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“This?” his voice a frog marching over a bed of coals.
“Thranig, we need to find something that can be traded for food.” He looked at him without a glimmer of understanding. There wasn’t much by way of understanding in Boru Dortmund’s eyes either, but they knew what could be traded and what they’d no prayer of trading on, though neither of the sots had much acquaintance with prayer, which was as well since the docks weren’t a place for anyone with any hope. In a city that had lost the least acquaintance with the wind-headed siren, this was no place for existential extremists.
“Someone will trade for this, or wished they’d traded,” Thranig Qinkop answered, a smile cracking his dry lips.
“You forgot who we’re trading with,” Boru Dortmund answered.
“Barbacoa?” The pair had been years foraging on the docks, so when the city had lost itself, they were already so lost there was hardly a change in the pair’s lives. Today there was more drama than what the pair took to be the day before the last; that was about all the theatre that could be offered to memory. What could be said of the autism of time while the pair had been wandering about the docks picking up odd jobs and scavenging was little enough. However, the disabling of the concept of their linear jaunt along time’s arrow had not save the pair from the cost of the years and the consequences of living rough.
The men carried rough, unkempt beards heavily infiltrated by grey. Where the original hair color remained, it was black. Scars covered Boru’s face left over from the time his face had been pushed through a window just after wandering into the docks from a home he’d lost up north. The memory of his family was not much more than a few snapshots of fighting with his wife—of whom he had no memory beyond anger and spotty experiences of self-abuse—and the baleful look of two children whose faces had been mostly erased. Boru still dreamt of these, but their faces had been scrubbed of definition and history. All memory had been reduced to elemental particles that never entirely aligned; so what could be said of them wasn’t history but perhaps a family album goggled at by a dementia patient. Here you would recognize you should have a reaction to the faces and places, but all which remains are niggling concerns that what you are is, or has, faded into a past that is no longer accessible.
Boru and Thranig were beyond emaciated, had been for years. What remained of their flesh, which was not encrusted with scabs and scars, was a petit mal of what had been in the time before the temporal autism. Wasted but wiry, the pair had come together to create their own survivalist dyad within the space of the docks. Thranig had been happier than Boru because he had sacrificed more of reason and memory. However, the sacrifice had led to more violent responses to his nonviolent resistance. That, nevertheless, had always been the intent of nonviolent civil disobedience, and on the docks, this was offered with the least provocation.
Raising his face from the gnarled hand, Dortmund spoke in a quiet but meaningful voice. “Moon. Remember Simon Moon? You have to remember last night—when you got that leg,” Pointing to Thranig’s right leg, which, even now, the derelict was favoring. “Told us not to come around again unless we’d something to trade that he needed.”
Thranig’s face tightened, and there was a memory burst. In the burst, the rusting nut he’d been holding fell from his fist and he stared down the line of docks jutting out into the bay.
“We need to eat.” Eyes blinking away the encounter with Moon behind the Penny Whistle. “I’m hungry. I need food. If we don’t find something soon, we’ll have to go to Dragon Bone.”
Boru’s hand snapped out and caught Thranig on the side of the head. “We go there and we die—worse than dead, maybe.”
“They could take us in,” Thranig’s voice an unconvinced whine.
“The DH wouldn’t.”
“They’re not the only ones out there. At the bottom of the hill...”
“Fodder for when times get tough.”
Silenced, Thranig turned away and walked back along the dock, toward the shore. “Where you going?”
“There’s nothing here. Let’s try the next dock over. Keep going until we find something Moon will take,” rubbing his leg as the brief snapshot of last night filtered through the haze of hunger. Though desperate, Qinkop wasn’t about to show up at the Penny Whistle again without something that would get him a meal and not a beating. He wasn’t entirely certain of surviving the next disappointment Simon Moon suffered.
“There are some boats tied up down here.” Boru pointed to a stairway leading toward the sound of surf breaking on pylons.
Thranig turned halfway toward his partner; there wasn’t much hope in the glance. “How often have we found anything on those boats? Last time there was even a watchman. I almost got knifed.”
“We can count it lucky they weren’t carrying a gun.”
“Not much ammunition left in the city; and what there is, the government and gangs got.”
“True ‘nough, so I brought this.” Boru pulled out a rusty pipe about half a meter long. Thranig looked at it a moment, and a half moon opened the filthy face. Several of his front teeth were gone, and those that remained were grey and some black along the gums. Dortmund’s were hardly any better.
“You sure you can take the watchman with that? What if they got a pike or a gaff? Gaffs hurt,” rubbing a shoulder as one more snapshot came back.
“What if they don’t even got a knife?”
“We take everything.” Boru smiled and turned to the stairway. Thranig followed, warming to the idea.
“Shit.” Boru’s voice not more than a shallow hiss. Thranig looked around the shoulder of his friend. The stairs leading down to the water were narrow and slick with wear and the slime left by the day’s catch being off-loaded. There had been times, not distant, in which the two men had been reduced to scraping these for what satisfaction their bellies might get. What they ended with was a greater hunger than they had before and a foul taste in their mouths. Dortmund had developed a bad case of the trots which took days to pass. The worst part of this was his gut had long since expelled anything it could find in his stomach, but that didn’t mean the impulse didn’t tear at his ass and bite at his piles.
The pair had sworn never to do that again, but never was seeming a long time when a hollow belly filled all your thoughts every moment of the day. Hunger will drive a man far harder than an appetite for sex, especially this pair. Boru and Thranig used each other mercilessly when their bellies were full. Thranig had started out passive enough, but in time, he’d come to ride Boru’s face when he’d been blind drunk. Always the drink made Boru passive and masochistic. The next day Dortmund never claimed to remember what had happened, but he did—bits of it. The truth was he enjoyed his moments of passivity more than the rape of Thranig. Thranig preferred anything that took the edge from the day and left him feeling not quite so alone.
“What is it?” Thranig couldn’t see much in the shadow of the wharf. There was a full moon, and there were few clouds scudding over a sky filled with stars. Yet, down here there was only the reflected light of the moon and stars. If they made it down to where the boats were tied up, they’d be open to the evening’s light again, but for the moment, they were sheltered from it. At the angle they were looking, the light was not helping Qinkop see.
“No boats—skiffs and rowboats is all. Fuck, what are...”
“There might be something in them—left over cheese, old boots, fishing line, something we can eat or turn to food—even scraps would be enough.” The desperate whine was heavy in his voice. If it had been anyone but Dortmund listening, they’d not have heard this, but it was nails on a chalkboard to the man. He elbowed Qinkop and the whine vanished in a woof of air.
Continuing, carefully, down for fear of the Watch—they’d be here, somewhere. Not close. The Watch should be another five minutes away along the quayside and then above the pair. If quiet, the two men could turn the boat over and be gone with the Watch just above them. If worse came to worst, they could always swim down to the beach with whatever they found here. Generally, it helped that most of the watchmen were drunk half the time and didn’t always keep to the scheduled patrol set by the Dockmaster. If they’d pay better, which these days meant food or barter goods, they might be able to attract better watchmen than those a rung or two above Qinkop and Dortmund. As it stood, the ones standing watch were somewhere between drunks and thieves—sometimes they were both.
Stepping onto the tie-off pylon with one foot, Boru looked out over the bay and toward the freighters anchored there. These were little more than shadows now with the moon behind them. Both men would have liked to swim out to them, but if caught—and they almost certainly would be—it would mean death. None of the niceties of trial either—shot to the head and over the side. There was, both had heard, paperwork afterwards and a period of quarantine to make sure that the Sweats would not break out in the crew. He couldn’t be certain how often this really happened, but Dortmund thought not very. The captain would want that hushed up so they’d not lose the opportunity to fatten their wallet. Quarantine meant lost revenue; lost revenue normally ended a captain’s tenure.
Still, the ships were tempting targets, and one day they’d not be able to resist; anything was better than Dragon Hill. Boru trembled at the thought—dying would be bad, but taken on by the Hill would almost certainly be worse. Once they’d gone down that road, it would not matter whether or not they survived the city’s quarantine—afterwards they’d not be allowed back on the docks. The pair, literally, would be marked men—hardly worthy of the term, as was the case with those branded on the Hill.
Stepping down into the boat, Boru pulled the tarp back.
Doing so, there was a muffled whoomphing. Boru looked back to Thranig. “What...” There was the rending crackle of metal giving way to a great pressure. Boru fell back in the boat, startled by the eruption of noise. Lying on his back, a fiery plume burst from the vessel near its main stacks. Thranig, terrified, skittered backward too far and fell into the bay with a loud splash. A moment later, Dortmund could hear him thrashing about, seeking purchase. Qinkop had never been a strong swimmer. Even when they’d last swam to the beach, it was a dog paddle all the way, several times having to stop to rest his arms and legs. Eventually, he got a hold on the dock and dragged himself out of the water as Boru pulled himself to a seated position.
Several smaller whoomphs followed, and the vessel bucked, gently, at anchor then settled back to the gentle bob of the other vessels farther out.
“What was that?” Thranig asked, kneeling beside Boru.
“Don’t know. Couldn’t have been fuel—had to have been something in the hold—but why the fireball?”
“Doesn’t matter. When it goes down, there’ll be salvage all along the docks—beach too.”
 “Maybe, but we’ll have to be...” He stopped and stared hard at the stern of the vessel. “Is there someone in that dinghy?” Even as he spoke, the boat was loosed from its moorings. Thranig smiled. “Barter.”
“Food.” Boru answered.
“How do you know they’ve food?”
“I don’t.”
“But...” an imprecise look took Qinkop’s face. “You can’t mean?”
Dortmund smiled low and unhealthily.
“But you were just saying ‘bout the Hill.”
“We’re not on the Hill; don’t have the tattoo; don’t have the brand. Who’s to know? We get them salted away and who’s to know.”
Qinkop wanted to protest, knew he should protest, but it had been days since their last real meal, and that hadn’t been much of a one. He gave Boru a nod, and the pair faded back into the shadow of the stairs and watched. The lights began to go on over the other ships, and spotlights were turned on the burning freighter. But because the dinghy was blocked by the freighter, none saw it making for the wharf.

“What the fuck was that?” he wondered. “There was nothing in the hold that should have gone like that.” The dinghy rocked back and forth in the bay’s chop. Looking back to the shore, he knew there’d not be a lot of time—lights were already going on all along the shoreline though not yet on the dock. That blast should have woken the entire city, and they’d be calling coastal patrols. Whatever, he couldn’t be called to answer questions about what had just happened; couldn’t answer questions about anything—not now. As he turned back to rowing and watched the fire rising up out of the freighter, there was a sound from the approaching dock. Turning to this, he could hear shouts of men on the ship. The rower did not turn back to this; whatever was on the shore was now going to be more important to him.
While concerned with the shadows along the shoreline, a figure broke from the other sailors and dashed for the bow. Jumping for the anchor line, they slipped down about halfway to the bay and then dropped into the water. As they did so, there was a shattering explosion that briefly lit up the whole dockside in a red-orange glow. Snapping back to the vessel, the man in the dinghy had missed the escapee. What he did see were others dropping into the water on fire. This was followed by another explosion, and the freighter began to sink—fast. In less than a minute, the man in the boat had stopped rowing and was watching. The freighter was gone, and the light of search lamps snapped back and forth over the bay. There was no sign of survivors. At least he’d be spared answering any questions they might have raised.
Even so, there were others questions—his. What had happened in the hold—and who was he? Turning back to the shore, no one had made it to the dock yet. If he was quick, he could disappear before anyone had time to notice he was from the ship. Pulling, the man cleared his mind and tried not to think about what had just happened to all those men, and what had happened down in the hold. Whatever it was and whoever he was, the danger had passed. Still, not entirely convinced, he scanned the water hoping this was the case.
Excepting flotsam, there was nothing—only the occasional body. One or two of these appeared to twitch, but there didn’t seem to be anyone attempting to swim ashore—or towards any of the vessels farther out. Nothing. The boatman was not a small man. The time on the ship had, however, turned what had been soft hands and an average frame into something much harder. The hands were now thick with calluses, and his arms would take a lot more effort to tire.
Brown hair, a little long but not yet shaggy—not as shaggy as the story he’d have to tell to get over the rough patches his appearance would provoke—hung down over his eyes. The man’s face was clean-shaven and angular. Sharp cheekbones and a pointed chin emerged from the longish, dirty-brown hair. The eyes were a soft, almost milk chocolate brown. As he pulled on the oars, his chest opened on the moonlight. It was broad but not unnaturally deep. The man in the boat was stronger than he’d been when he boarded, but other than this, he could not say much had changed other than geography.
Having left the North behind, there was a certainty that he’d slipped into the subtropics. Which of the islands of the archipelago he was on now was not entirely clear, but from the length of the docks and the number of lights that twinkled, still, in the city, it had to be one of the major ones. Now he wished he’d spent more time listening to what the others were saying about the islands and what had gone wrong. Everyone knew, in the North, that something had gone very wrong in the collective archipelagos of the middle sea and this was creeping slowly eastward to the mainland. It was for this reason that the eastern continent had put together a loose multinational task force to blockade the whole chain. All that was allowed through were human aid vessels, such as his. These carried medical supplies and food.
Smiling, he tapped the side of his backpack with a foot. Whatever was waiting on shore, he had a fighting chance if he turned the pack to use. First, he had to get ashore and off the docks without being caught, or seen. Looking back over his shoulder, there was no one on the dock, yet—neither was any light snapping on.
After several more strokes, he picked up the oars and dumped them into the dinghy with a clatter of wood on metal. The sound echoed beneath the upper dock and amongst the pylons as the prow of the boat gently bumped and glided along the slimy, sodden, and foul smelling wharf. As the prow pushed away from a pylon sunk into the muddy bed of the shore, the man reached out and grabbed the wharf and pulled himself back against it. Scanning the gloom of the landing, there was nothing to be seen, and all he could smell was the miasma of decaying refuse—he suppose this garbage, but it could have been bodies as well. The stories of the archipelagos had been common childhood fare—which was just one more reason he’d signed on. No one would think to look for him here, though here wasn’t where he’d meant to end up.
He pulled his thoughts away from the past. There was no good dwelling on what couldn’t be changed. Here he was, and here the man would start to reinvent himself free and clear of all that had gone wrong back home. He’d not been the first to make the trip, and he doubted he’d be the last—not if his boyhood reading had been anything to go by.
Reaching down for the bag, a grunt of pain escaped the dinghy, and he reached to his back on the lower right side. Pulling away a hand, there was some blood. It wasn’t a lot, and it wasn’t too dark. Whether the color mattered, he was not certain; nonetheless, he was going to have to do something about that, and soon. Bracing against the expected pain, he leaned back into the boat and picked up the backpack, this time with both hands, and tossed it on the landing. Another grunt escaped him, but the man didn’t pause to wait for the pain to pass. Standing, the skiff rocked, lightly, from side to side; then he was on the dock and kicking the boat into the bay. The tide was in, so he didn’t expect it to go far before drifting back onto the shore. He’d hoped the skiff would be a little farther up or down the dock so no one thought someone had landed here and would send out a search party.
For a moment, he watched the dinghy sail out into the bay where there were now more small craft from the other freighters as they searched for survivors—none seemed to have found any and scudded desultorily back and forth in the ring of searchlights. Occasionally one of these would move over the shoreline but quickly, perfunctorily. The crews, obviously, weren’t expecting survivors. Even if one or two had made it to shore, they’d be here to stay—if he was where he thought he was. Perhaps he might have rowed to one of the other vessels, but how would he prove he wasn’t from the shore. Even if he managed to convince them he was from the Beluga Fay, how would he explain what had happened when he wasn’t certain himself. Then there was the knife wound—that wouldn’t help him at all.
Over and above this sketchy bit of business, there would be the issue of who he was. His papers would not stand up to any serious interrogation. Once these collapsed, he’d be looking guilty. If they ever found out who he was, then it would be back home—there were even more questions that would need answering there from both authorities and family. No, there was no choice but to come ashore and take his chances—as bad as those would be. With another searchlight sweeping in his direction, the man stepped behind a large pylon, angling himself sideways. Not overly tall, for the North, he was still almost one-hundred eighty-six centimeters. In the South, this was going to make him standout, and his fair complexion would make him noteworthy amongst the otherwise tan and dark-skinned islanders. Yet, there were supposed to be a number of northerners down here. That would help.
With the light gone, he picked up the pack, gingerly, and slung it over his shoulder. Turning, he caught the first steps of the stairs up to the main dock, and there was a shifting of shadow and sound behind him. Turning, his upper right bicep caught a glancing blow from Boru’s metal pipe, and he stumbled back, falling on the stairs. As Boru righted himself, after overextending the blow, the man kicked out a foot and caught the derelict hard in the groin. This must have caught him right because there was a winded scream and the man crumpled to the stairs, clutching the offended area. The pipe clattered onto the steps; grabbing this up, he turned and fumbled his way up the stairs. There was an animalized scream behind him—he wasn’t sure but it sounded like food.
Turning on this, Thranig was tottering out of the shadows with his hands extended. As these almost closed over his throat, the pipe came down on Qinkop’s head with a hard ring of metal and a thunking crunch of skull. Thranig toppled forward onto the man. Tossing him to the side there followed a splash. By this time, Boru had picked himself up from the stairs, though still holding his balls, and stepped back unsteadily. The new owner of the pipe took another step forward, and Dortmund’s courage collapsed and he turned and disappeared into the lower dock. More or less satisfied the threat had passed, the man turned and dashed unevenly, because of the heavy pack, up the stairs, then along the dock to disappear into a maze of heavy, abandoned machinery.

