stay upright.

      “You’re right,” Eda said. “We stick to the plan with one change – you’re coming with me and Frankie Boy. I’m not leaving you here to face this thing alone. God knows what sort of people these are. We don’t know anything about them, which means you have no idea what they’ll do to you if they find you.”

      “I can’t run,” Goldman said, his eyes closed.

      “You have to try,” Eda said.

      The old soldier shook his head. He opened his eyes and turned to face her.

      “I don’t want to run,” he said. “When I die it’ll be right here in Boston. If I’m lucky it’ll happen in my apartment, surrounded by my family. And if I’m really lucky that chink son of a bitch will be dead before me.”

      “Forget about him for God’s sake,” Eda snapped. “There are bigger things to worry about.”

      Goldman shot her a furious look.

      “Forget about him?” he said, his lip curling into a snarl. His voice was shaking and his neck turned reddish-purple. “Did you just say forget about him?”

      Eda was shocked at how fast Goldman went from zero to raging basket case.

      “Okay,” she said, hands up in surrender. “I just meant…”

      She was cut off by something outside.

      Footsteps. Close to the hut.

      Eda’s body went stiff. She looked at the old man and without a word, pointed a finger to the window. Her face must have said the rest. Whatever outburst had been coming her way it would have to wait.

      Finally Goldman caught on. He pressed a finger to his lips.

      They listened as someone opened the door to the first hut. It was only a short distance from where they were standing. After that initial creak of the door swinging open, Eda heard the faint thud of feet walking back and forth in a slow, deliberate manner. Eda imagined someone inside the other hut, pacing around.

      Looking for what?

      Frankie Boy’s ears had pricked up at the disturbance. Eda crept over beside him, dropped onto one knee and whispered.

      “Quiet boy. Quiet now.”

      She stroked his back gently. Frankie Boy’s low-pitched growl was building up to something momentous.

      The door to the first hut clicked shut. Eda heard somebody walking down the metal stairs.

      Clip-clop, clip-clop, clip-clop.

      The footsteps got louder. Closer.

      Eda and Goldman exchanged horrified expressions.

      Goldman raised his rifle to shooting position. He took a couple of slow, quiet steps back, the barrel pointing at the doorway. There was no way he could miss if someone came in. It should have offered some hope and yet, the old man’s hands were shaking.

      There was a rattling noise outside.

      Eda looked at the door handle. Waiting for it to move.

      Another rattle, louder this time.

      But it wasn’t coming from the door.

      Eda glanced towards the window, just in time to catch a flash of movement outside. Her back and shoulders were rigid with tension.

      Outside, a pale-brown hand came into view. Long, crooked fingers gripped onto the edge of the metal frame and pulled softly. To Eda’s horror, the catch on the inside was loose. It only took the slightest of effort to pull the window open.

      It shifted about six inches.

      The hand retreated, disappearing out of sight.

      Eda gripped the handle of the katana. If whoever was out there dared to show their hand again they’d be going home without their fingers.

      The hand did appear. But this time it was a blur – it was there and then it was gone again. The hand’s sudden appearance was followed a series of light thuds. Eda looked to the floor. A tiny, ball-like object rolled ominously towards the corner of the hut.

      Goldman’s voice bellowed in Eda’s ear.

      “RUN!” he yelled.

      Goldman yanked the hut door open, his aching bones drawing on the last reserves of energy.

      “Move it!”

      Eda hurled herself at the door, fueled by a primal fear of oblivion.

      “Frankie!” she yelled. “C’MON!”

      In a split second, Frankie Boy was galloping through the door ahead of her. Goldman waited as Eda charged outside. The old man’s face was bright red, his eyes bulging with terror.

      Eda grabbed Goldman by the arm, hoping that his paper legs wouldn’t betray him. With little delicacy, she dragged him outside, down the stairs, and towards the road.

      Everything was a blur after that.

      The earth shook underneath Eda and it was like being catapulted into an altered state of consciousness. At the moment of the explosion, Eda felt as if she was experiencing the sensation of her body being torn apart. Her internal organs rattled violently. She remained on her feet for a matter of seconds after the blast, then she was knocked off balance, crashing hard onto a soaking dirt patch near the edge of the highway.

      She’d never been so close to an explosion, not even during the height of the wild years. It was like pressing her face up against a supersonic wave of hot air. The energy was so intense that it felt like the world had flipped upside down. Had she and Goldman reacted a moment slower they surely would have been cut in half.

      On the ground, Eda peered out from behind the shield of her forearm. Black smoke plumes gushed out of the wreckage. The deadly shock waves lingered, wafting an angry heat that raked her skin.

      Eda rolled over onto her back, her body throbbing and yet strangely numb at the same time. As she looked up at the gray sky she saw more jets flying overhead in a procession. One, two, three, four – five of them!

      Whoooooosh…

      Eda heard movement to her left. She flipped back over and saw that Goldman was, miraculously, back on his feet already. He was staggering towards the road, his legs shaky and yet a determined expression on his face. There was a small cut at the side of his lips but apart from that he looked unharmed by the blast.

      Eda glanced over at the road, trying to see what Goldman was running at.

      The man in red.

      He was standing on the highway. Waiting for Goldman.

      “You slanty-eyed bastard!” Goldman yelled over and over again. His voice cracked with the hottest rage. “I’m going to cut off your head and when I’m done I’m going to spit and shit down your neck.”

      The planes kept flying overhead. Eda counted five, six, seven of them – small, silver and black jets of a similar size to the first one they’d seen. She wondered if they’d seen the explosion.

      Of course they had. There was no way they could miss it.

      The air was filled with an almighty roar.

      Goldman opened fire on Mr. China. A tornado of bullets sprayed onto the highway and Mr. China, with slick reflexes, dove out of the way. As the gunfire chased him he rolled out of range with incredible agility for an older man. He came up on one knee, his rifle pointing at Goldman.

      Mr. China squeezed the trigger and forced Goldman to take cover behind one of several metallic drums that lay scattered around the abandoned work site. It was just enough to shield Goldman’s body from the volley of gunfire.

      In between shots, Mr. China ducked behind an abandoned station wagon parked on the highway. He opened fire again and then took cover.

      Goldman looked over at Eda. She was lying flat on the dirt, trying to stay invisible. Goldman made a pushing gesture with one hand, indicating that she was to stay put. Eda nodded her understanding and as quietly as she could, flipped onto her belly. She looked to her right, further down the work site to where a row of three white vans with faded purple logos on the side were parked. She’d seen Frankie Boy run off in that direction when the shooting started.

      She hoped he wouldn’t come back.

      Goldman jumped out and peppered the station wagon with lead. Eda covered her ears, still reeling after the explosion. Goldman’s M4 hit the frame of the car, smashing what little was left of the passenger side window.

      Mr. China yelled something from behind the station wagon.

      “Fuck you too!” Goldman said, cupping a hand over his mouth.

      The tip of Mr. China’s cap appeared over the top of the mangled station wagon. It was like a red shark fin breaking the surface of the water. The rifle came up too.

      Rat-a-tat-a-tat.

      Goldman winced as he took cover. Eda guessed the old man’s expression was one of frustration rather than pain. Watching the two soldiers square off it was apparent to Eda that Mr. China was faster and that so far at least, all his shots were closer to hitting the target.

      If Eda could see that much, an old warhorse like Goldman wasn’t going to miss it.

      The old man looked over at Eda during a lull in the shooting. “When I cover you,” he said, speaking as quietly as he could, “you get the hell out of here.”

      “No,” she mouthed back at him.

      “Please,” Goldman said.

      Mr. China sprang back to his feet. He ran around to the hood of the station wagon to get a better lock on Goldman.

      Goldman fell backwards, his reflexes hanging on by a thread. He pushed his back up tight against the barrel while Mr. China unleashed a torrent of gunfire, giving the old man no chance to let off a round of counter-fire.

      The sweat poured down Goldman’s face.

      Mr. China didn’t retreat behind the car. Not this time. He came closer, edging off the highway and stepping onto the narrow incline that led down to the old work site. He let out a deep, terrifying roar that sent a shiver down Eda’s spine. To Eda’s surprise however, Mr. China slid his rifle strap over his shoulder. He marched towards Goldman, his face like stone. He looked like a man who believed he was invincible. Shooting wasn’t enough for him. He wanted something more. Something slower, that he could enjoy.

      Eda watched him from the dirt patch. Mr. China didn’t seem to know she was there or if he did he didn’t care. As quietly as she could, Eda grabbed a hold of the rifle lying beside her. She was still flat on her belly, slithering forward, trying to get closer to the man without being seen.

      But it was too late.

      Mr. China saw the movement on the dirt. There was a hint of confusion on his stern face. He tilted his head, like he was trying to solve a puzzle.

      Eda froze, paralyzed by fear.

      Mr. China’s face softened a little. It was a sudden turn of mood that flipped a switch, making him appear like a different man.

      He suddenly glanced over his shoulder as if he’d heard something at his back. Eda lifted her head up off the soggy dirt to take a look.

      A procession of light and noise came speeding down the highway. Engines roared, forcing the earth to tremble.

      Mr. China grunted in the direction of the disturbance. He turned and ran up the incline back towards the road. He was sprinting with all the intensity of a man half his age, no doubt trying to get back to the fence he’d climbed earlier. It was the only way out. Eda and Goldman watched him go, but it was obvious from the start it was too late.

      Five dark green military jeeps took the final curve in the road. A chorus of excited male voices hollered and jeered over the deafening engines.

      The jeeps screeched to a halt, forming a long barricade in front of Mr. China.

      All hope of escape was gone.
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      About twelve men, all dressed in dark khaki green uniforms leapt out of the jeeps. They were well armed, wielding a combination of semi-automatic rifles, machine guns and handguns. Somebody yelled something at Mr. China, who was standing on the highway, a solitary figure trapped in the white headlights that cut through the gloomy day.

      Some of the invaders ran over to the Chinaman and barked out a series of commands. Upon first impression, Eda found their language a harsh one that sounded more like hissing and spitting, than talking.

      Mr. China placed his rifle down on the road and then very slowly, he unbuckled his weapons belt and threw it to the ground.

      Two of the men, rake thin and robot-eyed, hurried over and patted Mr. China down, searching for any hidden weapons. When they didn’t find anything they pushed the soldier towards one of the jeeps.

      The other invaders turned their attention to Eda and Goldman. Since the arrival of the jeeps, the two Americans had been standing with their hands up about fifteen feet away from the road. The foreigners edged off the highway, stepping onto the old work site. Eda got a good look at them as they came closer. They looked young, most of them – late teens, early twenties at most. Skinny, wiry frames. Their skin was a light yellowish-brown color, their expressions uniformly fierce and impatient. And perhaps a little frightened too.

      They were grunts. Foot soldiers of the invasion.

      They talked to each other while the rain began to pick up again.

      One of the grunts walked over to Goldman, muttering something under his breath. The old soldier was patted down and searched for weapons. After a brief examination, they took his belt and the dagger strapped to his lower leg. One of the grunts began pushing Goldman back towards the highway. To the old man’s horror, he was thrown into the backseat of the first jeep next to Mr. China.

      The two old enemies didn’t even look at one another.

      Several of the grunts approached Eda. She saw the hesitation in their eyes, spreading like a virus amongst them. Maybe they thought she was a foreign witch that would bedazzle them with magic spells if they got too close.

      If only, she thought.

      Eventually one of them, a tall skin and bones soldier with a pencil thin mustache, leapt forward and snatched Eda’s sword out of the hilt with a loud gasp. He laughed wildly, then reached down and picked her gun up off the dirt. After he’d disarmed her, the grunt did a clumsy victory dance that went around in dizzying circles for about ten seconds. He held the gun and sword aloft throughout the celebration. When it was done he gave the weapons to another grunt, turned back to Eda and berated her in an outraged tone of voice, spitting out words in a machine gun, rat-a-tat rhythm. His breath was foul, like something was dead at the back of his throat.

      Eda kept her hands up at all times.

      The grunt came closer, examining her from head to toe. Slowly, he licked his lips. His skin was the color of jaundice. The lean, sinewy muscles on his forearm stood on end and Eda noticed a small faded tattoo on the right arm – the outline of a dark blue dagger with a single drop of blood falling from the tip.

      When he was done, he pointed towards the huddle of military jeeps waiting at the side of the road, their engines still humming. Goldman and Mr. China were ignoring one another in the backseat of the leading jeep. They were as stiff as two planks of wood.

      “You want me to go over there?” Eda said.

      The grunt pointed again.

      “Okay,” she said. “I’m going to walk over to the cars.”

      Another grunt jumped down from the road and escorted Eda towards the second jeep. As she walked past the first car, Goldman glanced at her briefly. His stoic expression folded, just for a second.

      She nodded briefly.

      Eda climbed into the backseat. The jeep reeked of piss and chemicals. One of the invaders jumped in the back with her – another underfed boy who couldn’t have been more than nineteen or twenty. He laughed, a grating, obnoxious laugh like an unusual birdcall. For someone so young, he had surprisingly few teeth left.

      The other grunts began to file back into the convoy of jeeps, shouting at one another in self-congratulatory tones. Seconds later, they set off, making a U-turn and traveling back on the 93 towards South Boston. Eda felt dizzy. She hadn’t been in a moving car for at least twenty-five years and it didn’t help that the soldiers were speed junkies. The engines screamed as they hurtled along the three-mile stretch of sandy beaches that lined the coast. Eda saw Goldman’s apartment block go past in a split-second blur. Goldman didn’t so much as glance in its direction.

      Eda stared at the ocean, ignoring the crazy kid with the pistol sitting beside her. She saw past his toothless grin, her attention drawn to the water. Its shimmering surface was familiar. The water had been a part of her at some point. Still, home was a puzzle, one she might never solve. It was the same for a lot of people her age who’d been exposed as children to the traumatic aftermath of war. Faulty memories were not unusual.

      The back of Goldman’s head bobbed up and down as the lead jeep hit a bump on the road.

      With each corner they turned, Eda expected to see the monster ships sitting on the horizon – the big ones, the kind of boats that were vast enough to transport airplanes and land vehicles thousands of miles across the ocean. If she saw them, Eda might understand what they were up against. But there was nothing except sea and sky out there. She wondered if the main fleet was elsewhere on the east coast. New York perhaps?

      Eda didn’t want to know.

      At last the jeeps came off the winding coastal road, pulling into a large car park located a few miles northeast of Carson Beach. As the cars slowed, Eda’s heart pumped faster. There were dozens of military vehicles in the car park – jeeps, vans, trucks – most of them drenched in a variety of badly faded camouflage tones.

      Dozens of brown-skinned men and women dressed in khaki uniforms hurried back and forth across the car park. Quiet chatter filled the air like birdsong.