The bay swarmed with rescue craft from other freighters, and gunboats from the blockade. The latter tore over the inner part of the bay searchlights, panning not over the wreckage but along the docks and shoreline, looking for any that might hope to use the chaos to slip by them. There was no movement from the city or in the water; from beneath the landing he could see that much. Every now and then, because of the heavy chop being created from the wake of the boats, he had to spit out a foul mouthful of water. The taste was of decay—organic decay. That was, he assumed, to be expected, what with what was happening in the city and the archipelago, but if he wasn’t careful, the consequences were going to be frightening.
However, before boarding the freighter during its last continental landfall, he’d been supplied with a broad assortment of designer antibiotics, which should take care of anything he might come into contact with here, or anywhere in the southern archipelagos. Even then, it had been certain where the target had been heading. How this was known didn’t matter to him. All he needed to be worried about was how to get the job done, and his first pass had been a miserable failure—but that had been luck; though trained not to believe in it, that had not stopped him from confronting this again and again over the years. But that never moved the trainers and theorists—they’d their algorithms and this was the only place they were going to put what faith they had. Apparently, all he’d experienced was a variable in the equation.
At least they were together, and neither of them were going anywhere for some time. He was uncertain of the equation that would account for this variable, but undoubtedly there would be one. The dinghy pulled alongside the landing, and spitting another mouthful of water, the swimmer pushed deep beneath it. Above him, he could hear Boru’s moan.
“They broken?” Thranig asked.
“No.” Voice near a whimper.
“Let’s get after him.”
“You said food.”
“He’s got the pipe.”
“You gave him the pipe?” There was the sound of one of the men lunging for the other, followed by a piteous cry.
The swimmer smiled and moved farther up the landing to just beyond the pair. If he could get past the stairs, he’d seen those approaching the landing, then their retreat would be blocked and he could find out what they knew.
The uninjured one had said nothing following the revelation about the pipe. That was interesting, but not surprising. After what had happened in the hold, it was obvious the target was a lot more than he’d been led to believe; more than Control had been told—if they’d been told more than the name and the price. Control rarely cared about more—research had been his job, and that was based on what public information there was about the target. This one had had a minimal digital footprint, and research had been further hampered by the fact that he’d already been in the wind for a few weeks. He warned Control about that, but this had done no good. So there they all were—and the poor sod with the ruptured testicles.
At the back of the landing, he had purchase on the earth, but this was muddy and more like quicksand. Holding firmly onto the side of the landing, he gently pulled up, until his feet were reluctantly released. Still, he lost one boot in the effort. Coming to rest on the landing with no sound, he waited to see if he’d been heard. He’d not. The soft moaning continued and there was some muttering, probably cursing, from the other one. Even though he’d had to leave most of his kit back on the ship, he did have his automatic and the tactical blade. Pulling the blade, he stepped out from behind the stairs, his gait made uneven by the loss of the boot. Still, when the pair saw him, the wet one bolted up the stairway; and his friend, though badly injured, lumbered to his feet and stumbled over the first steps.
The injured man had only made the upper level of the dock when he collapsed again. As he attempted to crawl away, the swimmer stepped, hard, on his ankle with the booted foot. “Where did the other one go?”
“Thranig’s a coward—he’s gotta be halfway to the Wall by now.”
“No, the one that did this to you?”
“Don’t know—he was up the stairs and gone. Into the city, poor bastard.”
“You sure you don’t know where he’d have gone?”
“No. Please, let me go.” With a grunt, the swimmer jabbed the derelict several times in the abdomen with the tactical. He was going to take the shoes, but these were little better than rags. Deciding against it, he left the body and ambled, unevenly up the dock toward the city.
Once the swimmer had passed, Thranig came out from behind the machinery and returned to his friend. “You dead?” Boru moaned softly, but it was from a great distance. “Soon enough.” Rifling the body, he took all he could use, which was little enough. Turning back up the dock, he took off after the swimmer. Thranig did not intend to catch him, he’d only end up as Boru, but someone would want to know what happened and would pay for it. As he passed the machinery, he heard voices coming down from the streets above. Some, at last, had taken notice of the explosion and the sunken vessel. There’d be salvage to be had, but with a dead man on the dock, this would not be the place to be if you were the only one left alive. That would be a good way to end up with a dragon tat.






Rickety.
Buildings would be a generous assessment of what rose on either side of him. The streets were narrow and cobbled. These, however, were much as the steps leading from landing to dock—decayed, slimy, and dangerous. The small, round stones appeared held in place by a mortar that was chipping loose in places. At one point, after coming out of the maze of machinery—which took a good long while to make his way through, partly from a lack of light and partly from the sheer complexity of passages between the rusting hulk—the escapee had nearly taken a header down a withered and decayed stairway leading to a basement apartment, but righting himself managed to bump and slither his way down.
There was a series of movements and muffled disagreements from inside. An old woman appeared with a twig broom screaming something in what he took to be Tagolam, and she began smacking him on the back as he ran down the street. After chasing him about half a block, eliciting cheers and catcalls as they went, the old woman gave up, spat in his general direction, and turned back, cackling with satisfying pride. What a younger woman would never have attempted she did without fear, for two reasons: the first was age bestowed a general social immunity; and two, if the stranger had turned on her, this would have ended the daily contention with aching bones and bad teeth. Mersa, or mother as her son and daughter-in-law referred to her, did not think she had much longer anyway.
One of the old woman’s few remaining back molars had become infected. The local apothecary, a nasty, filthy, sodden man of not fewer years than she, had drained the infection a few times, but it didn’t seem to help. All it would take is for the poison to get into her blood or bones and that would be it. So chasing another derelict down the street did not seem such a great sacrifice if they’d turned on her. This one hadn’t, but it might have been a kindness if that man had shown some spine. Mersa knew what waited for her now. That would be bad enough, but her daughter-in-law would believe it necessary to nurse Mersa through the last illness—normally this meant keeping the old alive as long as possible, no matter the shame and suffering this brought and the emotional trauma it caused the family.
The end goal of the woman in the marriage was only to fulfill the obligation as the wife of Mersa’s first son. There was no love-loss between the two. Life with Henny and she had always been that of two cats in a bag. Mersa knew, before the marriage, she would become a harridan, that she’d be unfaithful as well. The problem with Karter, however, had always been that he led with his cock, and Henny had been a beautiful slattern that could and would fuck in any way her son wanted. However, Karter had never been much in bed. Even if he had, Mersa was certain, Henny was too beautiful to be left alone by men, and the woman would have no compunction about turning their lust into profit and a satisfaction for her own hunger.
There was an upside for the family here—in the beginning. More food and money came in than Mersa thought reasonable. When she understood what was happening, Mersa made certain the woman had taken precautions so that the children were Karter’s. One obviously wasn’t his, but the old woman had made her daughter-in-law take care of that. It was all a great tragedy as far as her Karter was concerned, but this passed quickly when Henny found herself pregnant shortly thereafter. Mersa loved Karter desperately, as mothers tend to love their first-born, but the man was the dumbest thing she’d seen. This incident was years ago, and time had not been kind to Henny. Men no longer came sniffing after her quim. This left the woman outrageously randy—hardly giving Karter a moment’s peace—and bitter for the loss of income. As a result, Henny’s spleen was taken out on Karter and her two daughters.
Now Mersa wanted it over, but Henny could not allow that, out of a sense of responsibility that had less to do with love than appearances. The reality of life waiting back in the small two-room apartment was not a kind thing, but it was all she had. The cackle was one of the few joys she had left, and Mersa milked this for all it was worth.
Meanwhile, the stranger darted down one alley after the other, periodically turning to see if the old woman was following, or what had come after him in the hold. He was dead, along with the rest of the crew, that much was certain. Certainty, nevertheless, was not proof. He’d learned on the Beluga Fay to deal with certainties—if there weren’t any; don’t assume there were. The consequences of this misjudgment had manifest themselves a couple of times on the vessel. Lesson learned.
Even as he twisted and turned from side to side, he was looking for that which should not exist—but could well. Up one street and down another—street might have been an overly generous sentiment. These were cobbled alleys fitted on either side with dreary shanty constructions made to no plan, with no goal other than temporary housing that with the generations, had become suspicious dilapidates with more spite than purpose. Certainly, there’d been the occasional implosion or fire, but they clung to life if not ambition.

“You be needing food.” A grouse of a voice brought the runner up short. Wheeling, he aimed the pipe at the sound and stepped back into a gloaming. “You shouldn’t back into the shadows ‘round here—they’re not always empty.” With a wall against his back, he looked from side to side.
“How do I get off the docks?”
“Lost—meet a lot that’s lost down here. But why you want to be leaving—we’ve not been visited in many weeks. Up north you can’t move without making your peace.”
“My peace?”
“That’s a nice watch?” The stranger peered into the shadow from which the voice emerged.
A hem of a long skirt emerged from the deeper darkness and fluttered in a light breeze catching the corner of the last street and twisting, erratically, up the new one. The foot wore a straw sandal and was old and thorny with long, twisted toenails—encrusted with dirt, calluses, and a coral of offal wound about them in a tight embrace. As the moon emerged above them, the woman’s side of the street became illuminated. Beside her was a smoldering brazier with three tubular vegetables on it. They weren’t giving off any smell and didn’t look that good to begin with. There was a little blight on at least one of them. The woman, as his nose crinkled at the food, leaned out of the shadow that still clung to her upper torso and smiled a mostly toothless grin.
She wasn’t old, maybe forty, but she’d looked to be twice that. Her face was deeply lined and a tawny brown—partly because she was an islander and partly from the years she’d spent in the sun. The skin had a leathery quality because of the latter. The eyes were almost round with black pupils swimming, uncertainly, in a white sea. The nose was broad and flattish—she’d not had any work done there, not like the younger women were supposed to favor. There was a scattering of hair over the jowly meat of the jaw and chin—course black things they were, with a hint of grey. The hair on her head was long and looked soft, but also greasy and peppered with the same grey that was showing on the coarser hair on the face. Her belly, under the ratty shawl, appeared distended—not pregnant. There’d be a lot of this in the city; he knew that much for a certainty.
Pulling a fist full of bills from his trouser pocket, he stepped into the new light. The woman leaned forward and saw what he was holding. “Pah! Northern money; no good here, but I’ll take the watch.”
“What else will you give me for it?”
“Besides directions?”
He nodded and the woman waggled a tongue at him. Though he’d been aboard the Beluga for over two months, he wasn’t that desperate. Besides, a few of those rotten shards looked as though they could do serious damage—and the woman was starving, or very nearly.
“How ‘bout that knife?” The woman’s hand tightened around the haft of the short blade she held, so much so the knuckles whitened.
“Worth more than a watch.”
“That and directions are not worth the watch—take one of whatever those are.” Pointing at the starchy tubes. “One without rot.”
“They all got some rot. Use the knife to cut that bit off.”
Unfastening the watch, he handed this over. He hoped she wasn’t going to try anything because his patience was wearing thin—and the wound was causing him even more pain than it had on the skiff. The roll with the derelict had not helped, may have even torn it open some more. The woman then stabbed a tube and handed this over with the knife. Sniffing at the vegetable, he touched it—it was soft but not very warm. Pulling the knife from it, he tested the weapon. Dull. Not any good for cutting but he’d be able to use it as a stabbing weapon. Better than taking out what he’d packed away. That bit was only in case of emergencies—taking what had happened so far that would come soon enough. Until that time, he needed to husband his resources.
“Now, how do I get off the docks—fastest way?”
“Turn right up here and go straight until you come to a crossroads; there, turn left, heading north; and when you come to another crossroads, turn right again, then the next right. That will open on a main road—follow it north. If you get lost, just keep heading in a northerly direction and you’ll get out soon enough, but my way is fastest.” He nodded. “You from that boat that exploded?”
“How do you...”
“I’ve lived down here all my life. We’ve heard more than a few freighters and munitions vessels blow in our time. When I was a girl, a munitions transport exploded and took out the better part of the docks—lost my whole family in the blast, but I was on the beach selling these,” pointing to the tubes, “and lived.” The last didn’t sound happy about itself, but he supposed her life, though hard before, had taken an even harder turn afterwards.
“Thanks.” Turning away, there was little else he could offer and wasn’t about to go on about where he’d come from on the chance, more like certainty, she’d sell that information. No matter what, the old woman would turn what little she’d learned from him to some ready cash—food more likely, as cash, even northern currency, did not seem to have any meaning. This meant he was going to have to think about what he could part with. At the corner, he turned right onto a gloomy street, a little wider, with buildings on either side that leaned, dangerously, forward and seemed to tremble in the breeze.
Twisting and turning from one street and alley to the next, these consistently grew in breadth and length. This seemed to be a good thing because it meant he was getting close to businesses and that meant traffic. More traffic meant more people, and more people meant a way out. Eventually he found the main road the woman had directed him to, which was a bit of a surprise. There was no reason she should have told him the truth; when he’d gone, there’d be no finding her again. All she had to do was relocate a couple alleys over and he never would have bothered to look further. Why tell him the truth after noticing the backpack he was carrying and how full it was—heavy too. He had to shift it a couple of times during the meeting and a vague clatter had come from this.
Still and all, here he was on what looked to be a main artery built for tractor-trailers and a variety of other heavy vehicles. It was showing its age—the tarmac was chewed up in places and knit together in others with a spidery tar sealant. On his left—looking north and away from the bay—was a bar and grill. Said so, Zampton’s Bar & Grill. The old woman’s vegetable had been good enough to take the edge off, but he needed more food. Some information about the city would be necessary, or advisable, before he went in. Looking around, there was no one on the street. He supposed the show was over—over because they’d a clear view of the bay where the Beluga Fay had sat at anchor only a short time before.
All that remained were a few gunboats—the other freighters’ rescue efforts seemed to have been abandoned. The gunboats would only be there to prevent any enterprising citizens from making a break—not that any of these seemed enterprising. This was in keeping with what he’d heard of the islanders—how true the clichés where he’d no idea, but there would be some truth. There generally were some facts in clichés, but this disguised much more that wasn’t. He needed to begin grabbing some facts before he blundered into the city proper.
Not with the bag, though. He went back a couple of streets, found a derelict house, and stuffed the pack under some loosened floorboards. It would have to do. Walking into Zampton’s with this would announce he was new to town—all would know where he came from anyway, but at least they couldn’t take the bag. Stepping out into the main road again, it did not seem to have a name—none of the streets had street signs—he turned toward the bar and stuffed the knife into the back of his pants. A scabbard would have been nice, but any sheath he bought for it would cost more than the weapon itself. For all the good it would do him, he may as well not have brought it—but it might persuade at least one fool to keep their distance. 
Taking a breath, he pushed open the hoary old door, and the stench of unwashed bodies and hot air filled with tobacco and flatulence washed over him.

“There are always some.” Zeb answered, as he turned back around the bar, wiping it down with a damp cloth he always kept tucked under his belt. Beside the cloth was a stiletto in a worn, fraying sheath. He was a big man, not simply tall—though he was about a head taller or more than most others in Zampton’s—but his girth and the muscle beneath this gave the man a presence most stepped aside from when he was angry. His complexion, a deep black, was usually shiny because the heat made everyone sweat, constantly, and the muck-sweat gave him what some called a demonic glow. These were superstitious people, and the other worlds were never more than a heartbeat from pushing through to this one—the consequences of this intrusion were never good.
“Some what?” A small man at the end of the bar asked, banging an empty metal pint. These had once been glass, but Zampton’s had changed over to metal years before because of breakage.
Taking the mug, Zeb drew him another pint and took his chits. Though it was true that money in its traditional form no longer had much meaning since the Sweats had broken out, the Governor, nonetheless, had managed to develop and maintain a chit system. Placing the pint in front of the man, “Whatcha mean?”
“There are always some—what does that mean?” At that moment, the door opened with a loud creaking moan and a man stepped in. Not answering, he went to the center of the roughened bar—pocked, gouged, and scratched with a generation of bar fights and more general wear. Loosening, so no one would see, the stiletto, the barman smiled from beneath a wiry and dirty beard that went down to the top of his barreled chest. In amidst flecks of food, sweat, and spittle there, were small beads inserted over strands of beard. Zeb liked the piratical look—helped keep the customers in check.
“What you be wanting to drink?” he called over to the man. Didn’t like the look of him because it was plain he didn’t belong. This one was the some of which he’d been speaking. The stranger walked over to Zeb—he was terrified, but hiding it well, that much the barman could tell. If he could, others here could as well.
“Food and what you have on tap.” The voice was strong, almost basso.
“Need to see your chits.”
“Got barter goods.”
“We only take chits here—we obey the law.” Zeb said the last loudly so any of the Governor’s whores could hear it loud and clear. Truth was, Zeb and everyone else here bartered, but knew enough not to be seen doing it.
Leaning close, “Many here will know you’re off the boat that blew up. Get out and run. These ones will take all you have and bugger you to death.” There was a scuff of a couple of chairs, and before the stranger could turn, it began.
“Whatcha got in them pockets, sweetheart?”
“Not in here Bilts—if you want to drink here again.” Zeb answered, still close in to the stranger. “You,” quietly, “going to have to get out on your own.” The stranger pushed off the bar and moved into the room. Zeb smiled because he seemed to understand the nature of a bar fight—keeping the barman away from your back.
“If you want it,” pulling the stubby blade, “you are going to have to take it.” Bilts and his friends, large men but rough and emaciated looking, laughed until the new man took three large steps toward them. Zeb could see they hadn’t expected that. Bilts rocked back a step or two, but it didn’t help, and the stranger was on him. The melee was not more than a short burst of violence when the stranger had managed to make his way to the door.
He half jumped and was half helped out. No one followed because two got stabbed. Zeb was grateful the blade had been dull; otherwise, there would be a lot more blood to clean up—and he’d cleaned up enough of that. With Bilts holding the shoulder where he taken the blade, for all of its small depth, Zeb laughed, but he was uncertain what he was laughing at.
“You go clean yourself up in the back and don’t bleed on the floor or I’ll have you clean it up.” Bilts glowered at the floor, but Zeb could tell he’d the good sense not to offer this to him. Turning, he made for the back.

The man went for his pack. As he turned the corner, a shadow disengaged from the far corner of Zampton’s and followed at a discrete distance.
With the pack, the stranger made it up one street and down another, always remaining close to the main road heading north. He could not afford to lose that now he’d found it. As well, he knew he’d have to find someone who could tell him something about the city and its internals before he went too far. Food would be a good idea, but he was going to need some chits for that. This meant getting involved sooner than he would have liked. Worrying about how dangerous this would be could not concern him for the moment. Now he needed information and food.
A cat screeched behind him then bolted across the narrow street. On the opposite side, it turned, arched his tabby back, and hissed long and loud at the shadows on the opposite side. Someone had followed him out, and he’d thought he’d been clever—obviously not. There were still new skills to be acquired now he was on land again, but he could not afford to be a laggard in the new classroom. At the corner, he turned left and deeper into the side streets and alleys he’d just escaped. This was dangerous, but it would be more dangerous meeting whoever was following in a broad well-lit street where he could easily get the law down on him, have someone see him, or having to fight in the light with lots of room to maneuver. 
The Beluga Fay had been a good remedial education, but this was going to be advanced villainy, and he was uncertain if he were up to it. That he did not have a choice was a source of comfort. Then he was not so certain and turned south into a narrow, foul smelling alley. Somewhere in the middle of this, he found several bins to hide behind—these were overflowing with decaying organic matter. The stench was horrific, sweet, and wet. This alley had to be behind some restaurant, but what surprised him was the desperation the country had been claiming for their food reserves when they could continue to throw away this much of it. Still, the street was strewn with bits of vegetables and meat, so someone had to have been rifling the bins. This he understood, but discarding this much food when it could have been turned into chits was odd—what with the blockade and all.
With the last thought, there was the sound of hard breathing and much quieter footfalls. Whoever it was, they were practiced at tracking—another skill worth acquiring. The breath lessened at the entrance to the alley and the tracker hesitated. They knew he’d be waiting for them down here. With that realization, the stranger sat the pack on the ground, pulled out the pipe he’d taken from Boru and kept the blade in his dominant hand. The pipe would be more useful. If he got to where the other opened himself up, he could stab him somewhere soft—the throat maybe.
The other took a step into the alley, then another. Soon enough they were only a few meters from the stranger, and he stepped out. Neither spoke. The other wanted to circle round, to get some room for fighting, but the alley would not allow this. They had to come straight at the man from the Beluga; however, they hadn’t seen the pipe. When the figure did charge, Beluga pulled this from behind his back and brought it up in a hard, fast, sweeping motion. The metal caught the villain just under the chin and knocked him back with a hard clacking of teeth and a harsh grunt. The thief was practiced, even as they were being knocked back and down, his blade struck out, catching the stranger along the upper bicep. Though not deep, the blade hurt, and he stumbled back, grabbing his arm.
As the figure fell back on the rotten cobbles, the Beluga stepped forward and stabbed him several times in the throat. With the other bleeding out, he stripped the thief of all he had, grabbed his better knife; his chits, not many, and dressed himself in the older, shoddier clothes. His newer ones had already caused enough trouble, and he wasn’t going to let that happen again.
Stepping out of the alley there was a sharp intake of breath off to his left, and he pulled the new blade. “Come out, or I come in after you.” There was a brief pause and she stepped out. He was not shocked, but there was some surprise. Not only was it a woman, but she hardly looked twenty. On top of this, she was shortish, maybe 1.4 or .5 meters tall—the woman was an islander and one of the darker of these, probably one of the northwestern islands. “What do you want?” She craned her neck down the alley and smiled.
“You did that well.”
“What I had to—what do you want?” She blanched at the edge and a small, thin knife appeared, but in a rest position.
“Put that away and I will not hurt you.” She hesitated and the Beluga stepped forward pulling the new knife. The woman staggered back a few steps and put the blade away.
“My people are up north.” He nodded, but didn’t know what was meant by this.
“We could use,” she paused as though wondering how to say what was next, “someone good with their hands.”
Beluga smiled. “What’s your name kid?”
“I’m a woman.”
The Fay’s smile broadened. “Okay, sweetheart—what’s your name?”
She didn’t appear heartened by the romantic gesture—seemed more aggressive and dangerous than the first. “Synon.” Anxious defiance in the voice. “Your name?”
“Titus Pym. How far north?”
“It’s a ways, but we can offer you safety and anonymity.”
“From what?” Pym was getting anxious again.
“From knowing you’re from the boat that blew up—everyone will be wanting to trade you back to the blockade, or the Governor.”
“I won’t be.”
“They might kill you—or make you a slave.”
“A great town you have here.”
Synon shrugged, but said nothing. Titus held a hand out to the woman and she took this. As she approached, the moon again cut out from behind a cloud, and the soft light illuminated the woman a little more. Her pupils were islands of pitch in white seas—these last were clear and wholesome. The skin was a deep chocolate brown, smooth, and unblemished. Her breasts, what he could see within the shapeless shirt she was wearing, were small and firm—she was young. Her body, inside the equally loose pants, was firm, almost hard. Synon’s handshake was stronger than necessary, which said to him that she was compensating. That made sense—a woman alone on the docks.
“It’s a nightmare, but it’s home.”
“How far north?” Pym repeated the question.
“I have no car and public transport is pretty much dead down here after dark, so we got a good two hours by foot, if you don’t dawdle.”
“I’ll try to keep up. But there won’t be any trouble up there?”
“Not if you don’t bring it. Like I said, we need people who can handle themselves in a fight.” Saying so, she walked past him and back towards the main road. There was little choice—Pym didn’t know the city and had no friends. He needed both. Turning, he followed the woman.






 “Hold up.” Synon said, after they’d been cutting along the edge of the main road for almost an hour.
“What is it?” he said, adjusting the backpack. The weight wasn’t yet bad, but each kilo was beginning to wear him down. By the end of this hike, each kilo would feel like five. Pym knew he would have to get used to this and fast—unless something unexpected happened and he came into possession of a car and fuel. This seemed unlikely, considering the condition of the city and its lack of local resources—fuel, most especially, had to be imported. He learned on the Beluga that they were more interested in medical supplies and food.
The serums hadn’t worked so far, but food managed to keep the Governor in control and the social system from collapsing. Still, this left little room for luxuries like fuel—at least through the blockade of the city. Titus had heard rumors the national government had done a deal with some on the multi-national force now offshore to get fuel through, but this was supposed to be used for the national police force and the militia drawn from military and ex-military caught out when the Sweats began and the nation closed off the city for fear of this breaking out amongst the general population. It was not long after this that the East put together a multi-national blockade to keep the epidemic from becoming a pandemic.
Even so, some level of commerce continued between the country and the multinationals. The only other choice would have been to seal the country off and let the Sweats and starvation do for the archipelago. That would have created a whole nation of people willing to do anything to escape. Eventually, some would make it off the islands; and those could carry the Sweats East. The West was reasonably safe because of the thousands of kilometers of open sea between the end of the archipelago and landfall. However, eastward, it was a different story. East, the Sweats could island hop until it hit a long island chain, and then it was one rough sea crossing to the mainland and hundreds of overcrowded cities. After landfall, it would only be a matter of months, perhaps weeks, before the continent was infected. If that occurred, the collapse of civilization would follow.
By far the better choice was to blockade the archipelago, feed them, and offer what experimental vaccines there were. Each month seemed to bring a wide variety of new ones, many of these almost as dangerous as the Sweats. Though not a new vector, these treatments had managed to create a high enough death rate so that few, but the most desperate, were willing to try them. This was what Pym had landed in—his choice to row ashore, rather than out to incarceration and suspicion, was beginning to look less and less wise.
“I need to take a look at that arm,” Synon said as he wrestled his pack to the ground.
Titus glanced at it, and the sleeve was soaked.
“Take off the shirt or I’ll have to tear the sleeve. Maybe you’ll be wanting to keep the garment whole—replacements are hard to come by.”
Titus took off the shirt and sat down on the pack. He was feeling a little light headed. Perhaps that meant he was tired—probably it had something to do with blood loss and hunger. “You have anything to eat?”
“No,” taking out a field kit, “that’s what we’re going to go looking for when we get there.”
“What’s the damage?” glancing down at the arm.
“Soft tissue—the muscle appears untouched. I should sew it up, though.”
“You’ve done this before?”
“Often—even before.”
“Really?”
“Not a wealthy country and doctors are expensive.” Cleaning the wound with alcohol, she threaded a suturing needle and set to work. After a few minutes, she’d finished, and they were on their way. Synon had been better than Titus had expected, and though painful, it could have been a lot worse.
“How much further?” Titus asked, adjusting the pack. They’d been back on the road for a while, and he was starting to need a rest. Being almost blown up and attacked four times over the course of the evening was beginning to take its toll. On top of this, he was still looking back over his shoulder—still unclear if he’d left behind the hold.
“We’re almost there. When we arrive, let me do the talking—and don’t let them see you’re tired. I understand what you’ve been up against, I think, but they won’t feel understanding.”
“Make certain your people don’t try anything—I may be tired...” Pym didn’t finish, and Synon looked back and nodded. They travelled the rest of the way in silence. Eventually, the buildings and roads opened up, and there was even the occasional sound of a truck. Normally, Synon shied away from these, but as tired as he was, Pym wasn’t interested in why. His interests now were in finding some place to sleep, or to get a few minutes’ rest.
“Stop.” Synon spoke quietly, holding up a hand. Suddenly people were stepping out from alcoves, alleys, and shattered doorways. The neighborhood was rough looking, but these people didn’t seem to fit. They were the most forlorn, raggedy group of people Titus had yet seen in the city, or anywhere else.
“These? I’m supposed to be afraid of these?”
“They mayn’t look much, but they’ll have your back if they accept you.” Titus chuckled at that, and a young man stepped up. Swinging wide at Pym, the latter laughed as he stepped between the man’s arms. Blocking the blow with the injured arm, he drove his fist, holding the pipe, into his face. The younger folded with a moan.
“No!” An older woman ran out from the same place the younger appeared, and Pym turned on her.
“Don’t.” Synon put a hand on his shoulder. “His mother.”
“That’s what you have to offer? A kid and an old woman?”
“No, but there are a lot of those.”
He heard a man’s voice, a little low and on the high side of forty. As the voice stepped out, Pym had judged correctly. He was in early middle years, but looked hard and filthy—most appeared as though they had not bathed in a long time. If he thought Synon looked rough, these were much worse. Pym, supposing it could not hurt, took a step back, attempting to keep all the new arrivals equidistance from him. They did not seem dangerous so much as pathetic, but he could be wrong about that.
“You lead these?”
“My name’s Bannly, and no, but I help where I can.”
That sounded like leadership to Pym, but he wasn’t interested in arguing.
“This,” Synon stepped up, “is Titus Pym. He killed a man down on the docks, by Zampton’s.”
“Why would you do that?”
“He tried to...”
Bannly interrupted the girl. “Let him tell it.”
“Followed me from the bar, I think. Wanted what I had.”
“And you weren’t interested in sharing.”
“He didn’t want a share—besides, you earn a share.”
“As you do here.”
“That,” Synon answered, “is why I brought him.”
“You,” the boy’s mother answered, “should have asked first.” 
“You people,” Titus bit back, “look like you can use all the help you can get.”
“We do.” Bannly seemed to have begun this as a question, but midway into the thought it became a statement.
“What can you do for me?”
Synon looked at him in amazement.
“We can give you a place to belong. If that isn’t enough, we can give you a place to hide from what the city would do to you if they knew you were from the blockade.”
“Not from that, the Beluga was carrying medical supplies and food.”
“You save any of it?” the injured boy asked from his mother’s arms.
Pym shook his head.
“What happ...” Bannly began.
“Another time, maybe.” Titus answered. Bannly didn’t appear satisfied, but allowed it to go. Pym supposed he’d greater concerns.
“Still want to join us?” the elder asked.
Pym nodded, but was not certain this was the best idea.
“Okay then, we’re heading out at dawn, so you’ve got a couple hours of sleep coming.”
“Where are you people located?” Synon looked at him quizzically. “Where’s your place?”
“You’re standing in it.”
He looked around at the ruined neighborhood and smiled. “We’ll sort that out later.” Bannly looked at him askance but didn’t bother to enquire what he meant.
“I’ll be back in a bit.”
“There’s a latrine around the corner.” Synon called after him, pointing.
Nodding, Titus followed the hand but wasn’t looking for the latrine.
Several minutes later, he returned without the pack.
“We could have taken care of that for you,” Bannly said.
“No problem.”
The old man seemed to understand without being told and took it no further. When Bannly had gone, Synon took him to an upper floor with a door.
“This one’s got a dead bolt so you’ll feel safe enough to sleep, but no one will harm you here—or try.”
Pym smiled at the last.

Synon appeared to want to stay with him, but until he’d a better understanding of these people, he’d be sleeping in a locked room with one eye open. The evening had taught him that much. It seemed, however, he’d just gotten to sleep when Bannly was knocking on the door.
“Time there, Titus.” They wound their way out of the derelict district—though Synon said it was one of the better districts in town, excepting for the middle class and wealthy neighborhoods now heavily guarded—in an almost straight line. There were, occasionally, distant sounds of traffic, but this was never heavy—though the individual vehicles sounded this.
“Police and Militia,” Synon answered as he stopped to listen. “They don’t normally come down here unless they are looking for us.”
“You the only ones here?” 
“Organized, yes.”
“Organized—this is organized?”
She wasn’t happy with the tone and replied in clipped, stressed syllables. “You’ve been here one night and not seen more than the docks and us—wait ’til you’ve seen more before you judge us.”
“You people need some serious help.”
“And you are going to give it us?”
He laughed at the woman’s anger. “Yes—first chance I get, If Bannly is interested in improving your situation.”
“Like he said, he isn’t in charge.”
“No one is?”
“We have meetings and vote on what to do.”
“There’s your problem—right now you’re outside the law. Voting is not going to help you feed yourselves and stay alive.”
The woman didn’t answer, but walked ahead. She didn’t speak to him again for the rest of the march north.
Titus took the time to examine the districts they wandered through—it was more a meandering hike than march—and then the column itself. There was little by way of weapons. The knife he’d taken from the thief was, by far, the best weapon any one of them had. Bannly, however, had a revolver; this seemed not only antique but also poorly maintained. Pym could neither see nor smell gun oil and not all chambers appeared to be loaded. So dodgy did the weapon seem that it looked as if it was as likely to misfire as fire—if it came to use. Perhaps the mere presence of the gun gave the group courage. If so, it was a false courage, and that was an easy thing to break. Given an opportunity to go back and choose to follow Synon again, he doubted he would have.

The rise they stood on looked down on the shattered, burnt remnants of a neighborhood, but across a wide avenue there began another one. This one had lawns—well-maintained, street lamps, which were now just flicking off, and clean streets. There were no walls here, though. He half expected the community to be gated and guarded, but there was no sign of either. “This the target?”
Synon nodded, taking a long drink from a water bottle. Passing this to Titus, he took it and drank deeply. Luckily, the water was clean—he’d almost expected something as filthy as the bay. Finishing, he returned this.
“What now?”
“Now we send some scouts down to pick a likely target.”
“Have your people ever done this before?”
“Not up here, but we’ve done so down south.”
“Your district?”
“Docks too.”
“Not the same—people here will be expecting something like this—should be at least; better let me go.”
“Alone?”
“Yes—I know what to look for.” He did, but he wasn’t going to go into why.
“You’ll have to check with Bannly.”
“Thought he wasn’t in charge?”
“He isn’t, but this was his plan, and we all agreed to it.” Pym hung his head then took this in a hand.
“You people are going to get me killed.”
The woman didn’t respond to the jibe but pointed to Bannly.
Leaving the girl, Pym edged behind a long, exposed line of skeletal indigents ranged along the edge of the rise. Anyone looking would see them all and know exactly what they were up to. As he approached, he saw Bannly was down on a knee with a hand to a young man’s head. It was the same kid he’d knocked down a few hours earlier. His mother was on the other side of him. The young man was sweating, but everyone was sweating; it was the tropics, or subtropics. “You okay, kid?” Pym asked approaching from behind Bannly. “Didn’t think I hit you that hard.” The mother shot him a hard look, but he didn’t expect more of her.
“He’s okay, just a little tired.” At that, the kid was taken by a violent bout of shivering; it was almost as violent as a fit or petit mal. The young man’s eyes didn’t exactly roll into the back of his head, but they did reach toward this and his tongue was stuck out at an odd angle. When this happened, the woman stuck a folded piece of leather in between his teeth. He bit down and the fit became a grand mal. Now the eyes became white. Together with the dark skin, there was something disturbing and monstrous in the look. Pym wasn’t sure, but took a step back nonetheless. “Sweating Sickness?” It wasn’t really a question.
Bannly nodded without turning.
“How long have you known?”
Continuing to hold the young man as the seizure peaked and slowly ebbed, the elder did not answer right away. As Pym waited, Synon and others joined him. No one looked particularly disturbed by the seizure or the knowledge this was the Sweating Sickness. However, the others kept a discreet distance, and some covered their mouths and noses. Some women, who’d brought older children, took these back down the rise into the ruined buildings. There was, then, some level of anxiety about the disease, but there also appeared a resignation—virtually fatalistic in its approach. With the passing of the fit, Bannly passed the young man into his mother’s arms.
“When he’s strong enough, take him back down, but keep him away from the other mothers and children—no need to make them more anxious than they already are.” Turning back to Titus, he continued wiping the sweat from the young man off on his pants then washing these with a distilled alcohol.
“That’s Lamban—very strong. If you drink it be careful—too much will blind you.”
“How strong is it?” Titus asked. He knew perfectly well he’d have to make its acquaintance sooner rather than later.
“Sometimes as high as one-hundred sixty-six proof—there had been few regulations in its production. Now there are none. It’s made from the sap of the coconut flower—foul stuff.”
Now he had to try it—but later.
“Good disinfectant,” the woman nodded.
When Bannly finished drying his hands, he joined Titus, smiling.
“I wasn’t certain, and we needed everyone that could walk on this job.”
“Why you took me on so quickly?”
“Pretty much—but if you can kill, that’s more than most of us have done and I’m not certain most will be able to.”
Titus considered that a moment before continuing. “But infection?”
“We don’t know how it’s communicated—even quarantine doesn’t help, unless there is significant distance. Some feel it’s airborne, others by intimate contact or even touch; some are of the opinion it’s passed on through blood. There are even those that have a metaphysical hypothesis. But no one knows.”
“This explains why no one is running away.”
“They also know they will need someone to take care of them if, or when, they get it.”
“If he dies?”
“There are collection sites all over the city—we’ll leave him at one of these.”
“And this is how it is?”
“This is how it is.”
Titus stared down at the woman as she slowly helped her son to his feet. Inside he was fighting with the panic but knew this wasn’t the time or the place for it—doubted whether there would be a time or place until he was out of the city. For the moment, though, he needed to focus on the immediate problem.
“Your people have never scouted in unknown territory before?”
“No.”
“Then I should go with them—I’ve some experience of what to look for.”
“Normally I would agree, but we know the house we’re looking for—they’re just checking to make certain there is no one out and about yet.”
Pym nodded, staring down at the houses across the road.