      The gap-mouthed grunt sitting beside Eda said something. He spoke in a voice that sounded like it was in the midst of breaking. It was funny, almost. Eda guessed in his own charming way that the grunt was telling her to get out of the jeep. Eda pulled the handle, then pushed the door open. She stepped outside. With a soft groan, she stretched her legs on the concrete and felt the blood flowing reluctantly. Her body was still hurting from the fall she’d taken after the blast.

      She stood in between the white lines of an empty parking spot. There was an ugly, dilapidated reddish-brown building up ahead. A faded sign hung over the building’s sheltered entrance, the words once printed there now a mystery. Next to the building a paved pathway led uphill, cutting through a stretch of grass and trees – an oasis of overgrown forestland and a sight for sore eyes in the otherwise urban setting.

      “What is this place?” Eda asked the scrawny youth who stood beside her now. Her personal guard, how lucky she was.

      His answer was to start laughing again.

      The three captives were led towards the large building. They were met by a man and woman standing outside the front door with clipboards in their hands. Some of the grunts started a conversation with the clipboard people, who were remarkably well groomed and clean in comparison to the scruffy, hungry-looking grunts. As she stood to the side, Eda felt wandering eyes all over her. The clipboard people would talk to the grunts, then write something down, then look at her like she was a cockroach on the dining room table.

      After a brief discussion the grunts led the three prisoners towards the concrete path that continued uphill towards the greenery. The rain was starting to ease off and it was getting cooler. Goldman and Mr. China walked a few paces ahead, side-by-side. Eda thought it was weird that the enemies were walking together like that but then she thought it was probably because neither one of them wanted to go out front, to have their back facing the other.

      Armed escorts surrounded the prisoners.

      “Where are we?” Eda called out, hoping that Goldman would hear her.

      Goldman twisted his head back and offered a brief smile of encouragement, which Eda appreciated.

      “Fort Independence,” he said. “On Castle Island.”

      “Castle Island?”

      “Don’t get too excited,” Goldman said. “It’s not really an island.”

      One of the guards growled in Goldman’s ear. The conversation ended there. Eda watched the old man shuffle ahead of her in slow motion, breathing heavier as the incline got steeper. Meanwhile Mr. China walked in silence, chin thrust outwards. His short body was as stiff as a board.

      Fort Independence was a five-bastioned enclosure built of granite. As they approached the structure, Eda saw the walls of the garrison first, at least thirty feet tall, towering over the three prisoners as they were escorted towards the entrance. Eda stole a glance up at the top of the fort walls. The dark outline of countless soldiers stood in scattered locations, watching everything unfold in silence.

      The Boston skyline was a distant, shadowy backdrop to the fort. Eda could see a few dark specks flying over the city, the pilots inside those specks picking at the aftermath with a fine-tooth comb and almost certainly finding nothing in a once major American city that had at one point housed hundreds of thousands of people.

      Eda noticed several silvery-black aluminum speedboats sitting out in the harbor, bobbing gently on the surface of the water.

      The captives were led through a tall entrance cut into the fort wall. Going through this, they emerged onto a large grassy courtyard. There was no roof here and therefore no shelter from the rain.

      Goldman coughed into the back of his hand, clearly struggling with the pace.

      The small group approached a large white tent that had been erected in the center of the enclosure. It was the size of a small house with two stumpy turrets poking out of an otherwise flat roof. There were a lot of people inside the enclosure, rushing back and forth at a furious speed. Their voices were hushed, their eyes focused. Everybody was in a hurry, eager to stay busy. Eda couldn’t help but think of the people here as machines, as robots that couldn’t operate at anything other than full power.

      The procession stopped outside the entrance of the white tent.

      A handful of the grunts who’d escorted them from the highway to the garrison pushed back the tent flaps and disappeared inside. The others stayed out in the enclosure, their guns pointing at Eda, Goldman and Mr. China.

      The toothless youngster was still at Eda’s side, like a stray dog she couldn’t shake off. But he wasn’t laughing anymore. He kept shifting on his feet nervously as if he’d rather be anywhere but outside the tent.

      After about five minutes, two of the grunts came back outside. There was an older man with them now, lean and bespectacled. He was tall and dressed in the same uniform as the others, although as with the clipboard people down the hill, he was well polished in comparison to the grunts. A red, white and green patch pinned to the breast of the man’s shirt suggested that he was of a high rank.

      “Welcome,” he said in a soft, almost feminine voice. “My name is Walter Santos. I trust you have not been mistreated so far?”

      Goldman cleared his throat.

      “Yes we have sir,” he said. “We’ve been brought here against our will for starters. Not to mention stripped of our arms. I’d call that a form of mistreatment wouldn’t you? Now with that in mind, would you mind telling us why we’re here? What do you want with us?”

      Santos bowed his head.

      “The Commander will explain everything to you,” he said to Goldman. “I’m just here to personally escort you to her. If you’re ready?”

      With that, Santos turned back towards the tent. Before he opened the flaps however, Eda caught sight of a half-smile creeping onto the man’s face. His sharp cheekbones poked out, knifelike. His was a sinister outline that sent a cold shiver down Eda’s spine.

      “This way,” Santos said, walking inside.
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      They walked through a tall, arch-shaped entrance into the tent.

      The air was warm inside. For a moment, Goldman abandoned the role of disgruntled prisoner and sighed, drinking in the comfort and shelter like a thirsty man who’d stumbled upon an oasis. Daylight trickled into the tent, sneaking past a set of white transparent curtains that swayed along to the breeze.

      As Eda walked forward, raindrops fell off her cloak, dripping onto the groundsheet.

      Commander Torres was waiting for the prisoners on a wooden platform, raised about twelve inches off the ground. Three narrow steps had been carved into the center of the platform, each one with a small and exotic mural depicting some kind of jungle scene with wild animals. Torres was sprawled on a bright orange and red couch, like a grand queen of ancient times. She was a fierce-looking young woman, somewhere in between twenty and thirty, with cropped black hair. Her military uniform, peppered with brightly colored badges, clung to her lean and muscular frame like an extra layer of skin. Underneath the medals, a metal dagger pin was fastened to her shirt.

      There were four other people gathered around her on the platform – a tight-knit circle of high-ranked officers, two men and two women, standing on either side of the luxury couch. One of the men and both women were much older than Torres, in their fifties or sixties at least. The other male officer however, was younger and he bore a striking resemblance to Torres, so much so that Eda suspected they might even be twins.

      All eyes were on the captives as Santos, the delivery boy, brought them closer.

      They stopped short of the platform and stood in a neat line. Santos nodded to the platform, then quickly made his retreat.

      Torres signaled to one of the guards standing by the platform. The guard executed a swift, flawless salute and hurried over to where a row of spare folding chairs was stacked up against the tent wall. The guard brought back three of the chairs, unfolded them and set them down behind the line of captives one at a time.

      When it was done, Torres gestured for them to sit.

      Goldman and Mr. China jumped on the outside seats, making sure there was a gap in between them. Eda frowned, then sat down in the middle.

      “Welcome to Fort Independence,” Torres said. “I’m so happy to see you all today.” She spoke English effortlessly, like someone who’d been around the language her entire life.

      “What do you want with us?” Goldman said.

      Torres looked at Mr. China for a second, then turned back to Goldman.

      “Both of these uniforms I know well,” she said. “So you are both veterans of the old war yes? American and Chinese foot soldiers. Yes?”

      Torres adjusted her position on the couch, sitting forward as if on the brink of getting up.

      “You understand my words okay?”

      “I understand your words,” Goldman said. He suppressed a cough and then pointed at Mr. China. “And yes we’re soldiers of the old war, which by the way we were trying to finish when your goons came along and interrupted us. What’s the world coming to when two men can’t settle a score in peace anymore?”

      “My apologies gentleman,” Torres said.

      The commander turned her attention to Mr. China once again. She spoke to him in a foreign language, retaining the elegant, confident tone she’d used while speaking English to Eda and Goldman. Mr. China’s eyes lit up at the sound of his native tongue being spoken aloud. His dour expression lifted like a slow moving fog.

      “What are you saying to him?” Goldman said. “This is still America you know. At least have the decency to speak English.”

      Torres looked at Goldman with a puzzled expression.

      “What am I saying?” she said. “The same thing I’m about to say to you and the woman. But why should you get to hear it first?”

      “Like I said,” Goldman snarled, “this is still America.”

      “Is it?” the commander said with a sneer.

      Torres kept talking to Mr. China. The old soldier responded with a shake of the head, which seemed to displease the woman on the platform.

      With a shake of the head, she turned back to the Americans.

      “What I want from you today,” Torres said, her eyes skipping back and forth between Eda and Goldman, “is information. Specifically, information about the city of Boston. The Chinaman here claims he doesn’t know anything. What about you two? What can you tell me about Boston?”

      “They used to call it Beantown,” Goldman said. “That the sort of info you’re after?”

      Torres’s didn’t bat an eyelid.

      “So far our scouts report very little in terms of activity,” she said. “Personally, I doubt a city as vast as Boston is as quiet as it looks from the sky. So, if you can tell me about what’s going on in this region – networks, tribes, survivors of any kind, I’m willing to spare your lives. What do you say?”

      Goldman responded with a short burst of laughter.

      “You haven’t got a clue what happened here have you?” he said. “Networks? Take it from me Commander, I’ve lived in this city for more years than you’ve been alive. The chinks hit it hard during the war, real hard. Not a lot of people stuck around to watch you know?”

      “And now?” Torres said.

      Goldman shrugged. “It’s a ghost town.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Torres said.

      “You underestimate the effects of war on the civilian psyche,” Goldman said. “And I’m talking about the type of war that shows up in your backyard, not on some television screen. One day you’re living a normal, boring life – work, routine and taxes, maybe a little drinkie poo at the weekend with friends you know? The next minute you’re drowning in hellfire and so is everything and everyone you ever loved. You don’t have to believe me when I say that Boston is empty, that’s your right commander. Waste your time, waste your jet fuel all you want. But don’t expect to find any networks or tribes around here. And I sure as hell won’t help you either.”

      Torres nodded in Goldman’s direction. Then she stared long and hard at Eda.

      “You’re very quiet,” she said. “What do you have to say?”

      “I’m just passing through the city,” Eda said, shaking her head. “I’m not from here and I’ve got no intention of staying here either.”

      “Where are you from?” Torres asked.

      “Don’t remember,” Eda said. “I’ve been on the move a lot.”

      “You’ve seen America?”

      “Some of it.”

      “And what about the people?”

      Eda shrugged. “What about them?”

      “How many?” Torres said. “Survivors. Roughly speaking of course. Is the population sparse or is it growing again? Are we talking hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands or more?”

      “I have no idea,” Eda said.

      Torres smiled. She gestured towards the older male officer standing a few feet behind her. A short, weasel-faced man, he waddled to her side and leaned over the commander. They conversed briefly before she dismissed him.

      Torres stood up. As she got to her feet, everyone in the room leapt to attention, their hands frozen in a rigid salute pressed against their heads. The commander walked to the edge of the platform.

      “Your knowledge of this country is invaluable to us,” she said to Eda. “We have maps, lots of maps, but there’s a type of knowing that can’t be found on a piece of paper. That’s what we seek as we push inland. If you were to work for us in an advisory role you’d be well rewarded.”

      Eda glanced at Goldman sitting beside her. His face was like a piece of ancient rock, a solemn expression carved into its center.

      “Well?” Torres said.

      “No.”

      The commander didn’t look surprised.

      “What’s your name?” she asked, her voice softening ever so slightly.

      “Eda.”

      “Do you understand what’s going on here Eda?” Torres said. “I’m offering you a good life. A better life than you’ve ever known I’d wager.”

      Eda heard the rain easing off on the roof outside. All eyes were on her, she could feel it.

      “No,” she repeated. “I know what you want. You want me to help you find and kill survivors. Just to get them out of your way. There are people out there, starving, frightened and desperate, who’re trying to find someplace safe to live for their friends and families. That’s a hard thing to do. I don’t know how many there are but even if I did and even if I knew where they were all hiding out, I wouldn’t tell you. They’ve earned better.”

      Torres appeared to be only half-listening. As Eda spoke, the commander dabbed at a small blemish on the oversized breast pocket of her uniform. From a distance, it looked like a bloodstain.

      “Do you think America when she was at full strength was innocent of bloodshed?” asked Torres.

      “No,” Eda said. “I don’t.”

      Torres paced back and forth on the platform with her hands locked behind her back.

      “I was told you had a Japanese sword in your possession,” she said. “Are you a fighter Eda?”

      “Not really,” Eda said. “Just another one of those survivors you want to kill so badly.”

      Torres ignored the quip.

      “I have a wonderful collection of samurai swords,” she said, “dating back several centuries. If you like, you could own any one of them. Ask anyone around here how I reward loyalty. I’m very generous to those who serve…”

      “Some things commander,” Eda said cutting in, “just aren’t up for grabs.”

      Torres glared at Eda through narrow, burning eyes.

      She turned around and spoke to her officers for a few minutes. When that was done Torres summoned a couple of grunts to the platform. The grunts scurried over, bowing their heads like they were approaching an angry god.

      While this was going on, Goldman leaned closer to Eda.

      “Proud of you,” he said. “That took guts what you did there, telling that bitch to shove it.”

      “Thanks,” Eda whispered. And yet some part of her was convinced she’d just made a terrible mistake.

      Torres dismissed the grunts with a wave of the hand. They ran off with a look of excitement on their faces as if they had some great secret they couldn’t wait to tell all their friends.

      “Looks like we’ve found another use for you and your companions,” she said, staring over at Eda with a chilling smile.

      “Spit it out,” Goldman said.

      “We’ve decided to take you all to Dead Island,” Torres said.

      She repeated this in Chinese.

      “Dead Island?” Goldman said with a bewildered shake of the head. “What the hell is Dead Island?”

      Torres smirked.

      “It’s one of those islands in the harbor,” she said. “We’ve renamed it. How best to describe Dead Island? It’s very small with a rocky shoreline. When we first landed we found evidence of mass graves.”

      Goldman’s eyes flickered with recognition.

      “It’s probably Rainsford Island,” he said. “At the start of the war when people thought that civilization was still salvageable, bodies were taken out there by the boatload. When things got worse they started using the bigger islands. But it all started on Rainsford.”

      “Well it’s not a graveyard anymore,” Torres said. “It’s become something of a playground since we got here. You see, recreation is important on long military campaigns. I don’t want my people to become bored or frustrated, you understand? They’re a long way from home and from their families.”

      “What are you getting at?” Goldman said.

      “Why keep the prisoners locked up?” Torres said, pacing the stage again. “Why execute them when they can provide entertainment? Entertainment maintains good morale. Good morale is essential for final victory.”