The residence was late Imperial in design, with gables, trestles, and peaked roofs. There was a romanticized gothic feel to the place. Yet, it was not falling to ruin. This house, and most others in the neighborhood, was well maintained and some, even now, were undergoing renovations. “What’s so special about this place?” As Titus spoke he noticed flankers moving out along both sides of the street and others slipping around back of the houses, what good they’d do without proper weapons was not clear.
After all, this neighborhood looked as if they could afford to maintain a small security force with more than enough weapons to get the job done.
“The owners have moved to the east-end—a gated community.”
“They’re not here?”
“Correct.”
“There is no security firm taking care of this place?”
“No longer. The price of security has gone beyond most here, and those that can still afford it are moving on—such as these people.” Turning back to the house, a runner came from down the street.
“A car,” a boy of about ten years old and rail thin panted before continuing, “is coming—looks like someone heading out to work early.”
“Clear the streets, but keep a lookout. If they see you or look suspicious, you know what to do.”
The boy nodded and waved to either end of the block. Suddenly the streets were emptying out.
Bannly took Titus by the arm and led him around the side of the building. “I thought,” as they took cover behind a large temperate bush, “fuel was hard to come by?”
“It is,” Bannly answered, craning his neck out for a better look at the oncoming traffic, “but some here still possess the wherewithal. Personally, I believe it is more a matter of status than need. Most of the companies still functioning in the city prefer to collect and return their employees to their homes—where they’ve not moved them into company compounds for security purposes.”
“Those gated communities you were speaking of?”
“No, there is only one gated community that is maintained by the wealthy and professional classes. What the companies have are military installations, and within these, they’ve put living quarters. Often, the living quarters are next to or close by the offices and factories.”
“But many still prefer to stay here?”
Bannly nodded, holding up a hand for quiet. As he did so, a town car pulled onto the street, drove slowly past them, and turned right onto another street. “They’ll be heading for the Core and the political district—New Panaderos.”
“Politician?”
“That’s the type of car the Governor gives their upper level bureaucrats.”
“You just let a lot of money drive by you.”
“We don’t have the weapons necessary to deal with the militia—and that’s who they’d send after them.”
“I got a good look at your neighborhood; you’d be able to hide the entire Diet in there, and no one would find them for a year.”
“Not possible to be certain about that.”
“You are not going to feed these people if you do not start taking risks. I may be new...”
“You are, and you do not know these people.”
“You don’t either, if you think they’ll continue to support starving to death. You are starving, right?”
Bannly nodded, not looking at Titus.
 “Then you are going to have to find a way to feed them.”
“It’s what we’re doing here.”
“Do you have many more down south?”
“Several hundred.”
Titus stepped out from the bush, now that the car had disappeared. “You’ll never feed that many—even with what you get here.” Wiping his sweating face with a cloth, the man continued. “If you want to feed them, you’ll have to begin taking some long chances—whether or not you are properly armed.”
Without answering or looking at Pym, Bannly turned and proceeded around back.
“Ignoring me is not going to make your situation any better.”
As he called after the man, Synon took his arm. “He knows, but there is nothing else any of us can do.”
Titus took the woman’s meaning but did not respond. Instead, he allowed the young woman to hook her arm through his and lead him along the side of the house.
It was a large, rambling affair, not quite a mansion but more than a single family dwelling—even if you had a large, unwieldy number of children. This was generally not the case with the upper middle classes. One or two children tops, on average. There were outliers and deviations, of course, but in the main, a house like this was all about status and had little or nothing to do with the facts of life. Around back, they joined the others as a young man beat on the basement door with a hammer.
“Shit, do you want to wake the neighbors?”
“We need in.” Bannly answered tersely. His patience with Synon’s recruit was wearing thin.
Titus could tell that much with little more than a rudimentary understanding of the culture. Pushing the youngster aside, he pulled a small pouch from his back pocket.
“Picked this up in a game before leaving home—thought it would come in handy.” Bannly was about to say something when Synon took his arm. It seemed to Titus this was the way women here quieted men when they were being foolish. This worked for the moment, but the younger doubted it would last long. Leaning over the wooden doors covering the basement stairs, Titus flicked the lock-guard out of the way and slipped two thin prongs into the mechanism and twisted. After a moment, there was a snick and the lock fell open. Bannly gaped at this a longish moment then stared at Pym.
“You can do that every time?”
“So far.”
“You have a lot more than one use.” He smiled. “Get the basement door too.”
The elder joined Pym at the basement door, watching him carefully. “What,” Pym asked, “are you hoping to get from this place?”
“The usual.”
“What is the usual?”
“Gems, money, electronics, food, and anything else that could be turned into something edible.”
“Still won’t feed several hundred mouths.” An exasperated looked passed over the old man’s face again; then the lock gave way and Titus, smiling, pushed the door open.
“We’re also hoping for weapons.” Pym knew these would be, by far, the most valuable things they’d find—if they found them. Seeing as the owners had gone east to find safe harbor from the likes of them, it did not seem likely they’d leave anything behind. The chance, though, was worth the risk—if they could get the proper weaponry, the more likely it was that they’d be able to pick up someone like the politico that just passed by.
Pym stepped into the darkness and looked about. “How’s the power in these things?” Bannly flipped the switch beside the door and the incandescent popped on. They both stared at this as though it were some rare creature. Even Zampton’s had been lit by a network of reflective lamps that used something such as kerosene or whale oil for an energy source. Titus wasn’t sure which it was but the smell, besides the stink of bodies, suggested this. There had been sockets for lights, but these had been empty—probably for some time.
“Good, I suppose—but I’m not sure how much power each residence is permitted each day, so we’ll be wanting to be quick. Don’t,” continuing to those streaming by and into the house, “use any lights upstairs unless absolutely necessary.”
The basement stairs opened up on what should have been a cold kitchen, but that made no sense in the subtropics—he’d been told by Synon this was the proper designation for most of the islands excepting the most southerly, which said to Pym some Late-Imperial hausfrau had to have the kitchen she had at home. In function, this room looked to be no more than a storage room—even the cupboards where filled with nonperishables. “Need help in here.” An unrecognized voice from the main kitchen called. Titus entered to find a young man trying to pry a heavy lock and chain from an equally heavy door. The door almost looked to be the entrance to a large walk-in freezer—cold storage at the very least.
Titus pulled out the picklock again and had the door open in a moment. As he stepped into the locker, Pym discovered it was a walk-in freezer. “Fuck me.” The words came out as hardly a sound, but he could see his breath billowing out before him. Beside him was a rucksack. Taking this from its hook, he filled it with frozen meat and vegetables. Taking a carton from the shelf in front of him, he tossed it back to the young man behind him. “You’ll want to eat that right away.”
“What is it?” Tossing it from hand to hand against the cold. 
“Ice cream.”
“What?”
“Try it. But it won’t keep, so you best eat it right away.”
After the first nibble, he tucked in. Soon he was sharing this with the youngsters that had come along. With the rucksack full, he stepped out. Bannly was waiting. “We’ll have to have a barbecue when we get back because nothing in there will keep.”
“After this hike we could all use a party.” Bannly answered, behind him stood Synon. He passed her a small carton of ice cream. As she was licking at the face of this, the man tossed her a spoon.
“If you have enough people, have them collect the utensils and crockery—they will have value. More, I think, than electronics—with no or spotty electricity, a DVD player or a computer won’t be of much value.” As Pym disappeared down the hallway, Bannly was having them gut the kitchen.
They were all making too much noise for this to last much longer. If the militia and police had any interest in maintaining control of these enclaves, they’d have to pay attention to what they were doing. They had to have been noticed by now—too many people and too much noise.
At the end of the hall, there was what Pym took to be an oak stairway. Twisting around this, he stopped a moment and watched as some young men were tearing up a family album and then turning on the sofas. True enough, they’d not be able to take the latter with them, but there was no reason to destroy these. Some of Bannly’s people were going to need a close watch. From up the stairs there were more sounds of breakage and bodies being thrown at heavy doors. They could hammer at them all they wished, but the oak doors were built to last; they’d already survived nearly a hundred years after the end of colonialism and were probably built fifty years before that.
“Step away from the door.” The young men did and watched as he picked it. As Titus held it for them, there was the sound of a violent disagreement coming from down the hallway—what he took to be the master bedroom.
“I found it—it’s mine.”
“It belongs to everyone.”
“Not bloody likely.” There followed a sound of wind being knocked from someone. Entering the room, Pym saw Bannly on the floor holding his head. Blood was leaking from between his fingers, and it appeared consciousness was fading. Above him, a young man—maybe mid to late teens—was holding an automatic. The weapon was pointed at the elder’s head. “It’s mine; I found it.”
“You,” Titus interrupted, “say that like it means something.” Stepping quickly around the bed and toward Bannly.
Not hesitating the kid raised the weapon toward Pym and pulled the trigger—nothing happened. Pym dropped the child with a blow as they charged him and took the weapon. Ejecting the clip, Titus smiled down at him. “Need to turn the safety off.” The kid lunged at him again. Whipping the child with the butt of the weapon, the latter crumpled unconscious at the foot of the bed. “Get him out of here,” he called to two others, who looked to be his friends, then picked Bannly up—pushing the weapon into his hand.
“No—think you should lead us now.” Titus wasn’t sure that was what he wanted. He wasn’t certain he wanted to be responsible for more than himself—was certain he didn’t care about anyone but himself.
“Hey,” Synon called from the door, “he okay?”
Pym nodded.
 “We found a large garage out back with a truck in it—fuel too.”
“Guess we’re riding home.” Passing Bannly to Synon, he rounded up the others tearing the house down and pushed everyone out with whatever they had in hand. With the 9 mm, no one was much interested in debating Pym’s authority.






 “You’re going to want to make certain he’s okay with that,” the woman said. She was about thirty and more saffron than brown, a little on the short side but attractive.
“Essie, he’ll only know if you say something.”
The woman looked at him as though he were too stupid to be born. “Lander, he’ll know—you are too foolish to keep it quiet.”
“Fuck you.” He threw a lazy backhand at the woman, but she easily sidestepped this.
“You’re not to hit us any longer.”
“He’s not here to protect you.”
“Will be soon enough—hear that?”
Lander did and straightened at the sound, un-pocketing the boxes of ammunition.
“Knew you could make a good decision.” The woman smiled. Amidst the bright white of her teeth, there were two missing on the left-hand corner of her mouth. Upon closer inspection, it was obvious these had been broken off near the gum line.
The woman’s tongue worried the gap as she watch Lander putting the boxes into the rucksack he carried. That was where he was supposed to put everything he found in the raid. But there was still some behavior that had carried over from the time of Bannly’s leadership, and it was slow in correcting itself. Even though Essie had seen the consequences of anyone attempting to steal from the Beluga Fay—the name itself was the first time they were thinking of themselves as a group—there were those that were still willing to give it a go. Older members, such as Lander, had trouble giving up on stealing, abusing, and even raping. When Bannly ran them, and refused to take responsibility, this sort of behavior was the norm because there was no one to stop it.
Occasionally this had been tried. Essie had tried once about a month before the raid north, and this was when she’d lost her teeth. She had been told she was a beautiful woman, but men no longer looked at her quite the way they had before the beating. It wasn’t just the teeth, but the broken nose never healed right, and it made a whistling noise when she unconsciously breathed through it. Now the others would not dare to openly move against her or other women, even children, unless they were preparing to disappear before he found out, or were planning a coup. That had already been tried, but the entire group had rallied to the new leadership, and these men and women were executed. Some argued against it, but they knew where all the gas, vehicles, and food were. Too dangerous, it was agreed at the trial, to let go.
Glaring at Essie, Lander backed away from the extra boxes of ammunition and weapons. As he did, several doors slammed outside and there followed a cacophony of voices. Essie smiled, while worrying the gap in her teeth. The woman was enjoying her newfound position of strength—if not strength, precisely, then safety to say and do what she wished without fear for her wellbeing and, on occasion, her life. Lander was one of the last dangerous elements left over from the Bannly tenure, but she doubted he’d last much longer. The only reason he’d not lost his life yet was that she and some of the other women, some children as well, enjoyed tormenting him. This did have its risks—all it would take would be for Lander to experience one lapse in judgment and whoever was having a go at him would be dead. He’d killed before; to hear him tell it, this had occurred many times. Still, his teeth had been pulled.
“What have you found?” Titus asked, stepping through the door. Behind him followed Bannly and Synon. They, since the raid on the house, had been functioning as his lieutenants.
“Small arms and ammunition.” Essie answered pointing to the boxes and Lander’s rucksack.
“All accounted for?” Titus asked Essie. He was well aware Essie and others had been enjoying playing with Lander, but was also aware this would, in all likelihood, end badly for the woman—or even the children that had been having a go at the sadist. Truth was, he was looking for any reason at all to kill Lander but had not yet discovered it. In the beginning, he might have banished him—to where he was not certain, but anywhere would have been preferable to living amidst them. One night Lander would have too much Lamban and he’d kill his tormentors—chief of which was Essie. One more reason Pym only ever armed the man on these raids. One of the few reasons he kept the psychopath around as well.
“Nothing worth pocketing, Lander?” Titus smiled, but it was a hollow thing.
Lander shook his head and grinned. “Haven’t found any fuel or cars either, boss.” There was an ugly, weighted twist on this last word.
“Well, we’ve only just got here.” There was the ubiquitous smile, but it felt, and probably looked, frozen and slightly maniacal. “What you say, Essie—wanna take a bit more of a look about?” The woman threw him a gapped smile and danced out of the room. “Synon, why don’t you help our thief here bag these?” Synon smiled bitterly at Lander as she threw him a couple of canvas bags.
“We shouldn’t be up here.” Lander said when Pym had stepped out.
“Bag the boxes and arms. You might be grateful, as well, that Titus is letting you live after what you’ve done to the Fay women.”
He smiled a sick, twisted masque of hate. “Children, too.”
Synon was about to rise to the bait, but he’d been open about all he’d done in the past—Bannly and the Committee, however, had needed him. That was no longer the case—unless Titus was saving the man for something. Difficult thing about the boss was, she’d not been able to figure out what his plans were—beyond getting the Fay strong and keeping them well fed. The food had been a cornucopia since he’d arrived—at least since after the raid. Strength was beginning to be felt as well, but what he wanted to do with this, no one was clear.
Titus was autocratic and unbending, but he had saved them and gave everyone a level of security they’d not known before, except for Lander and the crew he used to run with. “I mean,” Lander continued, interrupting the woman’s thoughts, “daylight—that’s a good way to get dead.” Synon with less concerned about what the man was saying than the fact that she’d allowed her attention to waver around him. In the past, that had got people seriously injured and even killed. There were other things that had happened in the past with him, but the woman preferred not to think about them. 
“You know,” answering the observation for no other reason than Lander would not shut up until she did, “why we’re here.”
“No one knows why we do anything anymore.”
“Not true—we’re busy getting food and getting strong. Don’t see what’s so hard to understand about that.”
“The food, weapons, gas, and vehicles are great—to a point. But we’re coming to the attention of the Cartel, gangs, and even the Governor was briefed on us.”
“That last is a rumor.”
“But it makes sense after all the shit we’ve taken from the government—they have to be missing some of it by now.”
“Yes, but no one knows who’s taken it—unless you’ve been talking. New boyfriend in the militia?” The tweak at the man’s homophobia in the past would have been dangerous, but here it only reinforced his impotence—though still dangerous because Synon was uncertain of the man’s specific orientation. But sexual violence in men generally perplexed women, and the average woman reached for the lowest hanging fruit when it came to tormenting men—besides, they never appeared to get the manner in which sexuality and violence were married in the male psyche, Not that anyone else really understood that as well.
All that Lander offered the woman at this moment was a series of muttered epithets. Almost finished packing, the pair was interrupted when a runner ran into the room. Synon finished stuffing the last of the ammunition into the bag and looked at the boy, hardly ten, as they were bent over, hands on their knees, and attempting to catch their breath. “You okay?” Lander asked. 
The kid nodded and straightened. “Police. A small convoy—looks to be supported by militia and private security.”
“Where?” Synon asked, throwing the rucksack over a shoulder. 
“Main road, across from the eastern wall of Makati.”
“Probably a regular patrol.” Lander answered the frightened look on Synon’s face.
“Yes, but if they find us—or get wind of us—then it doesn’t matter what it is or isn’t. We’re not yet strong enough to hit them.”
Lander nodded. “What’s the boss want?”
“You’re to collect everyone you find and meet him back at the convenience store.”
“Tell him we’re on the way. You strong enough to run back?”
The kid nodded and disappeared.
“Titus may have killed us this time,” Lander sneered.
“He’ll have a plan—always has.” Though Synon sounded less certain than she had wanted to—the fear was beginning to wheedle itself into her, no matter what she did to keep it out. However, she didn’t let it stop her from moving, no matter how much she wanted to find a dark hole and crawl in.
With their rucksacks and two canvas bags, one over each shoulder, the pair jogged up to the store. Titus was standing outside smiling at them. “You’re here, good.”
Synon dropped her bags at his feet and leaned back against the wall, trying to catch her breath. The food and exercise had given her a lot of her strength back, but she was still working on stamina. The woman had never had much need of this before the Sweats and afterwards it was all about survival—but now the world was turning again.
“What,” gulping for air, Synon asked, “are we going to do?”
“Hide until they pass and then grab one or two stragglers.” A couple dozen Fay, who’d been chatting amongst themselves, surrounded the convenience store. As Titus spoke, nonetheless, the scene went completely quiet. After a moment, Lander spoke up—it had to have been Lander. Synon knew it would have to be him.
“No. I don’t care who you are and what you’ve done for us; I’m not being sacrificed for your arrogance.” Several voices, virtually everyone at the store, agreed.

Bannly had been a late arrival, but as Pym explained his idea, a look of dread and disbelief infiltrated the elder’s face. Synon had known the old man long enough to see this was the sort of foolishness he’d always been afraid of. No matter what, Synon was going to go with Pym, but even she was certain this would end badly. The militia, police, and security forces all had access to both small and heavy arms. Certainly, there would be a heavy caliber weapon, maybe even a canon, in the convoy. They had a few old trucks and cars that had seen better days—and they only had a few small arms, mostly pistols and automatics, with little by way of ammunition.
“Titus,” Bannly began, hesitantly, as Pym finished outlining the plan a second time, “sounds great, but we’re not trained for that sort of operation. We’re not trained for anything close to that kind of activity. Smash and grab is more our style.”
“We’re going to have to change that up,” Pym answered with a smile, “if we are going to survive in this city.”
“I’m still not going.” Lander said, digging in his heels, “no matter what you say—or do.” Others were nodding.
“I’ll go.” Synon had to be the first—someone had to follow. If she could get one more, then more, she hoped, would join them.
“Anyone else?” Pym asked. The confidence in his voice was not credible to Synon, but it was one of the reasons she would follow the man anywhere. The woman recognized the fact that she was in love with him, but not in the way most would think of this. Of course, there was the romantic sensibility and the erotic element, not that Pym had ever taken her up on any of the not-so-subtle offers, but there was more. Her love was primarily for someone who’d given the woman back her self-respect.
“Me.” Essie stepped forward. Following her, a few more of those who had been victimized under Bannly’s weak leadership came forward. Synon knew they were stepping up because without Titus, they would be back to being whores and punching bags for Lander. Soon, others would follow along because it would seem the acceptable thing to do—again.
“Alright, but if we do this,” Bannly answered in a weary, frightened voice, “then we are going to have to be certain it can be done quickly and quietly.”
“What do you mean?” Synon was not sure what he was getting at, or if he was still looking for a way out of the mess Titus was leading the Fay into.
“I mean we look for a genuine straggler.”
“What,” Pym asked, “is a genuine straggler?”
“Someone the others won’t miss.” Lander answered.
“There is no way,” Synon stepped in, “anyone can guarantee that.”
“Then,” Lander again, and hopeful, “we should not be doing this.”
“No one,” Essie sneered, “is asking you to come. We don’t need cowards like you anyway.” Lander took a step toward the woman, but Pym held out a hand and shook his head. Half the time, Synon thought he enjoyed what he’d done to Lander and what few of his crowd remained, but she was never certain.
“No one need come that is not willing to follow my command and is afraid this will fail. In all likelihood, this will end in a few of us getting injured and perhaps killed. If you are not prepared to risk your lives, you will not be required. However, those that do come will share equally in whatever we capture. Food will be shared with all; and any weapons, ammunition, and vehicles will be used as I see fit in order to strengthen the Beluga. Everything else taken will be shared equally with those that come with me. What they do with it is up to them.” Synon smiled, Pym knew how to capture the hearts and minds of those under his command and knew, better thananyone she had met, how to shame others into action. The result was that although they did not get a great number to follow, there were twice as many as the woman thought there’d be. They even got Lander. Partly out of shame, she supposed, but more likely for the opportunity of barter goods.
It was only a short trek to the Makati wall, and because of this, everyone had agreed to leave the vehicles back with the others in case they needed to make a hasty retreat on the failure of the assault. Other reasons were given as well. Titus worried the sound of their clunkers would alert not only the column but also those in Makati. If that happened, then reinforcements would be called in by the district committee. These would arrive quickly, because if there was anyone still supporting the national and local governments it was Makati. Silence, no matter what, was going to be fundamental to success.
Once they arrived at the neighborhood surrounding Makati, the group took over some homes to make certain no one alerted the district. Most of the houses were now without functioning telephones, as was much of the city, but this didn’t mean there wasn’t someone, or several people, on the payroll of the police. All it would take would be one runner and they’d be found and killed. With that in mind, several houses were taken over just in time to hear the column coming up the road. It was moving at a crawl and was dangerously strung out. Synon could see Titus smiling as he lowered his binoculars.
“Everyone ready?” he asked the woman. She nodded, but was uncertain whether or not being in place was the same as ready. As the column filed by, militia and police hanging languidly over their weapons, smoking or talking, the air felt heavy, and the fear in the small bungalow they were hiding in was bitter on Synon’s tongue.

Several blocks from Makati, Pym pulled their considerably larger column over. It was time to sort out what they’d taken. Stretching, Pym glanced down the street and smiled. This had been a lot easier than he’d expected—and not a single shot. Adjusting the holster under his left arm, he mopped his face with a bandana—the heat was getting to him again. For a while this did not seem to bother him, but every now and then the humidity and heat banded together to give him a splitting headache—he could feel one of these coming on. Every time Pym took his luck out for a run, these appeared to follow.
“What,” Bannly asked nervously, “are we stopping for?”
“We’re not being followed. Good enough place to sort out what we’ve got here.” The elder didn’t like the sound of that, but he seemed to understand, for the moment at least, they were free and clear. So nervous was Bannly, however, that he set lookouts a couple of blocks in all directions. Titus saw no point in arguing, so he let the old man have his security blanket. While he did this, Synon waited. The look on her face was hardly more inspiring, but she was willing for him to do what he needed to. That they’d gotten away with the hijacking didn’t seem to want to sink in. Lander got it, and this hadn’t improved his mood. It didn’t take much perception to see that he was waiting for Titus to make a mistake and he’d be there to take the Beluga Fay from him and probably kill the man in the process.
“Get the prisoners.” Lander smiled at that; this part he always enjoyed. Pym didn’t like the man for many different reasons, but the enjoyment he took in inflicting pain had to top the list. Killing, Titus had seen on a couple of occasions, took the man to the point of orgasm. It wasn’t the madness that bothered Pym; it was the lack of control and focus this suggested. Taking the automatic from its holster, Synon followed his lead. “How many did we get?” Titus asked Essie.
“Cars?”
He nodded.
“Four, but one ran out of gas, and we had to leave it.”
“Strip it first?”
“Everything we could, while not falling too far behind.”
Pym nodded, waiting for the prisoners.
Each of the column vehicles had two men in them. Eight prisoners were not what he’d been counting on. Pym’s intention had been to grab one car—maybe two—but now he had three and spare parts from a fourth. That was all good, but having eight prisoners was not. As these were brought up, Titus began to feel a little easier—until he got a better look at them. “What happened here?” Pym asked Bannly.
“Lander was interrogating them.”
“Didn’t I say they were not to be harmed, Lander?”
“They were noisy—had to quiet them down.”
Essie rolled her eyes behind the man, and shook her head. Pym could see this, but didn’t respond to the information. He was, for the moment, stuck with Lander. His occasional usefulness made it impossible to get rid of him, and he was always efficient.
“There’s a chance for you and your people to walk away from this.” Pym began. Several around him shuffled about anxiously. It was then he noticed someone in the back of the guards. “Who’s she?”
“Was being guarded in the vehicle we had to abandon.” Synon answered.
“Put her in your car. You take care of her and make certain no one interferes with her.”
“Little late for that.” Essie groused.
“Who...”
“Who do you think?” Essie interrupted.
“Did he...”
“Didn’t get that far.”
“Lander, you take your fun out on a prisoner like that again and I’ll have you shot.”
“She’s a Makati—they get fat while we starve.”
“Just once again and I’ll have you. Now piss off outta here.”
Seemed Lander knew enough to make himself scarce.
“Put her in your car, Synon, and keep her safe.”
Nodding, the woman took the prisoner and disappeared toward the front of the column.
“So,” speaking to the eight prisoners, “who’s got information to trade?”
“Trade for what?” A guard of middling years asked from the center of the group. Another elbowed him, but he pushed them aside and stepped up. “Trade for what?”
“I can keep that fellow I just threatened to shoot away from you.”
“What about letting me go?”
“It’ll have to be big. Is it?”
“You looking for fuel?”
Pym wanted a quiet word. “Send the others to the back of the column. Keep the guards safe—don’t let Lander near them.”
After the meeting with the guard, Titus called his people together again—including Lander. “We’ve found a fuel depot a few kilometers north of Makati.”
“That guard?” Essie asked.
Titus nodded.
“Big?”
“Enough to keep us going for a while, and there are supposed to be a couple of tanker trucks up there as well.”
“Convenient,” Lander sniped from the back.
“Glad you believe so because I’m sending you, Synon, and whoever will go with you to claim it.” Pym forced ahead before Lander could interrupt. “Take two of the police cars and their uniforms too. That should get you through the gate before they see you aren’t who they believe you are. After that, it’s up to you.”
“But...” Lander began.
“You are going, or you’re against the wall.”
Lander gave it up.
“What about the prisoners?” Bannly asked.
“What of them?” Pym had an idea of where this was going.
“We can’t leave them alive if we do this—they’ll know where the information came from and then the Governor will be coming after us.”
“I’m not sure...”
“He’s right.” Synon didn’t seem to like the idea, but was agreeing with Bannly nonetheless.
“Alright.” Titus didn’t want to do this, but their situation was strategic. “Give them to Lander and make sure he knows it’s to be fast and clean.”

“What happens to me now?” There was a coquette in the voice, but Pym wasn’t going to be taken in by that.
“Let’s begin with your name.”
“Glenna Budiman.” She appeared to have caught on to Pym’s coolness, and the woman dropped the voice, though Titus was certain it would not be far off. It was clear the woman understood she was negotiating for her life and would do whatever it took to save it.
“You are from Makati?”
“Yes.” Fingers worrying each other.
Glenna was a beautiful woman with skin a deep chocolate brown, faultless, and an athletic body, little hidden in a short, tight, blue cocktail dress. The shoes were matching cerulean stilettos. He wondered if the woman had worn these for the guards—was she taunting them or attempting to encourage commitment. Her hair, having fallen loose from its bun, was long—down to the middle of her back—and a shiny raven. The woman’s eyes were about as black. She was probably from the southern islands—or her people were. As Titus took this in, she again uncrossed her legs and let the right shoe dangle loosely from her toes.
Since getting on with the Beluga Fay, Titus had not had a woman—that was a long time ago—but this was not the place to work out his personal issues. As he considered the foot, Budiman abruptly stood and stepped up against him. Not tall, perhaps not more than one hundred and sixty centimeters, she had placed her face nearly into his chest and tilted it back just enough so he could see the black eyes. Glenna gently pushed her hips forward so her abdomen, tight and hard, brushed into his groin. Titus took her neck gently in his hand and pushed her back. “Not quite yet.”
“I want out.” The statement didn’t quite make sense, and she seemed to recognize this. “I want out of the city.”
“How can I help you?”
“As it happens, I believe quite a bit.”
“Is that what you were doing in the column?”
“No, I was going to meet my father. He is up north inspecting the Wall. My brother is there as well.”
“Inspecting?”
“Yes. Father is in the government—part of the Governor’s Cabinet.”
This caught Pym’s attention. “Yes, you could ransom me.”
“Or?”
“Do you want out of the city?”
“Yes.” The answer a whisper; though alone, Titus was worried someone might have returned. The warehouse they’d relocated to tended to carry voices that were little more than a whisper quite far. That was dangerous because there was no way to be certain who was who, nor what their agendas were. Those such as Lander were forthrightly stupid about their goals, but this left everyone else that was waiting for an opportunity. Here was a chance all of the Beluga would want a part of. Glenna, appearing to have seen something in Titus’s eyes, continued.
“Only you.”
“How many in your group?”
“Group?”
“You won’t be doing this on your own.”
“You’re not stupid. After that business today, I was certain you would be.”
“What do you mean?”
“That thing guarding me.”
“Ah, Lander—sorry about that.”
“His sort is easily handled, but I wondered if you all were like that.”
“Not all, but there are some left over.”
“You keep them around?”
“They have their uses. Back to the business about getting out and your group.” Budiman smiled and pushed back into him. This time he did not push her away. “My brother and some friends—small group, not more than a dozen of us at the moment.”
“At the moment?”
“The situation, even in Makati, is fluid. Some people die; some fall from favor and are forced to leave the district; others lose heart and give up; some even kill themselves. Suicide has been a growing problem behind Makati’s walls.”
“But not for you?”
“I want out.”
“How can I help you?”
“You are interested?” Cupping the man’s groin and squeezing, Glenna smiled.
“But not stupid.”
“What do you mean?” Picking her up, Pym turned the woman about and lay her on the table.
“This doesn’t mean anything.”
“Nothing.”
Afterward, she lay on the table—legs still about the man’s hips. One shoe had fallen off, and as she brought this up, Titus was intrigued by the brilliant white of the bottom of this matched against the chocolate of the upper part of the foot. Kissing the instep, he ran a tongue along this.
“It has been awhile for you?” she asked.
“What kind of help do you need?”
“You do not give up much—what’s your name?”
“Titus Pym.”
“That’s your real name?”
“Does it matter?”
“Like I said—not much.”
“What kind of help are you looking for?”
“The Wall guards are proving difficult.” Sitting—keeping the man inside of her. As she sat up, Titus kicked off his boots and stepped out of his trousers. His shirt was already open, so he let this fall to the floor. Glenna ran her fingers through the hair on his abdomen. “Our men don’t have much hair on their bodies.” He wasn’t sure what she was playing at, but he wanted the woman back on topic.
“What is so difficult about them?” taking her chin in his hand.
“At first we began to trade for goods beyond the Wall with precious stones. Currency, any currency, quickly lost most of its value after the blockade.”
He nodded.
“But after awhile, someone realized there were lots of desperate women in the city—then it was sex for goods, plus the stones.”
“You want protection.”
“And the help of someone who knows how to deal with such men.”
“Very well.”
“But only you.”
“Only me.”