      Torres stopped pacing and turned to the prisoners. Her lip curled into a snarl.

      “If you won’t join us,” she said, looking at Eda, “then I have to make good use of you somehow. I’m sure you understand.”

      She pointed a finger at Goldman.

      “So the America-China War isn’t finished? Two old men have kept the flame burning all this time in Boston. Well how about we let you settle the score? And while you do that my troops will have the chance to do a little gambling. Running bets on a duel between an American and a Chinaman, this is big. The winner of the duel will be granted their freedom and given a head start on the mainland. The loser, we’ll drop them off in the ocean. After all, fish have to eat too.”

      Torres turned back to Eda.

      “And you?” she said. “There are many other forms of entertainment that we require to pass the time. A pretty girl like you can help with that.”
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      That evening the three prisoners were transported to Rainsford Island.

      They traveled in a small armada of speedboats, heading southeast past some of the other harbor islands en route. The rain had mellowed to a gentle spit. The temperature offshore however, was icy cold. Eda wrapped her rain cloak up tight, the hood pulled over her head to shield her from the fierce wind that cracked like a whip.

      The boats were as reckless on the water as the jeeps had been on the highway. They hopped wildly over the waves in Quincy Bay, riling up the surface and generating a ferocious spray that machine-gunned into the faces of those onboard. The invaders cheered every time they conquered another wave, as if goading the ocean into trying harder to tip them over.

      Goldman coughed a lot during the journey. Sometimes he doubled over with the force of his seizures and although Eda offered her cloak to him many times he always refused. His uniform offered little protection from the biting cold but Goldman was a stubborn old bastard who wouldn’t accept help. Eda got the impression he’d rather die than take a woman’s coat.

      She put a hand on his back, reassuring him in silence.

      When Goldman wasn’t coughing he was pointing out the sights. He directed Eda’s attention towards the likes of Spectacle Island and Long Island in the distance. Despite his worsening condition, Goldman seemed to enjoy the offshore landscape as it passed them by. He delivered a croaky and brief history lesson about the harbor islands, about how they’d been used by the Native Americans prior to the American colonial period. Eda listened intently, forgetting the dire reality of their situation for a few moments. The old man would have made a fine tour guide.

      Eventually a small island appeared up ahead. Eda watched it emerge over the bow, an icy chill running through her veins. Somehow she knew this was the one.

      Rainsford Island.

      Dead Island.

      Goldman’s tour of the harbor continued as the speedboats closed in on the small dot of land on the horizon. According to the old man, the island was about eleven acres in total and composed of a large east head and smaller west head connected by a sand spit. The shoreline was predominantly rocky, which Eda saw for herself as they got closer. The rugged beach looked anything but inviting in the fading light.

      The speedboats at last slowed down, cruising into the shallows. Anchors were soon dropped and gangs of overexcited young soldiers began to leap over the edge. They splashed through the knee-high water, laughing out loud, like it was the best thing in the world. Quickly they made their way onto land.

      With an armed escort beside her, Eda waded through the freezing water towards the beach. Goldman and Mr. China weren’t far behind. When the prisoners reached land, the invaders quickly surrounded the prisoners, stabbing their rifles and pistols in the direction of the unfortunate trio.

      Many of the grunts were young boys, their trigger fingers twitching in a way that made Eda nervous.

      She avoided eye contact with the mob around her. Instead she looked past them, down both sides of the beach. Two parallel rows of camping tents were pitched to the left, the outer walls flapping in the wind. Beyond that, Eda noticed a hint of stone ruins poking out of the rocks and dirt. She guessed it was one of of the old institutions that Goldman had told her about – a hospital or school or something like that.

      Dead Island was a desolate place. It was fragile too. The constant pounding of the ocean, combined with the northeastern winter storms were slowly eroding the island from existence.

      The three prisoners were lined up on the beach. They stood there shivering, waiting for Commander Torres and her officers who had traveled in on the last boat. When she arrived, Torres strode through the shallows with the swagger of someone who’d already conquered the North American continent. Her officers followed like shadows. The only one who looked out of place amongst the bravado of these high-ranking foreigners was the young officer who Eda had assumed was the commander’s brother. He was a frail-looking youth, with a long neck and restless eyes that blinked too much.

      Eda felt a hand on her shoulder. It was Goldman. He was swaying on unsteady legs and grasping at Eda for support. The old man, his skin pale and sweaty, looked at her as if to ask – is this okay?

      “You need to lie down,” Eda said. “And you need to get out of the cold.”

      Goldman whispered. “I’m fine.”

      Commander Torres approached the captives, her breath shooting out like a fog. She rubbed her hands together to generate heat.

      “You’ll spend the evening here,” Torres said. “You won’t be mistreated but I’m only going to say this once, don’t think about trying to escape. You’ll be shot in the leg and crucified here on Dead Island. Imagine the slowest, most painful death you can and multiply it by ten. Your fate has been decided my friends. You are my playthings now. Back at Fort Independence, the wagering has begun for tomorrow’s duel and we are all very excited at the thought of some sport.”

      “Sport?” Eda said, pointing a finger at Goldman who was still hanging onto her shoulder. “He can barely stand up.”

      Torres glared at her.

      “Tomorrow morning,” she said. “After sunrise.”

      The commander turned her attention to Mr. China. She spoke to him and the Chinaman listened intently, his stoic expression never wavering. Torres might as well have been reading out a dinner menu. When the commander was done, Mr. China spoke back in a deep, reflective voice. Torres’ response to whatever he said elicited a spark of excitement in the old soldier’s eyes. Eda wondered if Mr. China had just realized he was getting another chance to kill the American.

      Goldman doubled over again, coughing into the back of a clenched fist.

      “He can’t fight,” Eda said, her eyes pleading with Torres. “For God’s sake, look at him will you?”

      “Bet your ass I can fight,” Goldman said, wiping the spit off his chin. He let go of Eda’s shoulder. “And I will.”

      Torres watched their exchange and smiled. The angry scar under her lip twitched like a living thing.

      “Nothing is going to stop this duel from taking place tomorrow,” she said. “But I’m not a monster Eda, no one is going to force you to watch. This sort of entertainment isn’t for everyone.”

      “And what about me?” Eda said.

      “You already know what’s in store for you,” Torres said. With that, she turned around and spoke to the soldiers at her back. This announcement in the foreign tongue was met with a blistering cheer of approval from the invaders.

      “And they know too,” Torres said, turning back to Eda. “Unlike the duelists, you’re a plaything that can be used more than once.”

      Eda shook her head and took a step back. At this, one of the grunts leapt out of the crowd, rushing past Torres and charging straight at Eda. He made some kind of animal, snorting noise as he caught up with her and grabbed Eda’s raincloak at the waist. He pulled Eda off balance and reeled her towards him with the cloak. She staggered forward. When she was close enough, the grunt reached at her with a claw-like hand and grabbed Eda’s breast.

      He twisted hard, hissing with satisfaction.

      Eda shrieked at the sudden jolt of pain. She reached for her belt but the katana was gone.

      The puffy-faced grunt watched her grasp at thin air. With a mindless laugh, he crept forward again.

      There was a blur of movement at the grunt’s back. Torres drew the dagger on her belt and rushed at the man. Her attack was lightning fast – a dizzying swirl of arms and steel. A loud slicing sound was followed by a shrill, sudden gasp.

      Eda backed off, retreating further up the rocky beach. Her head was spinning, her heart racing. When she regained her focus she saw Torres’ dagger embedded deep in the grunt’s throat. A stream of dark blood gushed out of his mouth. It flowed down his chin, splashing onto his collar and upper torso. Eyes bulging, the man reached for the blade while staggering backwards on rubbery legs. The other soldiers got out of his way fast as he moved past them, edging closer to the water. There was neither sympathy nor excitement on the faces of the spectators as they watched him go.

      The dying man tipped over, landing on the rocks. His face was by now a yellowy shade of pale. With a gasp, his red hands clawed towards the sky and then his body convulsed as he spewed out a series of violent choking noises.

      It felt a long time before he stopped moving.

      Torres walked over and with a single sharp thrust, pulled the dagger out of the grunt’s neck. There was a wet squelching noise as the blade came free.

      The commander wiped the bloody dagger dry on the deceased’s uniform. She then examined the blade with a bored expression before walking back over to the prisoners.

      The crowd parted quickly as she went past. There was a collective look of bug-eyed fear on their faces, like they were in the presence of something more than just a woman.

      “You will be a plaything,” she said looking at Eda. “But when I say so, not them.”

      She jerked a thumb towards the grunt pack.

      “The older ones grew up during the occupation of my country,” Torres said. “Back then the American soldiers thought they could do anything to the local girls and get away with it. And they could. But that’s not how I run things, they know that now.”

      “I guess so,” Eda said.

      “I’m going to give you one more chance,” Torres said, taking a step closer to Eda. “Do you want to be a toy? Or would you rather be our advisor? That offer stands for another ten seconds.”

      Eda looked down at the rocks that littered the beach. She could still hear the wet gurgling noise the grunt had made as he’d choked on his own blood.

      “I can’t help you,” she said.

      Eda heard the air coming out of Torres.

      “I won’t ask you again,” the commander said. “No matter how much you beg for it in the days, weeks, months and years to come. Okay? I’ll see you tomorrow for the sport Eda.”

      Torres turned around and walked back to the boats. On her way she exchanged a brief conversation with the young officer who Eda had taken for her twin brother. He nodded his head as Torres spoke to him.

      The majority of grunts returned to the boats in silence. This was in stark contrast to the boisterous entrance they’d made not long ago. Two of the grunts went over to the dead man and grabbing him by the arms and legs, began to haul him towards the boats.

      The young officer stayed behind along with ten grunts. He stood on the shoreline watching as the speedboat engines fired up. Moments later, Torres and her unit were on their way back to the mainland.

      By now the sky was dark grey, fading to black. With a heavy step, the officer walked back towards the prisoners, his cap pulled low over his forehead. On his way he muttered a few words to two of the grunts walking alongside him. The grunts set off, hurrying over to a small tent about a hundred meters further down the beach. Eda watched as they went inside and then a minute later, came out carrying a large block of firewood each. The wood was dumped into a rickety old, wheelbarrow parked beside the tent. The men repeated the maneuver, going in and out of the tent for the next five minutes, filling up the barrow with wood.

      “Feeling the cold?” Goldman said, as the officer came within earshot.

      The young man pushed his cap up and smiled.

      “Yes,” the officer said in his strange accent. “A little.”

      As the soldiers prepared a fire on the beach, the officer showed Eda, Goldman and Mr. China to their quarters in one of the larger tents that had been set up elsewhere on the island. The tent, which was shaped like a tunnel, was located uphill on a stretch of dirt and grass, far from the water.

      “It’s not much,” the officer said, holding the entrance flap open for the captives. “But it’s better than sleeping outside.”

      Eda walked in, followed by Goldman. Mr. China lagged a few paces behind. There were a large number of worn down, filthy sleeping bags scattered across the groundsheet. At a push, about twenty people could have slept inside the tent.

      “So we’re stuck in here all night?” Goldman said. He was looking at Mr. China with a quiet loathing as he asked the question.

      The officer stood at the door, a tall shadow, close and yet somehow distant. Eda couldn’t equate all those brightly colored war medals on his uniform with the soft-spoken young man standing in front of her.

      “You’re all most welcome to come and sit by the fire tonight,” he said. “There’s plenty of food and water and tea. It’s my job tonight to take care of you.”

      He repeated all this in Chinese. Mr. China responded in a calm, muted voice, bowing his head once.

      “Our friend here is hungry,” the officer said, looking at Goldman and Eda.

      “Friend?” Goldman said, spitting out a chesty cough. “How about you put my friend in a different tent tonight? Or us for that matter. Chink son of a bitch is going to strangle me in my sleep. Who knows? Maybe I’ll do it to him first. And then where will your commander’s precious duel be? Huh?”

      The officer shook his head. “The situation has been made clear,” he said. “If he tries something like that he’ll be crucified. So will you. The commander is quite fond of that particular method of execution so I urge you to take note. Now on the other hand if you’re both willing to wait about twelve hours before trying to kill each other there will be a reward involved. Win a fair fight tomorrow morning and you’ll be set free.”

      “Torres is really going to let the winner go?” Eda said. “Just like that?

      “She will,” the officer said. “And then she’ll try to hunt him down afterwards. The victor gets a head start on the mainland and that’s all he gets. I’m sorry. Now, will you be joining us at the fire tonight?”

      Eda looked at Goldman.

      “You have to eat something,” she said.

      Goldman glared at the man in red.

      “I don’t want to break bread with that bastard,” Goldman said. He turned back to the officer at the tent door. “Tell me this son, why can’t we just duel now and get it over with?”

      “Money,” the officer said. “Back at Fort Independence there’s a lot of excitement being generated about tomorrow. For most soldiers, good quality entertainment is few and far between and the commander needs this event to keep up the morale. Conquering is a strangely dull affair most of the time.”

      “You’re eating something,” Eda said, nudging Goldman with her elbow. “You don’t have to look at him okay? Just eat, drink and rest before tomorrow. Think about it this way if you have to – you’ll kill him better on an empty stomach.”

      Goldman said nothing.

      “We’ll go with you,” Eda said to the officer. “Thank you.”

      The four of them went to the fire and sat down. It was a tiny oasis of light burning in the vicinity of the harbor islands. From the sky it would have been no more than a dot of bright orange shimmering on the beach. The flames crackled and spat, kissing thick beams of maple and oak. The ocean was so close that at any minute Eda expected to feel the water rushing over her legs.

      The heat drifting off the fire was divine. Eda put her hands out to soak up the flames and she sighed. At last, some comfort.

      A couple of grunts came over and passed four plates of food around the fire. After that, the officer dismissed them and Eda watched as the two men walked down the beach with plates in hand, eating and talking in hushed voices. She wondered if they were debating on who would survive tomorrow’s duel. Or were they discussing what they’d like to do to the American plaything when it was their turn to play?

      “Some rice,” the young officer said, poking a fork around his plate. “Beans. Vegetables. Let me pour you some hot tea too.”

      He put his plate down, got up and went around the small group, pouring a steaming hot liquid out of a metal pot into the cups the captives held out. Eda drank the tea and it was glorious. It felt like another fire, this one being lit inside her.

      “What’s your name?” she said, once the officer was sitting down again. “You’re related to Torres right? Are you guys twins or something?”

      He smiled.

      “The commander is my cousin,” the officer said. “My name is Manny Torres and I’m a colonel in the Third East Coast Unit. That’s this unit, the one based out of Fort Independence.”

      “How many units are there?” Eda said.

      Manny stared into the fire. “A lot.”

      “They’re all over the east coast,” Goldman said, chewing slowly on his food. “Aren’t they?”