 “You just let her go?” Bannly was having trouble with what had been done, and without consulting any of the Beluga. “Why would you do that?”
“More useful back where she is than here as a toy for Lander and his crew.”
“They are too afraid of you—why did you really let her go?”
“Her father is in the government.” There was a deep silence following Synon’s sharp intake of breath.
“But she would have been worth a lot of food, medical supplies, and much more besides.” It had taken Bannly awhile to work up his nerve to make the observation. Synon nodded agreement.
“True, but better than that, Glenna’s agreed to broker a deal between us and the Governor’s office.”
“What...” Synon began, but Titus held up a hand.
“The Cartel, even some of the larger gangs, is beginning to pose a problem for the government—local and national. They need someone to take some of the pressure off the police, militia, and security forces.”
“We’re going against the Cartel?” Bannly’s voice had become nearly hysterical.
“Not against them—not directly, not yet.”
“Then what?” Synon wondered.
“They will, according to Glenna, need Intelligence about anything they may be planning.”
“How would we know what they are up to?” Bannly again.
“Our star is rising—we’re chipping into their trade, and our acquisition of weapons and vehicles has turned us into a threat. Sooner or later they will come to kill us, or to force us to join them. When that happens, we will already have people on the inside. This should give us a considerable edge.”
“That’s a dangerous game you’d have us play.” Synon was not happy with the idea.
“Only the three of us—more than us and there’s a good chance this would get back to the wrong people.” Both seemed to understand he meant those they would be spying on.
“Still, to align, if only loosely,” Bannly seemed uncomfortable, “with the government—if anyone found out.”
“They can’t,” Synon jumped in, “find out.”
“What do we get for our efforts?” Bannly wanted to know.
“Can’t say.”
“Or won’t say?” Bannly was becoming upset.
“I only let her go—Budiman’s going to take my proposal to the Governor.”
“What of the guards we killed?”
“We didn’t—Lander did. Seems he might serve a purpose after all. Besides, with this new deal, there is no way we could keep him about. We’ll have to find some way to make certain he gets handed over to the Governor’s people, after they have agreed to our terms.” Synon sat down across from Titus in a large, overstuffed couch, which smelled vaguely of mildew. They were in one of the few rooms in the warehouse that had doors, and this was removed from the rest of the complex. The canteen was on the first floor of the main building and the housing units were in the west-wing of the warehouse.
“What do we tell everyone?” Synon looked to have moved on to practical matters.
“For the moment she has been tucked away some place safe, and not far off. The three of us will have to pretend we have secured and are interrogating Ms. Budiman. We should not let it be known her father is in the government. For now I want it let out she’s the daughter of a low-level bureaucrat that works in food distribution. They are only in Makati because of this. After all, the higher up she is placed, the more trouble Lander will cause.”
“You’ve thought this out in a very short period of time.”
“That’s why I am leading the Beluga Fay.”
Bannly didn’t seem to like the answer, but also appeared to have trouble arguing with it.
“If you keep this sort of thing up you won’t be leading much longer.” Synon bit back.
Titus turned to her, but it was not anger he saw, so much as concern. As he raised a questioning eyebrow, the woman explained.
“Your plan has a great many—what did you call it—moving parts. All it would take is for someone to start digging and it would begin to unravel. When it does, if it does, those that helped you will be implicated in your betrayal.”
“Betrayal? I’m not betraying the Beluga—I’m leading.”
“Most,” Bannly joined the critique, “will not see it that way.”
“This is why you put me in charge.”
“No, I gave you the Beluga because I could not lead, but they do not need a dictator—especially with people like Lander still attempting to undermine every choice you make.”
“Why I plan on giving him to the Governor.”
“You should not wait long on that.” Synon pointed at him with a finger that was less about emphasis and more accusation.
“Even if you hand Lander over, there are others that have been following him. What do you do with them?”
“Followers? I’m not interested in followers—leaders are more of a problem.”
“Still, there are some here that think of themselves as leaders.”
“Yes, those left are onside with my command. Right?” Bannly looked at him a long moment.
“That’s true,” he said at last. “However, if they feel betrayed, there is no telling what they might get up to. These may not form an open opposition to you, but this act could cost you a great deal of support amongst them. This would begin as discontent, but that would become muttering, and the muttering would quickly enough become dissent.”
“There are risks, but they are necessary if we are to get out of the hole we’re in.”
“What hole?” Bannly did not appear to understand.
“The others have been raiding you from the beginning?”
“Gangs?” Synon asked.
Titus nodded.
“Yes.”
“This will put an end to that.”

Synon and Bannly had been right. There was a lot of trouble keeping the woman supposedly tucked away, but when it had been learned she had escaped, Lander took another run at the leadership. Fortunately, too many had experienced abuse at his hands, yet it was still a close vote. It was because of this that Titus had Synon and Bannly to agree to keep the knowledge they were now working with the government a secret. Whether or not this could ever be made general knowledge he did not know. He doubted this would go over well—just as it would not go over if they learned this was not the truth. It was, of course, true they would be working with the government. Budiman had managed to convince her father and he the Governor, but the deeper truth was Titus and Glenna were working together to escape the city.
If any of the Beluga Fay, even Synon and Bannly, discovered he was planning to get over the Wall and was not intending to take the Fay, this would end with him dead—or wishing he were. This was why he needed to get the plan moving along as quickly as possible. For the moment, Glenna and her cabal of spoiled indigents would be happy to move the schedule up, if they had one. The Wall guards were another matter—they appeared to be making a nice living preying upon the weaknesses and fears of the Makati, perhaps others as well. It seemed to suggest it would be difficult to put them on a timetable. Titus hoped, today, to put an end to the reluctance.
A few weeks had passed, but Glenna eventually managed, first, to win over her cabal, none of which Titus had yet met, and then to arrange a meeting with the Wall guards. Even getting Budiman to agree to arrange the meeting had been difficult, but he made it plain he would not be providing any Intelligence to her and the government until he had met and sorted out what their chances of using the Wall guards were. Trust for now was not available—for Glenna and her crew’s secret agenda, nor for the government who knew no more than the Beluga did about the pair’s end game.
 He was playing a dangerous game. He could be killed by the Budiman cabal; he could be killed by a twitchy government; he could be killed by the Wall guards was all too plain. The death toll in the city from the Sweating Sickness was rising again. For his first weeks in the city, this had been restrained, but for some reason, now that they were entering the wet season, the death toll was skyrocketing. On top of this, they were confronting, on the East coast, luckily the opposite end of the island, the threat of a typhoon. This was not easy on the city, especially down by the docks and the low-lying west end of the city. This put the warehouse in direct threat.
For the moment, Synon and Bannly were busy moving the canteen to the upper levels, and everyone living on the first floors was being moved up as well. Having them busy made it easier for him to disappear for hours at time, sometimes overnight, by arguing he was scouting out potential sources of food, weapons, and transportation. Partly this was true, but for the most part, he was meeting up with Glenna in the same neighborhood in which they’d snatched her. Apparently, she was able to slip out of Makati without being seen by other Makatians or the patrols guarding the districts. Unfortunately, for Pym, the woman wasn’t prepared to share how she managed this.
Trust might have been the issue; more likely, she was setting him up, perhaps not to kill him but to use him to get out of the city and then leave him behind. Titus could think of no reason otherwise for keeping the information from him. In his clearer moments, he suspected she might worry about failing to get out of the city. In that case she and he would be trapped here—in that case Pym might think it expedient to put the security flaws of Makati to use in a raid on the district. Was she that farsighted? Was he that paranoid? With burial pits being opened around the city and mass burnings of corpses so that black, greasy pillars of smoke dotted the grey-blue of the sky, when the rains permitted the fires, paranoia did not seem such an outrageous approach to the existential terror.
It was in this mood he managed to sneak from the warehouse and make his way north. For the moment, Pym skirted the Timog district, which he had raided with the Beluga that first day in the city. Once north of Timog, Titus kept to a general northerly trajectory but a little to the west of the north/south axis. There were rumors, of which few would speak—and then only elliptically, of a Dead District which surrounded a dangerous core. This was no feint to lure the unsuspecting into a trap—even Lander would have no part of the discussion. None that Titus had met, to date, would even speak of this district. For the moment, Titus was prepared to play along. If this thing with Budiman worked out, he would not have to worry about the old hate, as some called it. Many referred to it in one of the traditional languages still used in the city as Lumang Mapoot, which translated as old hate. Whatever it was, Pym gave it a wide birth. If the business with Glenna or the Beluga soured, however, he might have to investigate this.
With Lumang Mapoot, or the ruins surrounding the mytheme, falling farther into the rearview—if he had a rearview—Pym focused on the irregularities of unplanned districts which grew to feed the constant call for cheap, unskilled labor. These neighborhoods were not exactly shantytowns, but they were populated by rudimentary architecture and fragments of DIY bursts of prefab enthusiasm, which had more inspiration than sense about them. Colors were the most notable element of these homes—and it was a series of residential districts Titus skulked through as he made for the frontier of the city. The Wall beyond this had been erected at the end of what had become a no man’s land of scrub, gullies, ditches, abandoned guard posts, concrete runoffs—for the wet season, and, it was rumored, mine fields—to stop the desperate from surrendering to their fear.
No hard evidence had come back concerning the minefields, but anecdotes had been circulated by many. For the moment, the man was prepared to consider them apocryphal, but there was no way to be certain without testing the hypothesis. Another possible use for Lander? Glenna was adamant he would have to be either given over to the government security apparatuses or executed. The latter would be less satisfactory, but it would solve the problem of having him give up too much information about the Beluga Fay. Of course, Pym was going to leave them to sort themselves out, but this didn’t mean he did not have any sentiment concerning the Fay. The only issue that was prompting him to leave them behind was personal survival.
The number of times Titus had gone over, alone, how he might draw the Fay into the plan, what there was of one, had not proven useful. There were too many of them, and the rank and file appeared to be expanding almost daily. Bannly and Synon had seen to that. Whenever he cautioned against over extending their membership so it did not outstrip the food supply or security issues, he was quietly ignored. If he was getting a reputation as a moral bankrupt, it was only because each new addition was making it that much more unlikely that he would be able to insert them in the plan. If it had been possible to take out Synon, Bannly, Essie, and a few others he’d raided Timog with, he would have done that. This wasn’t possible any longer. Titus attempted not to think of it; attempted to ignore the fact he would be condemning them, almost certainly, to death; attempted to rationalize away the nightmares.
If he were being fair, the nightmares were little more than disturbing dreams which didn’t even wake him. Even now, Pym was not struggling morally, but he did recognize a moral dissonance. This he compartmentalized; he was becoming good at that. Folding these troubles into the back of his mind, the colorful blue-collar neighborhoods gave way to lower middle class districts with shops. Pulling over, he checked his directions one last time and continued on. After about twenty minutes he came across a last street of shops running east west and facing the Wall across the no man’s land of scrub, abandoned shacks, and ruins. Half way down the road was the coffee shop. The strange thing about this road was, it looked perfectly normal, other than its situation was hatter mad.
Getting out, Titus leaned against the driver’s door facing the Wall, and took it in. This was the first time he’d been to it—close anyway—and he had not been prepared for the size. The barrier stood some ten meters high and was topped by what appeared to be razor wire and broken glass mortared into cinder blocks. The gate was made of wood and bound together with heavy metal plates that had been fastened onto the wood with ponderous bolts—the latter were already rusting, which left a long orange-brown stain running toward the brittle, crumbling tarmacked road. Weeds had sprung up amongst the decaying tarmac. Beside the road stood a small, thin animal that seemed caught somewhere between a weasel and a mongoose. It was staring directly at Titus—the man supposed the street, for all its decorum, saw little traffic.
“We’re to wait inside.”
“Hey, Glenna. How are you today?” Before she could answer, there was a grinding of metal hinges and Pym turned back to the gate. It swung out with the grating roar of a heavy-duty motor. “They saw me arrive?”
“Yes. Best wait inside.” The voice was quiet, but nervous.
“Okay.” Smiling, Titus trotted about the car and gave Glenna a kiss on the cheek as he held the door for the woman. “Don’t look so worried, I’m just here to find out what they want and what they think they can get.”
“Don’t make them angry.”
“That’s not what this is about.” The woman looked at him from the corner of her eye, and he could see she’d no idea what he was going to do and her anxiety over this was building. When he kissed her, he could feel the tremble in her lower back.
As they waited, he ordered a coffee. “How do I pay?” he asked Glenna.
“Don’t worry. This street is maintained by the Wall for business meetings and perks for favored clients.” 
“That means we don’t have to pay?”
She nodded.
“Like that sentiment.”
“They take payment in other ways.”
“Thought they might. And this is all right with you?”
“There’s no choice.” With that, a Range Rover pulled up across the street and three guards got out. One appeared to be an officer and the others were enlisted, brought along, Pym assumed, for weight. Their uniforms were a light grey with charcoal epaulettes and pocket flaps. The buttons were mother of pearl. All carried side arms in heavy leather holsters with their flaps snapped down. Though all were very clean and pressed, the uniforms were looking well-worn and frayed about the cuffs.
The officer appeared to be in his mid-thirties and seemed to never have known a day’s hard labor in his life. Though his complexion was swarthy, this was more from being in the sun than it was natural. He was not a southerner—that much Titus had learned to determine since arriving on the islands. The officer lacked the flat, high forehead and the broad, flaring nostrils. His small nose, which did not appear to have undergone any work, looked northeastern, and the sharp cheekbones spoke to an aristocratic heritage. The man’s eyes were elongated but not eastern. Technically the officer would have been taken to be handsome, but Titus always had trouble determining this with men—generally, he tended to look through them. When forced to look, however, he could only offer a technical interpretation.
As they approached the table, Glenna rose. This was interesting. The woman had never offered Lander, or even him, anything close to this level of anxiety. Not anxiety—no, this was fear. To compensate for the groveling gesture, Pym slumped back in the wooden chair with one arm dangling over the back. The officer smiled a little too warmly at Budiman who returned the attention in kind. There was something there that triggered a bout of sexual jealousy. Without allowing the benign mask to slip, Titus chuckled warmly and the officer turned to him. “Titus Pym, I would like to introduce Captain John Tomás. Captain Tomás is the commander of the Wall’s day watch.” This meant he was a low ranking officer in charge of little, excepting the few enlisted men on his watch.
“Captain Tomás, this is Titus Pym, leader of the Beluga Fay.”
“Beluga Fay? That is an actual name?” Holding out a hand and leaning forward to offer this to the seated man. Pym took his hand but did not rise. Tomás’s men recorded the insult, but the Captain did not show more than a warm smile.
“It is, Captain—named them myself.” The officer smiled and laughed gently and a little low. The act of concealment was not new to Tomás, but he’d not hidden himself away from Titus. There was something broken and angry behind the smile that would require dealing with.
“A wonderful poetic soul you have.”
“More low comedy, but thank-you.”
Without being invited, the Wall guards and officer sat down at Pym’s table.
“So, you are going to be negotiating for Ms. Budiman’s group?”
“They don’t know how to go about this sort of thing, so I was asked to help out where I might.” There was no reason to be direct about this. Even if their holsters were snapped closed, there still were three of them.
“How might you help?”
“Let’s begin with what you would consider a fair trade for Ms. Budiman’s group?”
“Through the gate?”
Pym had not expected the officer to be so direct, especially with the enlisted men sitting just behind him and to either side. The purpose of this was very clear, but it also suggested a deep anxiety which Pym hoped he could use—if not now then soon.
“Yes.”
“What she is asking is very dangerous—very expensive.”
“Of course this is true on both counts—most especially dangerous to you.”
The man’s already narrow eyes tightened at the vague threat. 
“How for me?”
“You are taking the risk of being found out by your senior officers.”
“Ahhh....”
“Unless you are here representing a senior officer?” The guards tightened at the observation, and Tomás became uncomfortable and almost angry.
“I will ask the questions.”
“No, I believe I will.” The coffee shop went quiet. “You are here representing the Commander of the gate—those frayed cuffs of yours tell me you have little power beyond your watch. In order for this to work, you will have to bring these people out at night and that means having the night watch in your pocket—you do not have the money for that. Your cuffs, again, tell me this.”
“You would dare...”
“More as well, you and your men have been feeding off the women in Ms. Budiman’s group, perhaps some of the prettier young men as well. That is going to stop if you hope to get another stone from us, another shipment of food, anything more from the fish markets. The country is not taking very good care of you—that’s plain enough to see. If you want to continue in your present, admittedly reduced circumstances, you will begin to behave properly.”
“You,” voice low and hard, “are not the only ones with which we deal.”
“This would be a reference to the Cartel and the gangs. It cannot be the Governor because he deals with the national government. Two things there: One, your arrangement with the black economy in the city could be exposed to the Governor, and if not them, then to the national government, or to the blockade in the harbor. That, I believe, would go badly for you. Two, the Beluga have already taken a sizable bite out of the black economy, and we’re taking more every day. We now have considerable influence in the southern fish markets and the farmer’s markets in the West and we have some sway in the East—the last has grown considerably. The Cartel is becoming quite upset with us, but we are in the process of beginning to push them out—it will take time of course.”
Titus had only managed to finish before one of the guards was bumbling up from his chair. Before he could get halfway out of his chair, Pym had drawn his automatic. Leaning forward, he pressed it to the Captain’s forehead. “Sit down.” The guard looked to his officer, who nodded. Though his breathing had increased, there appeared no other indication of fear in the man’s face.
“Now, I’m going to let you return to your commanding officer and put my offer to him. We will entertain any offer involving food and precious stones—within reason—but there will be no more abuse of Ms. Budiman or her group. Am I clear?”
The man nodded.
“I need an answer.”
“Yes,” his voice unable to disguise the fear and growing anger.
“Now, step back into your truck and go back through the gate. Think about coming after me and it will go badly for you. We clear?”
“Yes.”
Stepping back, Titus motioned the men up. Doing so, he stepped back again, taking Glenna by the arm to keep her behind him.
“If you are considering something else when you return to your truck, I should tell you I have left information with my lieutenants about what is going on here. I know it’s a cliché, but if they do not see me at the arranged time, information will be released to the Governor and the blockade command at the same time as to what you are getting up to on the Wall. Can’t see that going well for you.” For a moment, Pym waited to see if the officer believed him. Apparently he did. Testing the hypothesis, Titus holstered the weapon. The three men backed from the shop and ran across the road. Glenna burst out laughing.
“I never thought it would be that easy.”
“They’re gofers—dealing with whomever is behind them will not be so easy. However, this will keep you off your knees for the time being.”
The woman didn’t appear to care for the image, but said nothing. Pym, however, sat back down.
“Shouldn’t we be running?”
“If we run, they’ll know I was lying; and the next time we meet, they’d kill me. Might not even wait for the next time.” Not appearing certain, Glenna sat back down and took a sip from her coffee.
“You’ve done this sort of thing before.”
“No, but I’ve handled negotiations with mid-level management before. This isn’t all that different.”
“What did you do before you ended up here?”
“Nothing that would interest you.”
Budiman put a hand on his wrist and smiled.
“Nothing I’m prepared to share with you.”
Though she removed the hand, she did not drop the smile. Titus, nonetheless, was certain she’d be trying to find out all she could about him.
“I need a ride home.”
“Yes, I didn’t see a car—how’d you get up here?”
“My brother dropped me off—it was too dangerous to come alone.”
“But you stayed alone.”
“Nothing happens up by the Wall the guards don’t control. As long as they weren’t pissed with me, I was safe. That may no longer be the case—so we need to get going when you have finished your coffee.”
“Before we go, I need to understand a few things I’ve not been able to learn from the Fay.”
“What’s that?”
“What’s the condition of the government here?”
“The Governor you mean?”
He nodded.
“Their grip on the city is failing. The Cartel and gangs are eroding his power, and the Wall guards have been getting increasingly greedy.”
“The Governor I understand, but the Wall is military. Why isn’t the government taking care of them?”
“I can only guess. What I’ve heard from my father is that the blockade has undermined the economy to such an extent that essentials are now in short supply—even food. That is why we’ve been supplying it for the last quarter.”
“I was only half joking about the food—it’s really that serious?”
Budiman nodded. “Probably worse than that from what I’ve been hearing—the country is now in the grip of a famine. We may be dying in here, but we’ve been mostly able to feed ourselves with fishing and the crops we’ve been able to grow. Outside the wall there are too many people, but they’ve got one thing we don’t in here.”
“No Sweats?”
She nodded, and took a sip from her mug. “If,” wiping her lip, “we stay, then we will eventually die.”
“But the epidemic has to burn itself out some time.”
“It’s been here for a year. And though it has its lulls, it has not shown any intention of giving up.”
It had been partly what Pym expected, but their situation was brought home by how direct Budiman had been. If he’d any hopes of riding the Sweats out with the Fay, then this ended that idea. Sometimes he thought the warehouse wasn’t such a bad place and that whatever else he had here, he did have some small position and friends who would help him make it to the other side. Once there, he could build on what he had created here and carve out a good life for himself, something he needed badly in order to put what happened before he’d gotten on the boat behind him. This news of Glenna’s, however, made that nearly impossible to believe. He’d be starting all over again on the other side of the Wall. He would have to deal with the famine, but he would be alive and had a better chance of staying that way if he were there rather than here.