      “Yes,” Manny said. “And the west coast.”

      Goldman nodded.

      They sat in silence while they ate. Eda devoured the food, thinking about Frankie Boy and wondering where he was. Although she missed him terribly, she was glad he wasn’t with her. The grunts on the highway would have shot him if he’d stuck around. Running was the smart move.

      Goldman was having a tough time getting his dinner to stay down. Every second mouthful was spat back out in a violent coughing seizure that lasted for about ten seconds. When the coughing was over, the old man would groan and apologize for putting people off their food.

      Manny put his plate down and turned to Goldman. “Have some water,” he said, pouring out a cup and handing it to the American. Goldman took the water with a grateful nod and forced it down the hatch in one go.

      “Damn this getting old shit,” he said, putting the cup down.

      The redness in his face was less angry.

      “He can’t fight,” Eda said, looking at Manny. “You can see that right?”

      “Don’t you start,” Goldman said, patting his chest down. He was watching Mr. China on the opposite side of the fire. The two enemies eyeballed each other through the flames. “If it’s the last thing I do on this earth – and it probably will be – I’m going to shoot that bastard and watch him die.”

      “Bullshit,” Eda said. She took a sip of tea and listened to the fire. “You can barely stand up without help.”

      Goldman grunted, but said nothing.

      “So your country didn’t fight in the war?” Eda asked, turning back to Manny.

      Manny shook his head.

      “We stayed neutral,” he said. “That was always our official position. The government didn’t listen to the international threats or to all the talk that there was no neutral – not in this war. Still, we wanted no part of it. Let America and China and all their warmongering allies fight to the death. A poor nation like ours – we sent no soldiers and offered no allegiance to either side. That didn’t stop the Americans from invading though. The occupation lasted for…well, more years than I can remember.”

      “What was it like?” Eda said.

      “The American soldiers tried their best to build a little America on our homeland,” Manny said. “And they did a good job of it for a while. My people were second-class citizens, pushed off their most fertile land in great numbers. My parents lost their home. The commander’s parents too. But our new masters, they didn’t realize how organized the common people were. Early on they’d established a sophisticated chain of secret networks. The rebels stole weapons from the Americans with surprising ease and began a large-scale guerilla war against them. In the end the rebels won because they had the support of the people. But victory came at a great cost. No family that I know of escaped the suffering and certainly not mine or the commander’s. However, unlike so many other nations in the great global war, we hadn’t been bombed. We were intact. And so we could rebuild. Grow strong.”

      Manny sipped at his tea and the fire reflected in his eyes, giving him a supernatural appearance.

      “And it was always the plan to come here?” Eda said.

      “Like most of the people back home,” Manny said, “my cousin wants to take this country. Even though China is much closer to home, this is what we want. America. All we have to do is clean it out, claim it as one of our territories, and rebuild.”

      “Pauper nations,” Goldman said, staring into his teacup. “We always knew you’d come.”

      “Yes,” Manny said. “So did we.”

      Eda looked at Manny. “You don’t seem like the soldiering type to me,” she said. “If you don’t mind my saying.”

      Manny laughed softly.

      “I wanted to stay home,” he said.

      “Won’t be hard for you lot to conquer this country,” Goldman said gruffly. “There’s no one left to fight. In fact, I’m surprised it took you so long to get here.”

      Manny smiled. “We are a cautious people. It took a lot of effort and planning just to ship everything here.”

      “You got fuel?” Goldman said. “Right son? Got enough food and ammo?”

      “Those were the priorities, yes.”

      “And you’ve got the numbers,” Goldman said. “By God you’ve got the numbers…”

      Goldman’s body jolted forward. He lapsed into a ferocious coughing fit and dropped his plate, spilling the contents all over the place.

      Eda hurried over and put an arm around him. “Goldman,” she said. “Are you alright?”

      He couldn’t answer.

      Manny jumped to his feet and called the grunts over from the other side of the beach. They arrived in less than a minute, their guns pointing at the jerky figure of Goldman. Manny pushed the guns away and then gave the order. The grunts nodded, then pulled the still coughing Goldman up off the ground. Taking an arm each they led the old man away from the fire and back towards the tent.

      “It’s alright,” Manny said, gesturing for Eda to sit down. “They’ll make him some tea and put him to bed. He won’t be harmed, I swear. The guards will take it in turns to stand outside your tent all night should he need anything.”

      Eda flopped down in Goldman’s space. She looked at the scattered food items – a mix of rice, beans and chopped green vegetables – and realized that Goldman hadn’t eaten much, if anything at all.

      Across the fire Mr. China sat in silence.

      “He can’t fight for God’s sake,” Eda said, turning towards Manny. She could hear the desperation in her voice. “Can’t you see that?”

      “I’m very sorry,” Manny said, gazing into empty space. “But there’s nothing I can do about that now.”

      “Yes there is.”

      He looked at her with a puzzled expression. “What?”

      Eda took a deep breath.

      “Well,” she said, lowering her voice to a whisper. She leaned closer to Manny. “It’s America versus China isn’t it? If Goldman can’t fight then it’s no big deal. All you need is another American to take his place.”

      She tapped a finger off her chest.

      “See anyone like that around here?”

      Manny sighed but he didn’t look surprised.

      “Why would you do that?” he said. “Let the old men finish their war Eda. Let it end, for God’s sake.”

      “No,” Eda said. “Your cousin used the word sport. Sport means a fair contest, or at least that’s what it should mean. You know? Let me take Goldman’s place in the duel tomorrow morning. It’s still America versus China and that’s what they’re betting on back there at the fort. Isn’t it? Who’s to say that Goldman will even make it through the night? What happens to the duel then? Isn’t it better to have a sure thing when tomorrow comes?”

      Manny kept her waiting a long time.

      “You realize if this was to happen,” he said, “that I’d have to go back to the fort now – right now – and report this to my cousin. The soldiers are making bets on a shootout between two old men. Money is being wagered as we speak. There’s a big difference between betting on the reflexes of an old soldier and those of a young woman. And nobody knows if you’re any good with a gun or not.”

      “Go then,” Eda said. She glanced across the fire at Mr. China. She could feel him concentrating on the sound of her voice. “Please Manny. Even if I lose the duel it’s better than being a plaything. Right?”

      Manny’s face was grim. It looked like he’d aged ten years in five minutes.

      With a sigh he got to his feet.

      “I’ll go back to the fort,” he said to Eda. “But I don’t like this. It feels wrong.”

      “Thank you Manny,” Eda said, her mind racing in multiple directions. If the commander approved the switch she’d probably just signed her own death warrant. And yet she felt strangely elated.

      “I appreciate it.”

      Manny bowed his head.

      After informing the grunts that he was taking a trip back to the mainland, Manny waded through the cold water towards the sole remaining speedboat. The boat bobbed up and down restlessly on the black, shimmering surface. Once he was onboard, Manny waved at Eda. She waved back and then watched the boat as it disappeared into the night. It felt like forever before the sound of the engine faded away.

      Eda thrust her hands towards the fire, soaking up the heat. How long before he came back? Before she knew for sure.

      She looked at the shadowy figure sitting across from her.

      “Guess it’s just you and me,” Eda said.

      She flinched as Mr. China slowly got to his feet. For a second, Eda thought about jumping up and running back to the tent. That’s what her instinct told her to do. Who cared if she came she off as a coward? She should be with Goldman anyway, not this foreigner. Not somebody that she might have to face off with in a matter of hours in a fight to the death.

      He was just standing there, staring at her over the fire.

      “What?” Eda said.

      With a sigh, Mr. China walked around the tall flames and sat down where Manny had been sitting. Right beside Eda, just inches apart.

      An excruciating silence lingered. They both listened to the fire for a long time without saying a word. Then to Eda’s surprise, Mr. China’s tight face relaxed into a smile.

      “You want to fight me?” he said.

      Up close, his voice was deep and powerful. It was like being shoved backwards by a gust of wind.

      Eda gasped.

      “You speak English?”

      “Of course,” Mr. China said. “You think I don’t know language of my enemy? All Chinese soldiers were taught English. No speak English, no fight.”

      “So you’ve understood everything so far?” Eda said. “And there you were, making that nice commander woman translate everything for you.”

      Mr. China’s skin was a brilliant shade of red in the firelight. He was like an ancient eastern god who’d materialized onto the mortal plain to share wisdom with lesser beings.

      “Don’t fight me,” he said. “I saw you with gun…back there on the highway, I saw you. You don’t know gun.”

      Eda felt the evening chill on her skin. She budged a little closer to the fire.

      “I don’t have a choice,” she said.

      “Have choice,” Mr. China said. He pointed back towards the tent they were all sleeping in that night. “Let old American man die.”

      “I can’t do that,” Eda said.

      “I’ll kill you,” Mr. China said without hesitation. “Stand in front of me, you leave me no choice.”

      “I know,” Eda said. “But I will be standing in front of you.”

      Mr. China groaned and it sounded like an earthquake. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out the tattered remains of a black wallet. He opened it up and Eda saw that it was empty, apart from one thing. There was a photograph inside one of the inner pockets.

      “They give wallet back after searching me,” he said. “Because I ask. Because of this. More important than all the guns in the world.”

      He handed Eda the photograph. The image hadn’t aged well over the years – it was scratched and faded and Eda had to tilt it towards the fire before she could make sense of it. She was looking at a young Chinese girl, about three years old. The girl was impossibly cute with long black bunches and a gap-toothed smile that beamed back at the camera.

      She glanced at Mr. China. He was staring at the photo, not blinking.

      “Your daughter?” Eda asked.

      He nodded.

      “Daughter.”

      “This was taken before the war?”

      “Yes. Same dark hair as you. Same age, if she had lived.”

      Eda handed the photo back and stared out towards the crashing surf that pounded towards the Dead Island shoreline. White foam sprayed everywhere. The horizon that had swallowed up Manny’s boat was now pitch black.

      “Why are you showing me this?” Eda said.

      “Don’t want to kill you,” Mr. China said.

      Eda smiled. “Didn’t you try to blow me up in a hut today?”

      “Not you. Him. Enemy.”

      “That makes me feel so much better.”

      They sat in silence, watching the fire together. It was a long time before anyone felt the need to talk again.

      “Don’t fight me tomorrow,” Mr. China said, staring at the photograph in his hand.
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      That night, Eda lay inside her sleeping bag listening to Goldman toss and turn beside her. He coughed on and off throughout the night like a man trapped underground, gasping for air. Occasionally he’d drift off into a light sleep, snoring softly.

      His old hand, speckled with lines and sunspots, resembled a giant bird claw. While half asleep, Goldman would mutter names that Eda didn’t recognize, and the hand would hover several inches off the mat, grasping at thin air.

      Eda watched the old man, frightened that he might slip away at any moment. She’d once read a book about people who died and came back with stories about the afterlife. Eda recalled that many of these ‘returners’ reported seeing the spirit of one or more of their loved ones waiting for them. It was a nice idea and Eda hoped it was true. But this kind of scenario raised one problem.

      Who’d be waiting for her?

      She closed her eyes, knowing that sleep wouldn’t come. Outside, the guard at the door was breathing every bit as as loudly as Goldman snored. Was he asleep standing up? When another guard showed up to take watch later on, the two men spoke at full blast for at least ten minutes, disregarding the fact that there were people inside the tent trying to sleep.

      Eventually the night fell silent. Eda could see the shadowy outline of the second guard standing at the door. It was bright outside, considering the late hour and a full moon had broken through the clouds, bathing the Dead Island shoreline in a crystal white light.

      Eda’s thoughts turned to the duel.

      Manny had returned to the island about an hour ago. He’d stopped by the tent to let Eda know that Commander Torres had approved her offer to take Goldman’s place in the morning.

      Of course she had.

      Torres couldn’t call off the duel, not now. The troops were ecstatic at the prospect of some light relief, at the notion of America and China dueling it out for nothing more than their viewing pleasure. Cancelling the shootout would be a sickening blow to morale.

      Eda had never doubted that she’d be fighting Mr. China. Not once she’d made the offer.

      She tossed and turned inside the thick sleeping bag, which at the very least was keeping her warm. She wanted so badly to drift off, to sleep and to forget about the duel for a few hours. But although it came in spurts, proper rest evaded her.

      The sound of crashing waves was a constant companion throughout the sleepless night.

      Eventually the first rays of sunlight crept into the tent. More and more birds began to squawk and sing somewhere over the island, announcing the new day.

      It wasn’t long afterwards that Eda heard the first load of boats in the distance. The engines gradually got louder, going from a faint hum to a loud, piercing growl as they closed in on Dead Island. Even from afar, she could hear the grunts singing and shouting and laughing.

      Eda lay in a daze, staring at the worn fabric on the roof of the tent. A scattering of threads hung loose up there, some several inches long and reaching down for her like strands of rope.

      She stared at these threads, listening to the arrival of the Third East Coast Unit.

      They sounded drunk already. In all likelihood they hadn’t gone to bed the night before. How could they? The excitement of the America-China duel had been too much for them. All that was left of the two hated superpowers and their great armies had now become sport for the pauper nations. Dead Island was the final battle of the old war. Not surprising then, that the grunts had kept the party going all night. This was an early victory in the conquest and victories were to be celebrated.

      Hurried footsteps approached the tent. A moment later one of the invaders – a fifty or sixty something man with gaunt, sunburned features poked his head through the entrance flap. He grinned at Eda first, showing off a set of yellowy-brown, tobacco stained teeth. Entering the tent, he walked over to Mr. China’s sleeping bag in the corner and shook the old soldier on the shoulder.

      Mr. China rolled over in slow motion. Dark shadows surrounded his eyes and Eda wondered if he’d spent most of the night lying awake too, just a few feet away from her.

      Mr. China climbed out of his sleeping bag, fully dressed. He picked his cap up off the groundsheet, dusted it down and put it on his head. He wiped down the front of his red uniform and sighed.

      He followed the grunt out of the tent. Eda watched him go but Mr. China didn’t look at her.

      Eda had to block out their unexpected exchange on the beach last night. Seeing Mr. China as anything other than Goldman’s boogeyman would get in her way when she was looking down the rifle barrel. She had to forget about the gap-toothed girl with the cute bunches. The girl was dead anyway, what did it matter if her old man joined her?

      Goldman was sound asleep at last. Eda took a closer look just to make sure he was still breathing. She saw his chest going up and down slowly. The stubborn old man was hanging in.

      Not long after Mr. China was taken away, a pair of young soldiers marched into the tent to collect Eda. They seemed sober enough. Between them they carried a basin of water and some breakfast, which was no more than a bowl of oaty mush. Eda grimaced as the plate was set in front of her, but she picked out a spoonful and brought it to her mouth. It was hot and sugary. She gulped it down quickly.