As they pulled up to the north end of Makati, Glenna didn’t move to climb out. They were still a couple of streets above the gated district, in some ways a minor version of the Wall. After an uncomfortable moment, she turned to the man. “Titus?” Unfortunately she got no further and turned back to stare emptily out the window and about the shabby houses.
“What is it?”
“Do you want me?”
“I’m not sure...”
“I don’t mean sex. Do you want me?”
“Glenna, I don’t trust what it is you want. Until...”
“I want to be safe—let’s move in together, somewhere away from this place,” waving in the general direction of Makati.
“We could do that, but you’ll have to start trusting me.” Smiling, the woman wrapped her arms about the man and kissed him. It didn’t make him feel any better.






 “Timog is still a nice place to live—no matter what they say in Makati.”
The rains, yet again, had just passed and the humidity had fallen, but Pym did not think by much. Nor did Glenna—she was wearing a thong and nothing else. Lying on the bed, he looked at the toned back of the woman and the slope of her ass. She worked hard at both—watched what she ate; exercised; did yoga; ran; didn’t smoke; didn’t drink; didn’t club. There was a lot she did to take care she stayed looking the best she could. It was plain to Titus she was maintaining her most effective weapon. At the same moment, as she turned to smile and the smooth deep brown of her skin opened into a brilliant white, he understood how unfair that assessment was.
“Why don’t they like it?”
“Most have moved up from here. My own family, for instance. Being where they came from, they are frightened about backsliding.”
“I see.”
“Do you?”
“You didn’t invent social climbing.”
“But it is more important here.”
“No, it only looks more important. Still important where I come from—only thing is, people work harder at hiding their fear.”
“How do you know?”
Again with the questions about his family. They’d survived the rainy season together, but the woman had never let up on the questions about his past. He didn’t respond and she turned, hands on her hips.
“You still don’t trust me? I’ve left my family to be with you!” Titus chuckled and rolled off the bed, grabbing a bottle of water.
“We’re together a couple days a week—and you never spend the night. I wouldn’t call that leaving your family.”
“Near enough.”
“Not horseshoes.”
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“Why don’t you trust me?”
“I do—more each day. I might ask the same. You’ve kept me at arm’s length from your group, and I cannot help wondering why?”
“My brother, I told you, doesn’t like you. The others are a little afraid. They’ve heard some of the stories about the Fay. Are any of them true?”
“Most are exaggerations. But why doesn’t your brother like me?”
“ You’re foreign; no one knows your social status; you run a criminal organization.”
“Hardly an organization—a few people trying to get enough to eat and stay safe.”
“A few people? By your own reckoning, there have to be nearly a thousand of you. There’s more than food they’re after. You’re taking weapons from all the other gangs; you’ve hit the Wall guards; you’re still attacking the militia—that has to stop.”
“We did not attack them. We’re supposed to be working together and they hit us.”
“Father explained to me that was an accident.”
“I don’t trust what people say—more interested in what they do. Your father isn’t the sort I’d spend much time and energy trusting.”
“That go for me too?”
“Less every day.” Taking her around the waist then lifting her in his arms, Glenna squealed but did not resist.
There was, Titus was certain, a part of the woman that was utterly genuine, but there was at least one other part that was as bent as they came. How the two parts fit together was difficult to tell; she had to be, he was certain, experiencing the same with him. This was a dance that they continued to enjoy; one they were required to continue with; one they hadn’t quite figured out how to put aside. It was as well they only spent a couple of days a week at the apartment together. Also well, because though he had changed a lot since rowing ashore, he worried that Timog would figure out who he was—or hear the stories. Lots of reasons to be glad they’d not really moved in together, but Titus needed to put the constant bickering about trust behind them. How far behind the man managed to put these was an open question.
“Well, you will need to trust me a little now.” She lay beneath him, skin both cool and warm to the touch.
“Why is that?”
“The Wall wants another meeting.”
“They called you?”
“We still have phones in Makati—some still have them here too.”
“I know. What do they want?”
“Diamonds.”
“What for now?”
“The national government requires more bribes.”
“But we just gave them a pouch last week?”
“What happens when it’s learned that a large group of children of government members in the city have walked out of the gate? People are risking a lot to help us.”
“Or are appearing to risk a lot.”
“You do not believe them?”
“Glenna,” exasperation in the tone, “they’d turned you and your girlfriends into whores—of course I do not believe them.”
“You’ve stopped that.”
“For the moment, but all the Wall has to do is kill me and you and yours are back to where they were.” He didn’t beat the sentiment into the ground, but he wanted to be certain it was he, and he alone, which stood between herself and the guards.
“What happens if we do not feed the beast?” Glenna seemed to have taken the nature of the Wall to heart.
“That’s a good question. To be honest, and I hope we are both trying to be here, I’m not entirely sure.”
“I’d take a guess.”
“At first it would be difficult—blustering, some aggressive posturing, maybe minor acts of violence to help us see things their way. The last would be unpredictable.”
“Then we’d better have a meeting about this.”

“We can’t wait here forever.”
“Chrislann, he’s not taking a tram from a few blocks away. Getting here he’ll have to dodge a number of patrols then dodge the Cartel.” Chrislann Budiman had never accepted Titus, even though they’d never met. Glenna’s assessment of why had been accurate—Chrislann hated all men that came near his sister, and she’d known this a long time. She was never clear on why, but suspected. Though he had always been nothing but proper with his sister, there were glances that left her occasionally uneasy. These had been a part of his relationship with her since the elder had entered puberty. Only five years apart, there seemed more than that between them. On occasion, the woman wondered if there was a deeper gulf dividing them.
What caused her most distress was other women did not attract his attention in the same manner. If they had, she supposed, Chrislann’s abiding interest in her would have naturally shifted to others. Since he never focused on these others, she worried what he was thinking when he stared at her—but only when he did not believe she noticed. Her sense of his eyes on her never faded when they were together. Even when Chrislann was not looking at her, Glenna sensed he was thinking of her—aching for her. There was little reason to suppose the latter, but she could never escape the sense of his hunger.
“You’ve,” Chrislann again attempting to avoid looking at her and examining a dusty, single flower vase, “used that excuse for just about everyone that has been late to, or skipped, a meeting.” Glenna turned and walked into the kitchen to put some distance between herself and the man she no longer felt safe with. Sitting in the chair, Glenna looked up to see him in the doorway staring down at her. He was handsome: tall, lithe, athletic, with the same eyes as his sister, both of which came from their mother, short black hair, their father’s floppy lobes, and hands that were a bit knobbly at the joints. The last were said to come from their maternal grandmother, but she’d died years before either had been born.
Whether her death had come from suicide or murder was unclear. Their grandfather had been a passionate and domineering man—they saw a little of this in his last years—but he had also loved his wife. There had been abuse, but because of the family’s position in both government and industry, charges had never been brought. This also had occurred in a time when the laws were weighted against women. Glenna believed it was murder, but Chrislann asserted he was not certain. Secretly, Glenna believed he was just attempting to placate her. Either he believed it to be suicide or that their grandmother had been unfaithful—the rumor had been common enough in the circle of friends they still had. In many ways, Glenna was certain her brother was a throwback to another time. One more reason he hated Titus—and it was hate.
Though feigning distrust for racial and national reasons, the truth was that it was sexual jealousy and pride. Chrislann was to take care of her when their father was not around—but even when he was, the man was weak and sycophantic. Chrislann never tired of pointing this out to Glenna and their mother, when she was still alive. Much of the problem, Glenna again supposed, was just how close mother and son had been. She was not interested in supposing the closeness unnatural, but this never waned in later years when Chrislann should have been looking for a wife. Their mother always maintained that there was plenty of time for that and besides, she and Glenna needed him close so they would be safe.
Safe from what was never made clear, but Glenna supposed it was the woman’s way of taking a dig at her husband. Henry, it was true, was a weak man—but he was also a womanizer, a poor father, and a non-existent role model. The consequence was that their mother, unable or unwilling to find a proper replacement, took her son for the role and never knew what she was doing to him or his sister. When she did die, her brother’s attention shifted dramatically from the absent mother to the surrogate sister. That both of them were busily working their way through a tedious cliché was not lost on her, but it did not make living with the man any easier—hence the number of lovers she’d gone through. There were even a couple of pregnancies Chrislann had had terminated, though these remained illegal even when other countries had been aggressively liberalizing their legal systems.
Their father, through the heavy influence of Chrislann and his industrial lobbyists, had voted to keep the laws in place. Half the time Glenna was certain he was doing this simply to control her. When this failed, Chrislann always had a few good doctors and nurses on call to deal with the issue. It did not matter that the men had offered to marry Glenna—she was, after all, beautiful, educated, wealthy, and cultured. Chrislann had refused them, and through his rejection, their father was required, if he wished to keep his position with the government, to follow along with his son’s wishes.
One of the woman’s goals on getting out of the city was to get as far from the men in her family as she could. The terrible thing for Glenna was she loved both of these desperately, but she needed free of them. How, on the other side of the gate, this was to happen, she did not know—especially since Chrislann wanted out too. Why this was, was both clear and frightening, and it had nothing to do with wanting to live, Of that much she was, once again, certain.
The woman stared balefully at the floor—not wishing, or daring, to look at her brother. Chrislann had a way of seeing into her. This gift was never consistent nor was it complete, but he could see into her, and now she needed to keep her brother ignorant of her thoughts. She wasn’t, in truth, clear as to what these were and definitely uncertain as to what they were relative to Pym. The man was the most frustrating lover she’d ever taken. All her lovers had been devoted to her and unquestioning in this devotion. The woman simply took this as a given—but here not only was the man not devoted to her but assumed, she was certain of this, she was not only lying to him but simply using him to protect herself from the guards and get her and her friends out of the city.
This wasn’t, really, a fair assessment of what she was doing with him. Of course, Titus offered her a level of protection no other man had ever offered—even where these men could call on the services of police, private security, and, later, the militia. There was a draw to such a man she’d not known before, and it was intoxicating. Yet, he was right in that she was using him to get out of the city. What was to happen then Glenna remained unclear about. On the other side of the Wall, since she was abandoning the ruling class, there would be no protection she could draw on and no members of the national government she would be able to appeal to. All that would remain was what wealth she could take with her in the form of uncut diamonds, other precious and semi-precious stones, and her own wits.
These seemed inadequate to the challenge the woman would meet there. Her brother and her friends would not have much more to offer than what she already had. Outside the Wall, in a country that seemed to be collapsing, she would have no protection from Chrislann’s appetites. Perhaps this is why he favored the plan—freed of law and social convention, what was to stop him from taking what he wanted or coercing this out of his sister? It wasn’t that she was appalled by the prospect—disgusted, of course, but not appalled. Still, he was her brother, and there was nowhere good for such a relationship to go—socially or personally. There’s no telling where they’d be swept off to if they stepped across that line.
 She needed someone on the other side of the Wall that would stay with her and protect her from what was out there and what would follow her from the city. This was not an easy decision to make, nor one Chrislann would allow her to make if he had anything to say about it, and Glenna was certain he’d have a lot to say.
Taking courage, the woman raised her face to Chrislann and there was the sound of a car turning onto the street. Before their eyes could meet, he turned back to the living room and the front door. “It’s the others.” Chrislann called from the front of the house. At least they’d not be alone. Even as she rose, there was another call from the living room. “Another car—looks like your new boyfriend.” There was a casual, twisted loathing thrown down on the word. He’d have denied it and others would not have heard it, but for Glenna the sickness in her brother was getting difficult to deny and harder to abide.
Running to the front window, she craned over his shoulder to see if it was Titus. She didn’t recognize the car, but this didn’t mean anything—he tended to show up in a different car each time they met. When Chrislann pushed her back with an elbow, the woman snaked round the other side of him and under his arm. Then Glenna was running across the graveled driveway; turning she blew her brother a kiss. This was, she knew, a dangerous thing to do, but he’d pushed her too far, or she’d been brooding too keenly on what they were to each other and the power her older brother had over her life and biology. She didn’t even know if it was Titus, but as she ran toward the car, the woman experienced a lightness of being and a swelling in her heart she’d not known before. A part of her thought this love—the darker part wasn’t certain what name to put to it.