      The food revived her a little. It also revived the butterflies in her stomach, which began to flutter again.

      She knelt before the basin and splashed cold water on her face. At the same time Eda replayed the shooting lesson with Goldman over and over again in her head. In her mind she was back on Carson Beach, back in the shooting range, standing amidst a thousand shards of broken glass and firing at the bottles on the wooden crates. She hit the target every time. It was all coming back to her – technique, stance, everything she needed to remember was slipping through an open door in her head.

      But was it enough? Could she kill faster than an aging, but experienced veteran?

      The answer leapt out at her.

      She shoved it away.

      The invaders stood at the door, waiting and watching. One of them shuffled about nervously, hopping from one foot to another like he was standing on hot coals. Eda remembered that it was a big day for the spectators too. There was a lot of money riding on this duel.

      How many of them had backed her?

      Eda signaled that she was ready to go. She turned back to look at the sleeping Goldman. Walking away without saying goodbye felt wrong but if she woke him Eda would have to tell the old man that she’d hijacked his place in the duel.

      And that wouldn’t go down too well with Goldman.

      She followed the guards, stepping outside. It was a cold morning on Dead Island, a mild wind blowing in from the water. Eda walked over the dirt and grass, down towards the rocky beach where a large crowd had gathered. Before she got far however, Manny appeared in the distance. He walked over quickly, dismissing the two soldiers who nodded and kept walking towards the crowd further down the beach.

      “Good morning,” Manny said. Purple-blue shadows under the officer’s eyes hinted at a rough night. His shirt was crumpled, suggesting he’d slept in his clothes.

      “Morning.”

      “How are you feeling?” Manny asked. He made a face as if to scold himself. “Stupid question I know.”

      Eda nodded. “Stupid question.”

      Manny scratched at a dark shadow of fluff that had sprouted on the base of his chin.

      “It’s not too late,” he said. “You do know that right?”

      “I don’t think your cousin would agree with you,” Eda said. A gust of wind crept past the collar of her rain cloak, clawing its way down her neck. She pulled the collar tight to her skin.

      “But it’s not your fight,” Manny said. “This is not your fight.”

      “Of course it is.”

      Manny looked down at his boots. “Why don’t you accept my cousin’s offer?” he said. “Become an advisor and just tell her what she wants to hear? All you’d have to do is point at a map and travel with us – you wouldn’t have to take part in any of the…details. You’d just be an advisor. I could go and talk to her right now, work it out. Surely that’s better than being shot dead on the beach?”

      “You think I’m going to lose Manny?” Eda said.

      Manny let slip a quiet gasp.  “Aren’t you scared?”

      Eda glanced over at the large fleet of speedboats floating in the shallows off the coast of Dead Island. Further down the beach it sounded like a carnival was building up steam.

      “I’m scared,” Eda said. “But I’m not sure I’m quite as scared as you are. You don’t look too hot Manny.”

      Manny nodded. “I hate this,” he said. “All of it. I hate it more than you’ll ever know Eda. I hate the fact that I’m looking at someone who might be dead in an hour…”

      He bit his lip.

      Eda listened to the boisterous crowd in the distance. “Aren’t you supposed to be a soldier Manny?” she asked. “Shouldn’t you be with them?”

      Manny laughed softly. “You want to know what I did back home?”

      “Sure.”

      “I wrote poetry,” the young man said. His brown eyes drifted towards the waters off Dead Island. “And not one person in my family ever knew it about it, back then or now. Nobody knows, except you.”

      There was a roar from the crowd. Loud whoops and cheers drowned the island in noise.

      Eda cast her eyes towards the action but she couldn’t see much except the swaying of a large, drunken crowd. They were like one giant organism, moving in time with one another. She wondered if this latest bout of raucousness signaled the arrival of Mr. China on the dueling ground.

      The butterflies kicked hard.

      “You were a poet?” Eda said, trying to ignore the background noise.

      “I used to disguise myself in rags,” Manny said. “About three or four days a week I’d go into town, far away from our nice home in the suburbs. I’d sit down on the sidewalk and lay out sheets of poetry that I’d written. Just for pennies. I never thought I’d sell any but I did. I was quite the hit for a while – people seemed eager to consume what I’d written. Why not? Many of the people back home had lived through the hardships of the occupation. They valued love, nature and beauty – these were the things I wrote about most. I’d sit side by side with all the other traders and artists and while there I’d write some more poetry.”

      “So what are you doing here?” Eda asked.

      “I love my cousin,” Manny said. “And she loves me. We’ve always been close you see; we both inherited our family’s hatred for tyrants. Our destiny is here in America, both of us.”

      “And what does that look like?” Eda said.

      “We’re going to build something new,” Manny said, “something better than the Yankees ever built.”

      “Why don’t you let your cousin build it without you?”

      Manny shook his head. “My cousin needs me to help her run the unit. Where I come from, military leaders don’t tend to last long and the Third is a notoriously fickle regiment. She’s under constant pressure to project strength and you’ve seen it already. That’s why she killed that man on the beach yesterday.”

      “I didn’t think she was sticking up for the sisterhood,” Eda said.

      “It was nothing more than a show of strength,” Manny said. “If you’re a woman it’s even harder to lead a regiment so you’ve got to be twice as impressive as a man. It’s tough. I’m here to guide her decision-making as best I can. Family is everything and as her next of kin, I’m the official second-in-command of this unit. So you see Eda, we’re in it together, all the way to the end. Blood is blood.”

      “Sounds like a good title for a poem,” Eda said.

      “I’m sorry Eda,” Manny said. “You’re about to fight a duel and I’m rambling on. Forgive me, it’s just that there’s no one else I can talk to around here without pretending.”

      “It’s been good talking to you Manny,” Eda said, offering her hand. “And don’t worry, if I lose, the dead don’t tell secrets.”

      Manny took it and squeezed. His grip was surprisingly strong.

      “Are you ready?”

      Eda nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Good luck,” he said, letting go of her hand.

      “You bet.”

      Manny called the two grunts back over and they escorted Eda down the slope and back onto the rugged terrain of Dead Island’s beach. At least two hundred people in military uniform swarmed the dueling ground. There was a lively, jubilant atmosphere and most of the grunts carried transparent cups with an amber-colored, frothy liquid swirling around inside.

      Eda could smell the alcohol, a toxic wind shooting up her nostrils. Her head was pounding. The rank chemical odor that filled the air made her feel dizzy and that was the last thing she needed right now.

      The crowd let out a feverish roar upon her arrival. They parted reluctantly as the guards delivered her onto the dueling ground where Mr. China was waiting. He didn’t look at her as Eda was taken to her mark, about fifteen paces directly across from her opponent.

      A small wooden platform had been erected for the occasion. Commander Torres sat upon a high-backed metallic chair, dead center on the platform. Eda’s attention was drawn to a bright red and yellow oriental style-pattern running down the armrests of the chair. The pattern appeared to be in the shape of a long dagger or a sword.

      Torres picked at a bowl of fruit as she watched Eda arrive. The commander’s high-ranking advisors, including Manny, stood behind her in a neat line.

      “Our brave substitute is here,” Torres yelled.

      This was met by a deafening howl of approval from the grunt horde. Eda wondered if they understood what their commander said or if they were just cheering at the sound of her voice.

      Torres put the fruit bowl down and stood up slowly. She said something in her native tongue and the crowd went wild again.

      Mr. China’s face was a void on the other end of the dueling ground. He wasn’t blinking and Eda got the impression he saw nothing of the outside world.

      Two grunts carrying M4s approached the duelists. One of them went over to Mr. China and the other walked towards Eda. They dropped the rifles on the ground simultaneously, a few feet from the duelists’ feet.

      “Your weapons,” Torres said. “It’s what you were carrying when we found you.”

      She clapped her hands together and stared into the crowd.

      “Music.”

      A man stepped out of the swarm of drunken bodies and walked to the edge of the dueling ground. He was carrying something in his hands – it was a plaid bag with five black pipes poking out like tentacles. The man waited for a signal from Torres. When he got it he began to blow into the end of one of the pipes, emitting a low, unpleasant droning noise. His face puffed up with the effort. Eda winced at first when she heard the ugly sound coming out of the bag. A moment later however, the droning transformed into a cheerful high-pitched melody. The music whistled through the air and the invaders went crazy, dancing arm in arm with one another and singing at the top of their voices.

      “Bagpipes,” Torres screamed over the music.

      She was dancing alone on the stage, clapping her hands, and surveying the happy crowd in front of her. Eda got the impression of a delighted parent watching her children play.

      After a few minutes, Torres hollered into the crowd again. The piper ceased to play and when the music suddenly dropped out the island fell eerily silent.

      “The rules are simple,” Torres said, addressing the duelists. “What we have here is the final battle of the End War, also known as the Great Global War or the America-China war. Eda represents the United States of America and the man who won’t tell me his name is fighting for the People’s Republic of China.”

      Eda looked at the crowd. By now they’d lined up on either side of the two duelists. Excited, sweaty faces leered back at her. As they listened to Torres introduce the duelists the grunts guzzled cups of beer like it was a race to see who could pass out first.

      “Guards,” Torres called out.

      Ten grunts spilled out of the crowd, all of them carrying rifles. They split into two groups, standing on either side of Torres, and slightly ahead of the four officers. Five of the gunmen pointed their weapons at Mr. China. The other five aimed at Eda.

      “Pick up your weapons,” Torres said.

      Mr. China reached for the M4. Eda, moving a little slower, picked up the gun at her feet, ignoring her frantic heartbeat. Her throat was dry and scratchy. She had to block out all physical discomfort now.

      There was the man in front of her and nothing else.

      Torres’ metallic voice cut through the blurry edges.

      “Rifles begin at the combatant’s side. When I give the word you fire and you keep firing until the opponent is dead or until you are dead. Once again, the victor will be granted a head start on the mainland.”

      Eda’s rifle arm was shaking. Doubt had flooded her mind at the last minute, an unwelcome visitor that reminded her of her inadequacies. She wasn’t a gunfighter.

      What had she done?

      She looked over at Mr. China. He was in position, rifle lowered at the side. That blank, stoic expression was still on his face.

      “Ready,” Torres yelled.

      Eda froze. At that moment she was as good as dead. Her thoughts had congealed into mind mush. Everything she’d learned about shooting a rifle was gone. She could only hope now that Mr. China would kill her quick – a bullet to the head or to the heart. No pain. She didn’t want to die slowly, listening to the sound of grunts slurping beer.

      “FIRE!”

      Mr. China was like a ghost. He was already looking down the barrel of the M4 before Eda’s rifle arm had even twitched.

      Nothing flashed before her eyes.

      But then she saw the old soldier twist his body to the left, swinging the weapon along with him. In the blink of an eye he took aim at Commander Torres, who was still nibbling grapes on the platform.

      An explosion of gunfire lit up the beach. One of the marksmen went down while the other four shot back at Mr. China. The other five gunmen on the platform whose weapons were trained on Eda didn’t flinch. She was still their target.

      Mr. China took out another guard that had jumped in front of Torres. The Chinaman edged closer to the platform, miraculously dodging the first round of bullets that came his way. Seconds later however, he fell backwards, bellowing out one last word in Chinese as he collapsed onto the beach.

      He landed on his back, arms and legs spread out in a star shape.

      Eda dropped her rifle and put her hands up. Her ears were ringing after all the snap gunfire.

      Torres stepped out from behind her guards. She looked unruffled, if a little annoyed.

      The sudden silence that followed the shootout didn’t last long. The crowd immediately began to jeer the disappointing outcome. Drunken, angry voices yelled out words that Eda didn’t understand. But she understood they were pissed off. She looked around, sensing their dissatisfaction and seeing the beginnings of an opportunity. It was a heat of the moment thing, not to be ignored. It was crazy and yet she had no choice but to listen to the madness.

      She yelled at the top of her voice.

      “WAIT!”

      All the guns on the island pointed at her.

      She turned towards the platform and looked at a nervous Manny. “I have something to say,” Eda said. “Will you translate for me? I want everyone here to understand.”

      Her voice was trembling but she had to keep going.

      “Will you translate for me?”

      Manny’s skin was a yellowy-pale color as he glanced at his cousin. Torres said nothing, so he turned back to Eda and managed a slight nod of the head.

      “I’ll translate,” he said.

      Eda cleared her throat.

      “I was promised a duel this morning,” she said, conjuring up a tone of outrage. “I was promised a fight with the Chinaman in exchange for my freedom. This was my chance to win the war for America, my chance to get the hell out of here, and it was taken away from me.”

      Manny translated quickly.

      Eda pointed a finger along both sides of the crowd.

      “YOU were also promised a fight,” she said. “But what did you get instead? A half-assed assassination attempt. Now I’m sure you’re all delighted that your commander is still alive but I can only imagine how unsatisfying this outcome must be for you all. All that money you gambled. You were promised entertainment and instead you got tricked.”

      She nodded at Manny. He translated and the crowd mumbled their discontentment.

      “Who wants to see a real fight?” Eda said.

      She waited for Manny. After his translation, the crowd responded and the mood began to lighten again. At that moment, Eda knew she had them where she wanted them. And she had Torres where she wanted her too.

      She turned to the commander who was sitting down on the metal chair, dipping her fingers into the fruit bowl.

      “Commander Torres,” Eda said. “I challenge you to a duel this morning on Dead Island. This time, we fight with swords.”

      After Manny’s translation, there were a few gasps in the crowd. Muted conversations were cut short when Eda kept talking.

      “We’re swordswomen,” Eda said, glaring towards the platform. “So let’s have a real fight. If I win I get a head start on the mainland as promised. But something else too – the old man in the tent comes with me. And if I lose, well it’s one less American in the world. If you kill me Commander Torres, you’ll have shown yourself to be a worthy leader of the Third Unit.”

      Eda held her arms out wide, allowing the island breeze to wash over her.

      “What do you say?”
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      Torres must have known that everyone was looking at her.

      The sheer audacity of the challenge. It was nothing short of crazy. After Mr. China’s death Eda had every reason to believe that she would have been considered the winner of the America-China duel. And as the winner of that fight, she would be sent back to the mainland as promised.

      Why then had she challenged Torres?

      Was it for Goldman’s sake? Eda wasn’t so sure. Was there some other reason, something more primitive and selfish?

      Did she want to see Torres dead?

      Eda saw the confusion reflected in the faces of those standing around her. Confusion mingled with nervous excitement. After the disappointment of the first duel would there now be another one?

      They turned towards their leader. The grunts were still clutching onto their beers but for now the festivities were on hold. Eda relished in the trepidation on their faces. Almost a minute had passed since the she’d issued her challenge and still the commander hadn’t responded.

      It didn’t matter. Eda already knew how Torres would react. She’d spun a spider’s web and trapped the commander like a helpless fly, leaving her with no choice but to accept the challenge. The alternative? Back down in front of her regiment and become something less than a warrior goddess.

      The weasel-faced officer behind Torres leaned in and whispered something in her ear. As he spoke, his thick jugular stood up, exposed.

      Torres batted the officer away like he was a mosquito.

      She glanced at Manny, then turned to the crowd.

      “I accept your challenge,” Torres said. “You’re a smart girl Eda but not as smart as you’d like to think. You’ll find out what a mistake you’ve made soon enough. So be it. All bets remain as they were – as far as today’s sport is concerned it’s still America versus China on the battlefield. I’ll fight the American on behalf of the troops who voted for a Chinese victory. Nothing changes except this time we duel with swords. Apart from that, there are no rules. Anything goes.”

      Torres repeated this to the grunts in their language. Just like that, the crowd switched back into carnival mode. They jumped up and down on their feet as the piper struck up another tune. They also seemed to remember that they were drunk and that they were supposed to be having a good time on their play day.

      As the music played Mr. China’s body was dragged away from the dueling ground. Two grunts pulled him towards the boats, his head clattering over the rocks on the shoreline. His arms and legs were limp like a ragdoll.

      Eda watched from afar as they threw him onto one of the boats. She was grateful at least that the grunts hadn’t looted the corpse. The old soldier deserved to go down into the deep with his wallet in his back pocket, not to mention the beloved photograph inside it.

      She turned back to the front and saw Manny, stiff as a board on the platform like an exotic mannequin. Beside him, Torres was dishing out orders to her officers and troops. Now and then she stopped to scowl at Eda who was still standing in the dueling area, a lone figure amongst the rowdy revelers.

      Torres called for quiet and the crowd obeyed. The piper cut off the cheerful ditty he was playing and retreated back into the horde.

      “I’ve just ordered a boat to go back and get our swords,” she said. “Until they return you’ll wait under guard in the tent.”

      Torres gestured for one of the men to take Eda away. Before she left, Eda exchanged a grim look with the commander. For the first time since she’d walked into Fort Independence, Eda saw a flicker of discomfort in the woman’s eyes.

      Goldman was still asleep on the floor when Eda arrived back at the tent. Snoring loudly. Apart from the one guard standing outside, the two Americans were left alone. As Eda walked over to the sleeping bag she’d barely slept in last night, she glanced over at Mr. China’s spot in the corner. Then she dropped onto her bag, flat on her back, both arms on her chest. Now that everything was quiet she could feel her headache again.

      “What have I done?” she said, rubbing a hand over her throbbing temple.

      There was a loud groan beside her. Goldman’s eyes were half-open and he was trying to sit up.

      “Jeez Louise and then some,” he said, glancing at Eda. All things considered, the old man didn’t look too bad. His eyes were bright and his skin had a nice touch of pink about the cheeks. “How long have I been out? Feels like I’ve been asleep for a month goddamn it.”

      “Hey,” Eda said, lying on her side and facing him. “How you feeling?”

      “Head’s a bit foggy.”

      “I’ll bet.”

      Goldman lowered himself back onto the bed with a long wail of a sigh. “Is today the day?”

      Eda flipped onto her back. “What’s that?”

      “The duel for God’s sake,” he said. “What else? Me and the chink. We need to do it soon by the way, while I can still summon the strength to stand on two feet. You know what I mean?”

      “Are you serious?” Eda said.

      Goldman shot up to a sitting position. “You bet your ass I’m serious. I’ve still got enough juice left in the tank to take that son of a bitch out, don’t you doubt it. And when it’s done, maybe then I’ll start thinking about dying. But not a second before.”

      He leaned forward, trying to look past Eda towards the corner of the tent where Mr. China had spent the night.

      “Where’d the chink go anyway?” Goldman said.

      He tried to get up but Eda placed a hand on Goldman’s chest and gently lowered him back onto the bed. Goldman went down, coughing, covering his mouth with the crinkled sleeve of his uniform.

      The truth would break Goldman’s heart. Killing Mr. China had been his sole reason to live, along with winning the war for America and getting revenge on those he believed were responsible for everything he’d lost. That’s how he’d survived all those years in Boston in such grim circumstances – with purpose. It was a testament to the power of having a dream.

      She waited until Goldman had stopped coughing. Checking that his eyes were clear she leaned closer.

      “Mr. China’s dead.”

      Goldman looked at her in horror but he didn’t speak. As he digested the news his face gradually creased up into an angry, frightened and confused mask. Eda got the impression the old man wanted nothing more than to sink into the groundsheet and burrow deep into the darkest bowels of the island.

      “Dead?” he croaked.

      “Yeah.”

      “How? When?”

      Eda paused. “He tried to run last night and they shot him,” she said.

      Goldman’s body jerked backwards in a short, sudden fit of outrage.

      “I knew it,” he roared at the top of his voice. “Cowardly son of a yellow bitch! He’d rather run than stand toe to toe with me. A-haaa, great war hero he turned out to be right?”

      “Right,” Eda said quietly.

      She tried to shut off the gnawing guilt inside. Goldman deserved better. Mr. China deserved better. She was also worried that somebody else on the island would tell the old man what really happened to his sworn enemy. If that happened the shit would really hit the fan.

      “I’m getting us off this island,” Eda said.

      “Doesn’t matter anymore,” Goldman said. He was staring up at the roof of the tent. He clapped his hands together, like he was signaling to the gods that he was ready. “It’s over. The war’s over but I’ll be damned, I don’t feel like much of a winner.”

      “Of course it matters,” Eda said.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Goldman said. “I’m dying here for God’s sake. They can do whatever they want to me now.”

      Eda felt like slapping the old man across the face to rouse him out of his self-pity. “Wouldn’t you rather be at home right now? Surrounded by your family?”

      Goldman pursed his lips. He nodded.

      Eda took a deep breath. “Right,” she said. “I challenged Torres to a duel this morning. With swords. If I win we get a pass back to the mainland – you and me. That’s enough time to get you home to your apartment and get me back on the road.”

      Goldman sat bolt upright, rigid with terror. “You challenged Torres to a fight?”

      “Yeah,” Eda said.

      “What the hell did you do that for?” Goldman said. “She’s a killer for God’s sake. Listen to me Eda, I’ve been in war. I’ve seen people – men and women – with the same bloodthirsty look in their eyes as Torres. It’s the mark of a monster. They’ve been around too much violence in their life, too much death, too much pain. Something snaps in their brain and that’s it – they become numb to suffering. There’s no filter to control the violence that spills out of their soul.”

      Goldman started to unzip the sleeping bag.

      “I’ll do it,” he said. “She wants to kill an American right? Well, let it be this one. I’ll fight her on condition she takes you back to the mainland whether I win or lose.”

      He looked around the tent.

      “Where’s my gun?”

      “It’s too late for that,” Eda said. “You don’t understand. I challenged her in front of everyone. She has to fight me and that’s exactly the way I want it. With a sword, I have a chance of wining and getting us both out of here. Apart from that it’s a no rules fight. Anything goes.”

      “To the death?”

      “To the death.”

      Goldman’s bird-like hands wrestled with the bag’s zipper.

      “God damn it!” he yelled, his neck turning purple with frustration. “I watched all of my children die. All three of them, one at a time – beautiful, innocent young lives snuffed out for no good reason. Do you think I’m just going to sit here while you face off against that bitch? You can’t trust any of those people out there. Think about it. Even if you win they’ll rip you to shreds for killing their leader. What else are they going to do?”

      Eda shook her head. “I won’t lose,” she said. “And we’ll get back to Boston afterwards, I know we will.”

      With his other hand, Goldman finally got a handle on the zipper and with a grunt he pulled his legs out the sleeping bag. He tried to stand up and shrieked with pain.

      “Ugh,” he said, dropping back onto the floor with a thud. “My legs feel like they’re in a coma.”

      “Will you relax?” Eda said.

      “Relax?” Goldman said. “Bullshit. I’m coming out there with you.”

      Somebody tapped on the tent door. Seconds later, the dark outline of a grunt slipped his head through the entrance flap. He muttered something and while Eda didn’t understand the words, she understood the meaning.

      “The swords are here,” she said. “It’s time to go.”

      Goldman tried to get up again but he wobbled before he was even halfway upright. “What the hell…”

      “Listen,” Eda said in a reassuring voice. “You need to stay here for me. I can’t concentrate on fighting her if I’m thinking about you and what you’re doing. Please, for me. I need you here.”

      Goldman’s tired old face was beaten. He sat there in limbo, neither fully in or out of the sleeping bag. Eda walked over and helped lower him back into a horizontal position.

      “Anything goes,” Goldman said. There was still a faint spark in his eyes. “Eda listen to me. I…”

      “Gotta go,” Eda said, cutting in.

      She squeezed his hand and straightened back up again. Without a word, she walked to the entrance where the grunt was waiting for her.

      “Anything goes,” Goldman called out.

      Eda stopped. She could hear movement at her back. When she turned around, Goldman was once more clumsily trying to get out of bed, cursing his body as it betrayed him.

      “There’s something I need to tell you,” he said.

      The grunt stabbed the butt of his rifle in the direction of the beach. Then he hit it off the groundsheet. He shouted something in an urgent, impatient tone of voice.

      “I’m coming,” Eda said, looking at the man.

      “Eda!” Goldman called out.

      Eda glanced over her shoulder. Goldman was sitting up, eyes alert, his arms stretched out wide and beckoning her over.

      “Don’t worry about me Goldman,” she said.

      “Let me say goodbye properly,” Goldman said. “For God’s sake young lady, you come back here and say goodbye to this old man.”

      Eda felt a knot tighten in her guts. She looked at the guard, then turned around and walked back to Goldman. Behind her, the grunt unleashed a torrent of verbal abuse.

      “Give me a hug will you?” Goldman said. His arms were still wide open.

      Eda threw her arms around the frail body of Talbot Goldman. He felt light, absent. Like a paper man.

      She could hear the grunt’s feet slapping off the groundsheet behind her. He was coming in fast.

      “Better go,” Eda said. She kissed the old man on the cheek and looked at him.

      Goldman’s eyes were burning with excitement. With a smile he slipped something into Eda’s hand. He quickly wrapped both her fingers around the offering, concealing it from the view of the grunt coming up fast behind her.

      “A gift,” he whispered. “Hide it. Fast.”

      It took Eda just a second to register what Goldman had given her. With a quiet gasp, she dropped it into the inside pocket of her rain cloak.

      “Anything goes,” she said.

      “Anything goes.”

      The angry grunt caught up with Eda and yanked on her arm like he was trying to break it clean off at the shoulder. She got up and let him drag her away from Goldman. He was cursing and berating her in his native tongue but Eda didn’t care. As she was roughly pulled towards the entrance flaps, Eda turned around one last time to see Goldman sitting on the floor, saluting her with a clenched fist raised aloft.

      He was grinning.

      “Good luck,” he said.
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      The crowd was on the beach waiting for the second duel to begin. This time they’d formed a tight circle around the dueling ground, their bodies becoming a sweaty, drunken amphitheater that was alive, constantly edging closer to where the blood would soon be spilled.

      Eda’s long walk to the lion’s den was accompanied by a howl of derision from the spectators. The grunts weren’t just betting on two strangers this time around. This was something more than entertainment. It was personal and the hatred was palpable. Some of the grunts jumped in Eda’s path, booed and after a swig of beer, spat the cold, disgusting liquid in her face. Then they’d disappear back into the crowd only to be replaced by another drunken heckler.

      She had to keep going.

      Finally Eda reached the dueling ground. As she stepped into the clearing, escorted by two guards, she wiped the foul smelling spit off her face. Even the spit reeked of alcohol, or so it seemed. The guards’ faces and clothes were covered in it too although they didn’t seem to care.

      Torres was on the opposite end of the dueling ground, waiting for Eda.

      The commander’s right hand was wrapped around the handle of a lavish samurai sword. She held it aloft and the curved blade glistened in the morning light as if the gods of war were blessing the weapon. Torres’ sleeves were rolled up for battle, showing off her sinewy light brown forearms. Her large breast pocket was unbuttoned, the top flapping around in the breeze. She’d taken off her badges and medals for the duel, and the top two buttons of her shirt were loose, exposing the hint of a crooked scar above her breasts.

      Lex’s katana lay at Eda’s starting point. Eda bent down and picked it up, slashing at the air a few times to loosen her wrists.

      “Why don’t you take your cloak off?” Torres said. “C’mon now Eda, let’s at least try to make this fight entertaining while it lasts. That thing is only going to slow you down.”

      The commander grinned, hatefully so.

      “I’m an ambassador for the Complex of New York City,” Eda said in a voice that defied her nerves. “This is my uniform. If I’m going to die here, I’ll die wearing this.”

      Torres lowered her sword.

      “Are you trying to make it easy for me?” she said. “Did you challenge me because you’re too much of a coward to kill yourself?”

      Eda turned her head away from the commander. She glanced to her right and saw Manny and the other three senior officers standing at the edge of the wooden platform. The officers stood like dead-eyed robots. Manny tried to copy their detached air of superiority but his fast-blinking eyes gave his true feelings away.

      “All bets are in,” Torres said, silencing the crowd with a wave of the hand. “In this fight there are no rules. We start with swords and anything goes from there. Death is the only judge today. You understand?”

      “I understand,” Eda said, staring back at her opponent. She then pointed a thumb towards Manny and the other officers to her right. “Just one thing first. Tell your second-in-command what happens if I win the duel. I want to hear you say it out loud and I want it confirmed on your honor that both Goldman and me get a head start on the mainland. Chase us all you want, but we get that head start first. Swear it.”

      Torres’ gleeful smile faded. With a look of disdain on her face, she spoke in the foreign tongue, directing her words at Manny. When she was done, it was Manny who nodded.

      “Happy?” Torres asked Eda.

      “In English,” Eda said. “Say it in English and then I’ll be happy.”

      “If you win, you get a head start on the mainland across the water. On my honor as a soldier. As commander of the Third Unit.”

      Torres smirked as she said it.

      “And the old man too,” Eda said.

      “The old man too.”

      Eda turned to Manny. “I want to hear you say it.”

      “You have my word,” Manny said in a voice that Eda could barely hear. “You’ll be released, of course.”

      Torres lashed out, striking the air with the katana. There was a loud whooshing noise as she sliced through the breeze with frightening speed. She bounced up and down, testing her feet on the rocky surface. The way she moved, Eda recognized a graceful warrior at work.

      A dark shadow swept across the commander’s face. Her sword arm twitched hungrily.

      “You won’t be the first American that I’ve killed,” she said in that cold voice of hers. “But I’m going to enjoy it like it’s the first.”

      Eda’s heart was like a drum.

      “Ready?” Torres asked.

      “Ready.”

      Torres marched down the dueling ground towards Eda, black-eyed and with both hands gripping the handle of the sword.

      Eda held her ground. Her katana was outstretched, waiting to greet the invader chief.

      Torres fired off a couple of probing thrusts, gauging the distance between herself and Eda. The crowd backed away as the action began, giving the fighters more room to move. The drunken grunts were at least sober enough to be wary of any wayward blows that might cut them open by accident.

      The rowdy atmosphere began to cool down, although it was far from silent on the beach.

      Eda circled the ring, using her feet to stay out of range of these early attacks. She fought back but Torres’ lighting fast reflexes were extraordinary. Every time Eda thought she was within striking range the commander was already somewhere else. Fast, so damn fast. And her arms were long for such a small woman. Eda had the impression that she was facing off against someone who’d been born to fight with a sword.

      Eda strained her eyes, scrutinizing every feint from the opponent’s sword. She knew that Torres was capable of springing into life like a cobra.

      After feeling Eda out a little, Torres sprang forward with a savage yell. Eda was pushed back onto the defensive, parrying each of Torres’ blows with instinct rather than skill.

      Sweat gushed from her forehead. Some of it was already running into her eyes and forcing her to blink furiously in order to protect her vision. As for the rain cloak, Torres had called it – it was weighing her down worse than she’d thought it would.

      Steel clashed against steel.

      The crowd was silent, a flock of shadowy faces in the background.

      Torres backed off from her attack and now it was Eda’s turn to charge forward. But her arms felt like they were moving underwater. She was always two steps behind her opponent, no matter what she did. As the fight progressed it became clear that skill and not stamina were going to be the deciding factor. And Eda’s skills were no match for the commander, that was painfully obvious. Eda’s swordsmanship was good, but not elite.

      Torres was on another level.

      Still Eda came forward, remembering something that Lex had told her back in New York. That fights were won and lost in the mind. Recalling those words, Eda hacked at the slippery shape of Torres, missing every time. Despite these failures, she continued being the aggressor, well aware that she was emptying the gas tank at an alarmingly fast rate. But if she gave Torres a moment to breathe it was much more likely that the commander of the Third would strike her down.

      The crowd was pushed back further as the dueling ground opened up. The fighters moved onto rockier stretches of the Dead Island beach where the footing was unstable.

      They were close to the water’s edge now.

      Torres blocked all of Eda’s attacks. Eda, out of sheer stubbornness, kept it up but the missed blows were becoming more exaggerated and she was leaving herself open for longer.

      Sure enough, a moment later Eda overstepped and Torres brought her katana down in a slicing, vertical motion. The edge of the blade scraped against Eda’s left arm, shredding up the bulky sleeve of the rain cloak like it was made of paper.

      Eda hissed at the sudden, searing pain. Her arm was exposed and a long cut emerged on the length of her pale skin. Streams of blood spilled downwards, running onto the wrist and hand.

      At least it wasn’t her sword arm.

      Torres smiled, like she could smell the blood. She’d glimpsed victory waiting around the corner.

      Lex’s voice screamed in Eda’s mind like a drill sergeant.

      You have to be first. First, first, first – don’t wait for her!

      Eda roared like a wounded animal. She charged forward, swinging at the shadowy figure of Torres.

      Torres dodged Eda’s sluggish attack, flipped her around and pushed her towards the water. Now the commander began to mix it up, throwing punches and kicks to body and head. Her blows were crisp – the cat-like limbs moving in and out like a well-oiled piece of fighting machinery.

      Heavy punches landed. There was no pain – that would come later if she was still alive to feel it. Eda went backwards, staggering into the shallows and hearing the waves behind her as they crashed towards the island. Torres was thinking now – she was laying traps by using her sword to lure Eda into a position where the punches could land.

      Eda continued to retreat, not looking at anything except the blurry shape of the woman in front of her. She almost tripped over the rocks several times but somehow managed to stay on two feet.

      Back into the water, back into the water.

      Her sword arm was numb. Useless. It was still a shock however, when Torres attacked her with a slashing blow that knocked Eda’s katana clean out of her hands. The sword flew through the air and landed in the shallows with a splash.

      The cold froth lapped at Eda’s feet. Torres marched towards her with the swagger of a conqueror. Chasing, chasing, chasing. Eda went back on unsteady legs, not even thinking about the fact that there was nothing but miles of ocean waiting behind her. Finally her legs gave out and she toppled over into the icy water.

      It felt oddly refreshing.

      Eda flipped herself over and her fingers clawed at the gravelly seabed. Behind her, the sound of someone charging through the knee-high water.

      She pushed herself onto her knees and began to crawl out to the deep.

      Before she could get very far, a hand grabbed Eda by the shoulder. The hand, which felt like it was made of steel, pulled her backwards, tipping her over so that she fell face first into the shallow water. A great weight landed on top of her and when she looked up, a leering Torres was on her knees, pinning Eda down with one hand against the chest. With the other hand, the commander threw a devastating blow to the head. Eda’s neck snapped backwards as it landed.

      Torres had apparently tossed the sword somewhere. Like Goldman and Mr. China, she wanted her enemy’s death to be as slow as possible.

      Anything goes.

      The commander’s hands gripped Eda’s collar. Her serpent eyes were emotionless as she gazed down at the bloody, beaten shape underneath her.

      Torres said something in her native language. With a gloating smile, she then pushed Eda’s head under the water and held it there. Eda’s body shook violently as it begged for air. A whirlwind of pressure built up inside her and it felt like it was building to a terrifying crescendo. This wasn’t going to be a peaceful death. Before Eda blacked out however, Torres pulled her up again and Eda’s lungs grasped for oxygen. She heard Torres laughing and it was a terrible, mocking sound. In the distance, the grunts were singing. The piper was playing and the music sounded like someone being strangled.

      Eda was pushed under again. Gurgled sounding laughter filled her ears, while saltwater poured into her lungs.

      The world was dimming at the edges.

      Eda closed her eyes.

      It was now or never.

      She took her hands off Torres’ arms and stopped struggling. Almost immediately, she felt the commander’s grip loosen on her shoulders. Torres must have thought that Eda had accepted her fate or that she was already slipping away.

      Eda’s right hand reached for the inner pocket of her rain cloak.

      It took her a moment to find the pocket. The cloak swayed underwater as Torres throttled her opponent a little more for good measure. Eda’s back was slammed hard against the gravel but she did all she could to resist the dreamy pull of the darkness that was calling her in.

      Her fingers slipped into the pocket. They wrapped themselves around the turtle shell texture of Goldman’s gift. At that same moment, a strange, euphoric calm began to wash over Eda’s mind.

      No.

      Don’t give into it.

      She yanked the grenade out of her pocket.

      Eda screamed and felt a rush of saltwater pouring into her mouth. Her body was instantly engorged with the ocean. This maddening sensation gave her a sudden burst of seizure-like energy that allowed her to grab Torres by the arm and sink her teeth into the exposed, wiry flesh. She bit down hard. A reddish-brown liquid sprang out of the brown skin, dispersing quickly across the water like an underwater fog.

      Eda heard something above the surface that sounded like a choir of angels in her head.

      It was Commander Torres screaming in pain.

      Eda jolted upwards, breaking her battered body through the surface. Somehow she climbed back to her feet and found her balance was good. The dizziness faded, giving way to cold clarity. Torres was standing a few feet away, staring at her profusely bleeding arm. There was a look of shocked outrage on her face. Eda didn’t waste a second. She crashed through the shallows and threw a murderous right hand at Torres’ exposed chin. The blow knocked Torres back but she managed to stay upright. Eda chased after her again. She grabbed a hold of the dazed commander’s throat and hit her again. Then Eda shoved her off-balance, forcing the invader down into the water.

      Eda looked at the grenade in her hands, her heart pounding. With a gasp she pulled the pin, hoping that this was indeed one of those long delay grenades that Goldman had told her about. When the pin finally came out she felt a stab of terror.

      How long?

      Ten? Twelve seconds?

      Eda raced over to where Torres was floundering in the shallows. She jumped on the commander and threw a hard elbow to the temple. It landed flush. Torres was out of it, her eyes rolling around in her head. With her hands shaking, Eda quickly opened up the flap in Torres’ breast pocket. Then she slipped the grenade inside.

      Eda ran back to shore, pumping her arms and legs with everything she had left. As she left Torres in the water, she saw the soldiers standing on the beach laughing at her. They were pointing, doubling over at the hilarity of the situation.

      The American was a coward. She was a coward because she was running away from the fight.

      The piper played the first few notes of a victory song…

      And then the blast came.

      It felt like a deep, thunderous avalanche inside Eda’s head. She dropped onto the rocky beach in a split second, her hands pressed tight over her ears. Dead Island rattled underneath her like it was trying to get rid of the infestation of human fleas on its back.

      When Eda finally looked up hundreds of gleeful faces had been silenced. Eyes bulged in the direction of the ocean. Mouths hung open.

      In the aftermath, a chilling silence emerged on the island.

      Eda lay perfectly still on the rocky shore, breathing hard, trying to recover her senses. Soon there was a flurry of movement on the beach. Eda heard it and she lifted her head, the bright morning light hurting her eyes. When her focus cleared she saw countless machine guns, automatic rifles and pistols pointing at her head.

      The entire Third Unit had her surrounded.

      Eda could taste the salt in her mouth, along with the metallic flavor of blood trickling down from her nose. She didn’t even have the strength left to surrender.

      Face down, she gritted her teeth and braced herself for the end. Let it be quick, she thought. A part of her yearned for it and she found herself thinking about the afterlife again – who would be waiting to greet her on the other side? Would the white light be empty? Or was death nothing but a black void where all pain, thought and sensation ended?

      Eda heard a solitary voice yelling out in a foreign tongue. The voice, which was familiar, cut through the tense silence. There was a noise up ahead – the rough sound of boots scraping off the rocks. Getting closer.

      The tall, skinny figure of Manny barged through the sea of grunts who stood around with murder in their eyes. Then he stopped dead. His glistening eyes zipped back and forth between the bloody figure of Eda and towards the ocean where the remains of his cousin were now fish food.

      His mouth hung open.

      Behind Manny, the invaders edged forward like a menacing pack of tribal vigilantes. Angry words were muttered. Their guns were still trained on Eda, the Yankee plaything who’d killed their god.

      “Where is your honor?” a man’s voice called out in the distance.

      “Where is your honor?”

      Eda could just about turn her head to the right.

      Talbot Goldman was staggering down the beach. His legs were unsteady. His skin was pale and gaunt, but although he looked like a freshly resurrected corpse the fire in his eyes still burned bright.

      “Where is your honor?” he said for the third time. The old man battled against the rugged terrain as it tried to tip him off-balance. As he walked, the waves lapped ashore and chased after him. A fierce gust of wind made the hairs on his mustache dance at the tips.

      “Her death was fair.” Goldman said. He finally caught up with the crowd gathered in the center of the beach. He pointed at the water, then addressed Manny as well as the other three haunted-looking officers on the platform. “It was a duel. Anything goes, isn’t that right?”

      Manny was still staring out to sea. Very slowly, he tore his eyes off the water and his body turned towards Goldman. Some of the invaders had by now turned their guns on the old American soldier who’d appeared out of nowhere. There was a look of uncertainty in their eyes.

      They were waiting for the order to shoot.

      One of the female officers, a poker-faced woman with dark brown skin, yelled something from the platform. Manny spun around and quickly raised a hand. He responded to the officer with an impassioned outburst, one that was directed towards all the officers and the grunts too. His voice was fierce, at odds with the gentle soul that Eda had come to know.

      The grunts lowered their guns and backed off a few paces.

      Eda felt like she could breath again.

      “A deal’s a deal,” Goldman said. He went over and stood in front of the downed Eda, his outraged expression daring anyone to point their gun at her again.

      Goldman looked at Manny. “Right? A deal’s a deal?”

      Manny’s eyes had drifted out to sea again.

      “You kill this girl and your word means nothing,” Goldman said. He coughed into the back of his hand. “If your word means nothing, then nobody will ever take you seriously again.”

      “Help me up,” Eda said.

      With Goldman’s help, Eda climbed back to her feet. She got up slowly, leaning on Goldman’s shoulder for support once she was back on two legs. Dead Island was still spinning like a bad dream. As well as that, she could hear the bagpipes playing in her head.

      “Stop the music,” she said groggily.

      “You alright?” Goldman said, peering at her. “You look like shit young lady.”

      Eda shrugged, then turned to the front. She pawed at thin air, at all the faces looking back at her.

      “I want my head start,” she said, trying to focus on the blurry shape of Manny. “You promised me…”

      “A head start,” Goldman echoed. “Nothing more, nothing less.”
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      The bow of the speedboat pointed towards the mainland. It cut through the choppy blue waters of Quincy Bay, traveling northwest and conjuring up a long white frothy tail in its wake that stretched all the way back to Dead Island.

      Manny stood in the bow cockpit, staring hypnotically at the Massachusetts coastline up ahead. Nearby one of the grunts was driving the boat while two others were pointing their rifles at Eda and Goldman, who’d been told to sit in the stern cockpit during the short crossing back to Castle Island. It was a tense journey; nobody spoke and Eda still harbored fears about being shot and dropped overboard halfway through the trip. Or dropped overboard without being shot first. Back on Dead Island, she’d breathed a sigh of relief when Manny had climbed aboard the speedboat along with the three grunts, announcing that he’d also escort Eda and Goldman back to the mainland.

      Any plans the grunts might have had about getting rid of the Americans would have to wait.

      The new commander didn’t look at the two passengers throughout the journey. Eda watched him standing there like a carved figurehead, staring out to sea. She tried to imagine the turmoil going around in his head. That morning he’d woken up as Manny the shy, secret poet and now, just a few hours later, his cousin was dead and he was the Commander of the Third East Coast Unit.

      The Castle Island pier approached on the horizon with the shadow of Fort Independence sprawled out behind it.

      The boat pulled up next to the pier and rocked back and forth on the surface of the water. Manny turned around at last, looking like a much older version of the young man who Eda had spoken to before her first duel with Mr. China. His skin was grayish-white. At the very least he looked seasick. Walking over to the cockpit, he said something to the grunt at the controls. Then he signaled for Eda and Goldman to approach. When they did, he informed them to climb the small ladder on the pier that would take them up onto the Castle Island walkway.

      “You first,” Eda said, looking at Goldman.

      Goldman grumbled, then put his hands on the bottom rung and began climbing. Eda followed behind, sticking close to the old man who battled his way to the top slowly and with great difficulty.

      Manny went up with them. When they reached the top, he stood on the pier, looking back south along the water. With a sigh he leaned over the metal railing, signaling to the three grunts in the boat that he’d be back onboard in a minute.

      Goldman was halfway towards the car park. He turned around when he noticed that Eda wasn’t alongside him.

      She was still at the edge of the walkway, standing beside Manny.

      “I’ll be right there,” Eda said, calling over to Goldman when she noticed his confused expression. “Keep walking and I’ll catch up.”

      The old man nodded. But he stayed exactly where he was.

      Eda lowered the hood of the rain cloak and a stinging pain went up and down her arm. The long, jagged wound she’d acquired in the duel had been whipped by the harsh wind on the crossing, sometimes to the point of it becoming unbearable. She’d done her best not to poke at it. Not to look at it.

      “You’re free to go,” Manny said. His voice was strangely hollow. “Congratulations.”

      “I don’t know what to say to you Manny,” Eda said, her long brown hair flapping in the wind. “About your cousin…about what happened…”

      “It’s not your fault Eda,” Manny said. “She would have killed you. We both know she would have killed you and wouldn’t have lost a wink of sleep over it.”

      Eda nodded. “So I guess you’re commander now?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      Eda stole a glance down at the boat. The grunts were standing on deck talking amongst themselves and paying no attention to what was going on up on the walkway. Like most of the other grunts back on Dead Island, they were stone cold sober now. Fun day was over.

      Eda took a step closer to Manny.

      “Come with us,” she said, lowering her voice. “You told me yourself Manny, this isn’t who you are. This war bullshit, it’s not meant for you. Now your cousin’s gone and there’s no need for you to pretend anymore. If you want, you can leave it all behind and never look back.”

      A gang of seagulls flew overhead, pondering the possibility of food scraps appearing on the walkway.

      “I belong with my people,” Manny said. “As commander, I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that Eda.”

      Eda frowned. “Bullshit,” she said. “A few hours ago you were telling me about a boy who used to sit on the street and write poetry. Where is he now? You’ve just changed into a war god all of a sudden?”

      “Sometimes reluctant leaders are the best leaders.”

      “They’ll kill you for God’s sake,” she said, pushing a clump of hair off her face. “Are you going to keep proving yourself to them like your cousin did? Are you going to slit a grunt’s throat now and then to make a point? What was it you told me? They challenge their leaders all the time. Right? Are you up for that?”

      Manny said nothing.

      “Come with us,” Eda said. “You won’t have much on the road but at the very least you can write. We’ll pick up pencils and paper. You only have to know where to look to find them and I know where to look.”

      “No.”

      Manny was backing off towards the ladder.

      “Manny,” Eda said. “Don’t…”

      “Goodbye Eda.”

      He put a hand on the top rung and signaled to the men below that he was on his way down. Before he began the descent however, he gave Eda a look that chilled her blood. In that moment Eda saw Manny’s cousin alive and well, as if her evil ghost was staring through his eyes.

      “We’ll be coming after you,” Manny said. “It doesn’t matter if it’s me at the helm of this unit or someone else. As we speak, there are over a hundred units stationed on both the east and west coasts. Soon they’ll be making moves. Going further inland to stake a permanent claim on this land. What I’m trying to say is, this isn’t your country anymore.”

      He climbed down the ladder towards the speedboat. Eda watched his head disappear under the pier and then listened for a moment to the loud metallic clunking noise of his boots on the metal rungs.

      “Eda,” Goldman yelled from behind. There wasn’t much pop in his voice anymore, having burned it out back on the beach with his last-minute entrance after the explosion.

      She turned around and saw the old man shivering in the cold. He beckoned her over.

      “Let’s get out of here,” he said.

      “Sorry,” Eda called out, running over to catch up with him.

      She locked her hand around Goldman’s arm. They walked back towards Fort Independence, keeping at a slow pace because it was all Goldman could manage now. Every couple of minutes he’d have to stop, double over and cough his lungs out. When he straightened up, Eda noticed a bluish tinge to Goldman’s lips that she didn’t like.

      “You look like shit,” Eda said, trying to make light of something so dreadful. “How are you feeling?”

      Goldman laughed weakly. But he didn’t answer.

      “How the hell am I going to get you back to your apartment?” Eda said. “You can’t walk that far.”

      “We’re not walking,” Goldman said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’ll see in a minute.”

      When they reached the crowded car park, which was full of pauper vehicles, Goldman marched over to the nearest jeep. Upon closer inspection he realized the keys were missing. He shook his head and immediately moved onto the next vehicle. The second and third cars were no good either. The fourth one however, had a long silver keychain dangling beside the wheel.

      “Bingo,” Goldman said. He patted the jeep like it was a faithful old sheepdog lying at his feet.

      “Get in,” he said, looking at Eda who was standing on the other side of the car.

      “You’re kidding right?” Eda said. “You’re going to drive a car when you’re half-dead?”

      Goldman shrugged. “That’s how most people drove cars back in the day.”

      Eda looked at the jeep. Its lower half was plastered in several shades of dried mud but more importantly, all four of the tires were dangerously bald. Even Eda, with what little she knew about cars, knew that the tires weren’t supposed to be smooth like that. Even if the damn thing went, it was death on wheels.

      “Are you saying that you want to drive?” Goldman said, stepping back from the driver’s side.

      “I’ve never driven a car in my life,” Eda said.

      Goldman smiled. His eyes were bright again. Young.

      “God damn it,” he said. “It’s been a long, long time since I’ve driven anything.”

      “Maybe you can show me how to do it?” Eda said. She wiped a patch of dry blood off the skin around her nostrils. Another souvenir from the battle with Torres. “How hard can it be anyway?”

      “We don’t have time for another crash course,” Goldman said impatiently. He was about to open the door when he noticed the worried look on Eda’s face. “Listen Eda. It’s only a five-minute drive from here back to Carson Beach. And there’s no other traffic to worry about. Five minutes. I reckon I’ve still got that much left in me. Don’t you?”

      Eda leaned on the car. With a sigh she took off her belt and sword and threw them down onto the back seat.

      “What the hell?” she said. “I’ve escaped death once today. I can do it again.”

      Goldman whooped like an overexcited teenager. It was strange how he kept jumping back and forth between the top of the world and death’s door. For the moment at least, he was as fresh as a puppy but Eda knew it wouldn’t last long. Hopefully it would be long enough to get them back to Goldman’s apartment in one piece.

      The old man opened the door and climbed behind the wheel. With a silly, boyish grin on his face, he turned the key very slowly. The engine spluttered into life and Goldman fell back in his seat, closing his eyes and listening.

      “That’s what I’m talking about,” he said. “Oh sweet God in heaven, are you ready for this?”

      “Sounds like it’s about to break down,” Eda said.

      “No way,” Goldman said. “In God I trust.”

      Eda dragged herself into the passenger seat, trying to ignore a chorus of aches and pains all over her body. She knew it was only going to get worse before it got better.

      Goldman backed the jeep out of the parking spot, then cruised through the lot and onto the road. From the start he drove like a maniac. The jeep rocketed south on William J Day Boulevard and halfway through the journey Goldman threw his US army cap onto the road. His wispy hair flew back and he laughed like it was the best day of his life. Eda, despite her concerns, couldn’t help but laugh with him.

      A short while later, Goldman pulled up outside the front door of the apartment building overlooking Carson Beach. He turned the engine off and glanced up at the sixth floor window.

      “Home,” he said in a quiet voice. “Thank God Almighty.”

      With a sigh he stepped out of the jeep. Before going inside however, Goldman stared across the road at the deep blue ocean.

      “Wish I had time for one more swim,” he said. “But I reckon if I went in there now I wouldn’t make it back to the apartment.”

      Eda stood next to him, listening to the waves. Thinking how peaceful it all looked from afar.

      Goldman refused any help from Eda as they made their way upstairs to the sixth floor. Stubborn pride fueled his limbs, carrying him all the way to the top.

      “Goddamn it,” he cried out, when the climb was over. “Getting old is no fun. And dying isn’t much better.”

      Inside the apartment, Eda helped Goldman onto the couch. That’s where he wanted to stay, so he said, surrounded by his photographs. Eda put a fresh blanket over the old man and slipped a soft pillow behind his head. Goldman gathered as many family photos around him as he could, scooping them up off the floor and asking Eda to get some others that were scattered around the apartment.

      After she’d made Goldman comfortable, Eda went into the bathroom to clean her wounds with soap and water. She found a case of medical supplies and patted her cuts dry with a towel. After that she self-bandaged as best she could, wrapping foam padding around her hand and then layering it across the length of the arm. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing.

      “Make sure you take as much food and water as you need,” Goldman said, when Eda returned to the living room.

      “You got a bag?” she asked. “Mine’s still somewhere out there on the highway.”

      “Take one of Emily’s,” Goldman said. “Look in the closet in her bedroom.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure,” Goldman said, sinking deeper into the couch.

      Eda took an old Nike backpack out of Emily’s room and filled it with food and fresh ammo. She then went downstairs and helped herself to one of the many spare M4s in the weapons chest. Its removal didn’t even make a dent in Goldman’s pile of killing machines. Eda brought the rifle back up to Goldman who looked it over for her.

      “It’s good,” he said, after examining it as best he could. “I showed you how to reload didn’t I?”

      “Yep.”

      “And you’ve got plenty of ammo.”

      “More than I can carry.”

      Eda dropped the rifle at the front door beside her bag and sword. She then went back inside the living room and sat on the floor beside Goldman who was flat out on the couch.

      She took his hand. It was like touching thin air.

      “Maybe I should stay,” she said. “I don’t feel good leaving you alone like this. You know?”

      Goldman shook his head. It was clear the old man still had a chunk of stubbornness left in him should it be required. “No you won’t,” he said. His voice was a whisper now. “There’s no time for any of that watching me die crap.”

      Eda nodded. “Sure there is.”

      “No,” Goldman said, looking at her. His breathing was fast, erratic. “Young lady, I hate to say this but it’s up to you now. It’s up to you to warn the people. A thankless task I’m sure – no one will want to hear what you have to say. Fewer still will believe you. Thing is, they all think the worst is behind them, the poor bastards, but you gotta tell it like it is. You’re the messenger now. Okay?”

      “Okay,” Eda said.

      “I’m sorry it has to be you,” Goldman said, squeezing her hand as best he could. “The last thing you deserve is another End War. And here’s the thing Eda, don’t forget that there’s never going to be an End War. No matter how many fights they call the End War another one will always show up after it. Sooner or later. That’s the shitty truth of it.”

      Goldman let go of her hand. Wheezing softly, he pulled one of the family photos towards him and pressed it tight against his chest. Eda stole a quick look. It was a nice portrait of them all – the young Goldman, his wife and three girls, sitting around a picnic table with a shimmering blue lake in the background.

      “I enjoyed that drive,” he whispered. “You’re crazy for letting me behind the wheel.”

      “I know,” Eda said.

      The old man chuckled. His eyes stared up at the damp-infested ceiling.

      “Go now,” he whispered. “Before it gets worse.”

      Eda nodded. “Okay.”

      She pushed herself back up to her feet. An explosion of white-hot pain shot up and down her limbs.

      “See you,” she said, limping towards the front door.

      “Hell of a day,” Goldman said.

      “Hell of a day,” Eda said.

      She left the apartment, closing the door gently behind her. She had Emily Goldman’s bag strapped onto her back. Lex’s katana hung from the scabbard on her belt and Talbot Goldman’s M4 was draped over her shoulder. Her rain cloak was shredded at the left arm but it would do until she found something better.

      She made good time despite her injuries. She was back on the 93 and traveling north, chasing after the Nomads and anyone else out there who would listen to her warning. It was still early morning in Boston and the rain hadn’t come yet. Being on the road felt familiar to Eda. It felt good.

      Movement is life.

      Close to the old South Boston bypass, Eda heard a light tip-tapping noise at her back. At first she thought it was the rain. Then she stopped dead on the highway and a smile emerged on her battered face.

      “Where the hell have you been?” she said.

      Frankie Boy strolled up casually, like nothing was amiss. Like he’d been gone for five minutes chasing rabbits. He sat down beside her on the road and Eda crouched down, letting him lick her face and inspect her wounds.

      “Missed me huh?” she said.

      She let her hands rummage around his thick coat. Then she patted him on the back three times and rose stiffly to a standing position. She looked down the 93 again. A long, spiraling road stretched out in front of the two travelers. Eda had found the Nomads somewhere on this same road a few days ago. It felt like a lifetime ago.

      Manifest destiny.

      Is that what she was up against? Was it the divine right of the pauper nations to conquer the continent of North America and to turn it into something new?

      Time would tell.

      Eda and Frankie Boy exchanged a knowing look, one that would commit them to each other for the war ahead.

      They walked together down the highway, side by side.

      It began to rain.
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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks for reading The End War.

      Most people don’t leave reviews - don’t be like other people. Be original! You’re too busy? No you’re not. Maybe you just have no idea how important reviews are in helping authors to keep doing what we do.

      Even a short, one or two sentence review can go a long way.

      You’ll do it? Thank you very much. Visit the Amazon product page when you’re ready please.

      P.S. Want more apocalyptic, dystopian or horror fiction? You’ll find info on other books by me on the following pages.

      I love you all!

      Mark Gillespie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Future of London

          

        

      

    

    
      L-2011 (Future of London #1)

      Mr Apocalypse (Future of London #2)

      Ghosts of London (Future of London #3)

      Sleeping Giants (Future of London #4)

      Kojiro vs. The Vampire People (Future of London #5)

      

      The Future of London Box Set (Books 1-3)

      

      “Modern dystopian at its very best.” - Kirsten McKenzie, author of Painted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Exterminators Trilogy

          

        

      

    

    
      Black Storm

      (The Exterminators #1)

      

      Black Fever

      (The Exterminators #2)

      

      Black Earth

      (The Exterminators #3)

      

      The Complete Box Set (Books 1-3)

      

      “Part-horror, part post-apocalypse…all brilliant.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WaxWorld - A Sci-fi Thriller

          

        

      

    

    
      WaxWorld

      

      “What sort of mind comes up with this?” - Keli B. (5 stars)

      

      “This book was amazing. I recommend it to anyone who loves mysteries and intrigue.” - April Henna (5 stars)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GrimLog (Tales of Terror)

          

        

      

    

    
      Apex Predators

      Air Nosferatu

      

      “What’s not to like about zombies and sharks, or zombie sharks?” - CJ (5 stars)

      

      “Brilliantly fast-paced horror that was unputdownable.” - Chantelle Atkins (5 stars)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Website/Social Media

          

        

      

    

    
      Mark Gillespie’s author website

      www.markgillespieauthor.com

      

      Mark Gillespie on Facebook

      www.facebook.com/markgillespieswritingstuff

      

      Mark Gillespie on Twitter

      www.twitter.com/MarkG_Author
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