Climbing from the car, the first thing Pym saw was not the dark woman with the wild hair flying behind her in the white cocktail dress but the man in the apartment window. The expression was passive but forced. This would have to be the brother, no missing the resemblance between the two. One look at the brother and Pym saw the next obstacle in his path to getting out of the city—as if there weren’t enough already. Even as he took her in his arms, Titus was calculating how he was going to remove this latest obstacle while not alienating Glenna. From all she had said of him, he knew there was a tension and hostility between the pair, but they were family and killing Chrislann would estrange his sister.
With her mouth on his, Pym looked down the road as the others stood beside their car. Not one of them looked more than thirty and many of these weren’t much more than their mid-twenties. All of her friends looked soft, weak, and pampered. Whatever they expected beyond the Wall would not be what they found.
There was more in the eyes of her friends than weakness; contempt was there as well. When position was all you had to keep you from the street, this seemed a normal response. Separating from Glenna, he waved. She introduced them all, but few of the names stuck. Pym assumed there would be time to pick these up as they put together some kind of plan. Even as she had finished the introductions with her brother, who offered Titus a handshake far harder than was required, Glenna was on about them needing to get moving because they were going to be late for the meeting. The others took the car they’d come in, but Chrislann insisted in coming with them, even though he had his own in the garage. Why seemed clear to Titus, and the reasoning appeared as much so—once he noticed how uncomfortable this had made Glenna. Nonetheless, he agreed they should all take his car.
It had been an uncomfortable ride north. The conversation was strained, stilted, and pocked with condescending references that Titus had parried with his own condescending allusions to the fact the islands were still a developing economy and peppered with graft, political corruption, and protectionism. Though Chrislann did not take the bait, the silences in the car became more difficult to bear. When it seemed open warfare was about to break out, Glenna saved them all by noticing that they’d arrived at the gate—or near enough for the two men to return to their corners.
Closing the car door, Chrislann turned to Pym. “You do not know these people—they are from the lower orders and will not respect a foreigner. No matter what happens, you are to remain silent.”
Pym looked to Glenna whose silent response was so helplessly beseeching he could not reject it. “Your show, but...”
“Don’t worry. You are safe with me.” Pym didn’t answer but led Glenna, who’d gotten out his side of the car, into the coffee shop. They took a seat in the far corner of the shop and ordered. As the coffees were being prepared, Pym unsnapped his holster and loosened the automatic.
“There shouldn’t be any trouble.”
As the woman spoke, Titus adjusted his coat over the weapon and smiled. Doing so the woman daubed his forehead with the scented scarf that she always carried. “Look at them.”
“What?” Turning.
“The body language says it all.” It was the same guardsmen they’d met before. Tomás didn’t look happy and was already gesticulating wildly while his men shuffled unhappily behind him.
“Chrislann has dealt with Captain Tomás many times in the past; I’m sure it will be okay.”
With the answer, the Captain turned to look in the shop. It did not appear he was looking for anything in particular, or anyone. When he did see Titus, his manner became more guarded.
“He doesn’t like you.”
“No,” Titus answered, “I shamed him and his men in front of a woman and ordered him not to come back, but that his boss should. None of this would make him happy.”
“If things go wrong, Chrislann will blame you—and myself by extension.”
“True—the weak normally behave that way.”
“Chrislann is not...”
“You can’t see it, but I do. Your brother is weak, frightened, and cowardly.”
With Chrislann still speaking, the Captain turned and entered the shop, noisily. “You came back. I didn’t think you’d be foolish...”
“Captain Tomás, do not walk away from me.” As Chrislann placed a hand on the officer’s shoulder, Tomás twisted round taking Budiman by the wrist and slamming him down, hard, on the table. The shop went quiet, excepting for the shout of surprise and pain from Chrislann. Glenna attempted to rise, but Titus put a hand out and she sat back down. The Captain glared at Pym, but the man only smiled back.
“The Commander has been researching you.” Tomás pushed Budiman’s arm farther up his back and he shrieked. Chrislann’s face was turned away so his sister would not have to look at it—if she had, it may have been that Titus would have to react. As it was, his indifference registered with the Captain.
Wrenching Budiman up, John Tomás dragged him to the door and threw him on the pavement. “Teach him some manners and put him back in his car. Make certain he stays there.” Closing the door quietly, the Captain stood with his back to the couple, leaning his head on the jamb and breathing heavily for a moment. Once he’d calmed himself, he turned back to the couple. “This is how we treat fools.” Sitting at the table across from the couple, he drummed his fingers on the faux-wood surface and stared at Pym.
“What did your Commander learn?”
“Only that your name appeared at about the same time as the Beluga Fay—and your power has expanded with theirs. You are the reason for this.”
Pym didn’t answer.
“What do you want?”
“To help Ms. Budiman and her friends get out of town.”
“That will be difficult.”
“But you said...” Pym placed a hand on her wrist to quiet the woman.
“Though not impossible.”
“Nothing is impossible these days.”
“We simply need to incentivize the proper people.”
“Things beyond the Wall are not going well—you noticed that last time.”
Titus nodded.
“What’s going on in the country?” Glenna’s voice was small, and she appeared to realize she should not be speaking but could not help herself.
“You do not know?”
“The government is not saying and all media has been choked off.”
“Yes,” Tomás answered, “but I thought your father would have told you.”
“My father is protective or secretive—I’m not sure which.”
“Minister Budiman is a realist. He understands the mechanisms of power better than most.”
“What is happening?” The woman repeated.
“Nothing good.” The Captain breathed the response, but stopped there.
“We need to know, Captain.” Tomás looked out to Chrislann where his men had him on the ground. Even through the heavy glass of the coffee shop, they could all hear the muffled cries as these gave way to groans.
“They’re going to kill him,” Glenna pleaded.
“No, he will remember the encounter, but your brother will not require medical attention—just a few bandages and some ointment.” The Captain gave the woman a look that suggested more than was said. Appearing to understand the subtext, Glenna reddened and looked away. Much of which Titus had suspected about the relationship was answered here.
Pym understood the woman wanted him to trust her, and he wanted as much, but at every turn, her brother and their cabal of the disaffected kept getting in their way. Each time this occurred, he was confronted with more complexity; more difficulty; more confusion—for everyone; more reason to take a step back. Yet, doing so would be resigning himself to not escaping this city anytime soon—if at all. Every time he turned, there were more deaths attributable to the Sweating Sickness, and when not the epidemic, there were more and more deaths connected to the loss of government control or the limited supplies offered by the blockade powers.
Trusting the woman and her cabal was foolish, but not grabbing at this opportunity was self-destructive. This was his reasoning, and following from this there seemed no choice to make. “I’ve no love for the fool,” Titus said turning back from the brother, “but he has had enough.” The Captain looked at the man with what almost seemed to be amnesia, but then the recognition returned and he waved a hand in the direction of the window. The men stopped and dragged him toward Titus’s car.
“There may be a little blood and vomit you’ll have to deal with, but that’s what you get for not choosing your friends more cautiously.”
Pym considered pushing his response but that would only take them to the same place they’d left off last time, and he needed more information. “Now,” listening to the car door slam on Chrislann, “we need to know what to expect beyond the gate.”
“I’ve not been cleared for that sort of information.”
Pym was about to push the Wall guard but he started up again.
“But seeing as you need to know what is going on.”
“If we are to further invest in this project with diamonds and whatever else you may want, we need to learn what is going on.”
The Captain breathed in and blew this out through his mouth. Shaking his head slowly he looked out the window; his men were lounging against the car. Pym followed the man’s eyes and saw the casual way the two were chatting together—it was an innocent, relaxed posture, but they were only waiting for a signal from the Captain to move. Titus hoped the man would not be so foolish.
“The blockade had choked off all trade. Factories that require fuel and raw materials from the southwestern hemisphere and the East have closed down. This has created massive unemployment. Many have lost their homes—even with government subsidies, this has been picking up speed. For awhile the government attempted to create projects in order to bolster employment, but this did not last long—cash reserves were never robust. Now we are faced with mass unemployment and mass homelessness. Recently the central authorities, with the support of the banks and landowners, have forbidden landlords to turn tenants and bankrupts from their homes. But that is just one part of the problem.” His coffee came, and he took a sip and continued.
“The crops have been plentiful this year, but so much of our foodstuffs come from abroad and we have no money to pay for these—even though we are receiving regular food shipments from the blockade nations, these are not enough to feed much more than half of the people. For the moment, the government is focusing on the cities, for fear of riot and revolution, but this has caused a massive influx from the countryside. Controlling this flood has been difficult.” Titus didn’t like the sound of that euphemism.
“You’ve turned the army loose on the migrants.”
Tomás nodded and looked out the window.
“Many thousands have died.”
“How many exactly?” Glenna asked.
“No one has dared count—not even the statisticians have calculated. If they did, the information would leak; it always does.”
Tomás stopped and took another sip of coffee; then swirled the brew about in the cup. “The only place even we can get coffee now is here.”
“But there are lots of shops that have coffee all over town,” Glenna answered, “food as well, and not just from our fields.”
“The decision was taken by the blockade powers that keeping the city fed and supplied would reduce the likelihood of people trying to break out.”
“But if the government doesn’t tell the people what is going on, how can they know they are safer here?” Pym asked.
“The government is afraid of losing control of the country. Right now they are managing this by controlling the flow of information—all media, what remains of it, is tightly controlled. Allowing the city to know the condition of the nation would also mean allowing the country to know the city’s condition.”
“You’re worried about people trying to break in?” Glenna’s voice was a confused tremor.
Tomás nodded.
“But we still want out—it’s only a matter of time before the Sweats get us all.”
The Captain breathed heavily and nodded. “We need more diamonds to bribe the Wall guards and the Provincial and Federal governments. This will have to go right up the food chain, and it will be expensive.”
“This should get you started.” Glenna handed him another pouch of diamonds. Finishing his coffee, the officer took the stones and left.
Pym watched them climb into their truck and drive off. “It won’t end there.”
“I know, but we need to get out—it’s bad beyond the Wall, but at least there is a chance. Staying here will kill us.”
“It’s a con—each time you meet they will want more and always the exit date will be delayed. Eventually you will give up, or run out of diamonds.”
“Not likely—there’s a small mine north of the marina.”
“Still won’t help.” Pym made a note that he was going to have to look into getting control of this, if not control then a few raids on the convoys.
Finishing their coffee, the pair joined the others out behind Pym’s car. Half seemed surprised the pair was still alive. When Titus attempted to explain they needed to get higher up the chain of command in order to affect their release, it was explained, as politely as possible, that he was a foreigner and did not understand how these things worked. Privately, Titus was certain they hadn’t the slightest idea they were in the middle of a long con, or their fear would not allow them to admit this. Resigned to the situation, for the moment, he left the others arguing amongst themselves and returned to the safe house with Glenna and the semiconscious Chrislann.






The trip south, again unconsciously skirting Lumang Mapoot—Pym didn’t even bother bringing this up—was peppered by a silence Titus found hard to deal with. This was only broken by the moans and occasioned shrieks of Chrislann as the vehicle was swiped by intermittent potholes. Glenna was never convinced these emerged out of nowhere, but Titus attempted to persuade the woman he had other matters to worry about. This was brought up near Mapoot, and geography was enough to assure her of this. At other times, he could have argued to be looking out for government patrols that liked to put a showing in—though never in Mapoot or the dead neighborhood surrounding this. One day they would have to speak of the abscess in the north-central area of the city not all that far west of Makati. This would not be that day, and a part of the man wondered if it were all that important after the report delivered by Tomás.
Eventually, they made it back to the safe house. Chrislann’s car was still there, for the moment, though he’d not be driving it.
“Can you take him back to Makati?”
“Like this? If the guards see him, they’ll contact the commander and that will get back to the Governor. If that happens, I’m not sure he will remain silent.”
“You believe the Captain was correct about Chrislann?”
The woman’s silence was the only answer he needed, which raised concerns about how safe any of them were with Chrislann in their midst. Without asking more, or worrying the woman with the character of her brother, he got out and stepped around the car to the curbside and the passenger’s door. 
There was a rustle in the bushes down the street, but Pym ignored this and leaned in to hoist the elder Budiman out.
“Be gentle, I’m not sure how damaged he is inside.”
Taking Chrislann beneath the shoulders, Pym pulled him out and up. The ululation that escaped the injured man sent a flock of birds up from the power lines.
“Gently.” The woman pulled herself from the car and took the other side of her brother. As they held him and Pym pushed the car door to with a hip, there came a rustle in the bushes down the street.
“Something’s up.” Pym craned his neck toward the house with the large thicket.
“Just a dog...” Before she could finish, two figures broke from cover and ran across the street.
“What the fuck are they?” Glenna looked up and dropped her brother’s arm. The full weight of the man fell to Pym, and he almost dropped Chrislann. Backing away, the woman’s hands went to her mouth and the small eyes became very large and white. Even amid her brother’s shrieks, the younger sibling continued to back away. “Take your brother’s arm—it’s okay; you’re safe.” She continued to back away. “Glenna—help your brother!” The raised voice broke through whatever panic was building at the sight of the two figures. Taking his arm, she looked over her shoulder as they dragged Chrislann into the house. Even as she did so, they disappeared in between the houses across the street and appeared to be making for Makati at full speed.
Inside, Pym laid Budiman on the living room sofa then drew water and got bandages and disinfectant from the bathroom. Back in the living room, Glenna was at the front window peering out the heavy, pulled drapes.
“Anything?”
She didn’t answer.
“Glenna, do you see anything?”
“No.” A stuttering, fearful reply.
“What were those two—and those peaked hoods?”
“White Penitents—they have to be.” Turning, she was hugging herself.
“Are you okay?”
“I’ve only ever seen them from a distance; then with a platoon between us and them.”
“They’re ridiculous, but didn’t seem very dangerous.”
“Alone they may not be dangerous, but Penitents are rarely alone. Where you find one there is usually a procession not far away.”
“Procession? What are these Penitents?”
“White Penitents. They appeared in the city not long after the serums proved ineffective.” Coming over to the sofa, Glenna took the moist cloth from Titus and continued. “The Penitents believe the Sweats, they call it The Scourge, was sent by God to punish the city and the country.”
“Religious hysterics—if things weren’t bad enough.”
“They’re a lot more,” placing a hand on Titus’s wrist, “than simple hysterics. They preach an apocalyptic gospel and have been purged twice by the Governor. But each time they have come back stronger than before.”
“How are they being organized?”
“No one is certain. There have been rumors about a leadership, but no one has any solid evidence, that I have heard of.”
“Lack of evidence isn’t always proof of nonexistence.”
The woman nodded as she cleaned Chrislann’s abraded wounds. “But they are dangerous—they want to replace the government, especially the Governor, with an anarchic theocracy. Order is to be replaced with prayers, flagellation, self-crucifixion, processions, and immolations.”
“They’re burning themselves alive?”
“That and others they consider sinful. The goal is to purge the sin from the city and then the country through the mortification of the flesh.”
“You recognize how mad that sounds?”
“I do—it’s but another reason we want out of the city. The Sweats were enough, but this has taken the city into crazy.”
“Tomás didn’t mention anything about this—does he know?”
“They are said not to be just in the city—though that is a wild rumor because we can’t get out, and no one seems to want in. Maybe in the future, if Tomás is to be believed, but I’m not sure about that. It is possible the Wall doesn’t know about them—but the Governor must have alerted the Federals about the threat. It is the sort of thing they and the blockade would want to know about. Still, I’ve not been made aware of much. Maybe Chrislann knows,” pointing down to her brother who was slowly coming to his senses. “He’s made it his mission to know as much as possible.”
“He has that kind of clout?” It was hard to believe looking at him and then considering how badly he’d misjudged Tomás and his men.
“Chrislann is involved with powerful lobbies. Alone he is not good for much, politically at least, but as a representative, he has quite a bit of power. If he considers the Whites, what people are calling the White Penitents, a threat, he would want the Governor and Federals to know. Truth be told, I do not believe the Federals know about the Whites; otherwise, there would have been some kind of reaction by now—they’re too dangerous not to warrant this.”
“I suspect the blockade does not know either—they’d have to react to a threat like that.”
“Could be, but it’s more than I know.”
Sitting down opposite the woman, there was a sound up the street. “Another car.” Pym bounced out of the armchair and back to the window. The Whites had unnerved him much more than the Cartel—these he understood and could deal with, but religious fanatics were impossible to understand, and there was no appealing to reason. You either accept the belief system and behave appropriately or you get out of the way. “It’s some of your friends.”
“Not all?”
“No, there are only three people in the car.”
At this Chrislann mumbled something and tried to sit up; failing, he flopped back down. “I’m worried they might have really hurt him.”
“Possible, I noticed the guards had kicked him in the head a couple of times. You really need to get him to a doctor.” Car doors slammed outside, and voices drifted across the yard. “Not the silent sort, are they?” The woman smiled.
“Once we get Chrislann inside, we can get him to a doctor. However, I need him to be able to sit up in the car and maybe answer a question or two so the Governor or their office is not informed. Too many questions would come from that, ones we could not answer.” Titus nodded back over his shoulder and opened the door.
“Bit of a surprise.” The woman rocked back on her heels, eyes wide.
“Is Glenna here?” Titus pointed over his shoulder. She was followed by a man and another in their late teens.
“Glenna, is Chrislann okay?”
“He is getting better Joramae—what can I do for you?”
“What are the guards doing?” A young man, maybe not quite twenty, asked. He was of middling height, whereas Joramae was a little shorter than Glenna. The other was a man in his mid to late twenties—tall with an athletic build, not so much bulky as solid.
“Don’t panic, Dante,” speaking to the young man, “Chrislann was rude. We’re still on schedule, aren’t we Titus?”
Seeing what was being asked, he nodded. “But Titus will be handling the negotiations from now on.”
“How are you going to deal with them?”
“His name’s Rey.” Glenna answered over a shoulder, steadying her brother—who was again attempting to sit up, this time with more success.
“They’re running a con on you. The Wall will continue to milk you for diamonds and whatever else they can get before you finallyrealize they aren’t going to let you out.” The faces of the three fell, and Glenna looked at him sharply.
“How,” Glenna asked abruptly, “do we deal with that?”
“Cut off their supply. Whatever it is they want, do not furnish it.”
“But,” Dante worried, “won’t they get this from someone else—others like us, or the Cartel?”
“Choke off the supply.”
“From the Cartel?” Chrislann, still sitting, moaned.
“The Beluga is getting stronger and larger every day—we can do that. More importantly, they have to need the diamonds for something. Given the situation beyond the Wall, they may be having trouble getting supplied. We can use this to move them into a more pliant position.”
“What will choking the supply do?” Joramae asked, as she twisted her fingers together.
“It will force the Wall’s commander to enter into the negotiations—as long as we remain with Tomás, there will be no chance of getting out of the city. But,” he paused to listen for any noise outside, “if we can drive the point home that we have power, they will think twice about pulling what they just did with Chrislann. Please understand, if we do not get them under control, the violence will only increase.”
“But if we push too hard...” In the middle of the thought, Joramae was interrupted by a loud noise from outside. It wasn’t a sharp bang but a rhythmic basso. Pulling the automatic, Pym ran for the main door. Outside he was halfway across the front yard stone garden before he was staggered to a halt. There was a procession of White Penitents coming down the street in the direction in which the other two with the pointed hoods had run. Behind him, Joramae shrieked and ran for their car—Pym stuck out an arm and the woman staggered back.
 “We have to get out of here—those people will kill us if they find out we’re from Makati,” Cried Joramae.
Seemed everyone in town knew more about these Whites than Titus did and he’d been trading in information long enough he should have heard a rumor of them. It was Lumang Mapoot all over again. “No, running from this sort is only going to increase your troubles.”
“Then what...” Dante started from behind as there was a loud report and the lead White fell backwards into the procession. For a moment, others did not understand what was happening. While one of their brothers or sisters stopped to help them up, there was another report and the next lead crumpled to the ground in a mock genuflection then toppling over as their gravity shifted.
“No!” Glenna shouted from behind. Even as she shouted, the others were scattering. Another of the Whites attempted to help one of their fallen brethren, but Pym stepped forward and let a round off above their hood, just nicking the tip of it. Losing their balance, the White fell to their left and lay on the ground staring at Pym.
“Leave them!” As the Whites turned and fled, Titus walked over and ripped the hood off. The man, maybe in his early twenties, looked up with unfocused eyes. Pym finished him. Joramae screamed, again.
“You can’t—they’re holy!” Titus turned back to her, not understanding.
“It’s true,” Glenna answered the look, “they are considered by many” giving a sick look to Joramae, “to be holy.”
“But they’ll destroy the city.”
“Still...” Joramae, however, did not finish.
“Let us be clear about this—our only chance of getting out is getting bloody.”
“But...” Dante spoke up from behind Joramae.
“If you want me to get us out, we do it my way, and this will mean maintaining as much order as possible. These people would undermine that.” Joramae, Rey, and Dante all nodded, but it was only Rey that seemed to agree with him. “Okay, we better get out of here. If the gunfire doesn’t bring the patrols, that chanting will.”
“But what of the Penitents?” Joramae was almost pleading.
“Leave them. The patrols or their brothers and sisters will take care of them.”
 The three new arrivals took off in their car immediately.
“Good friends.”
“What do you mean?”
“Didn’t wait about to see if you needed any help with Chrislann.”
“They’re afraid.”
“We’re all afraid. I mention it only because when this gets ugly, they won’t be people you can count on.”
“This isn’t ugly?” There was genuine fear in the woman’s voice.
“Early days this is. You get in a few months, maybe weeks, and you will see ugly—after I’ve put the screws to the Wall.” Not answering, she turned and ran back to the house. Titus shook his head, not realizing how green, until that moment, they all were.
In the house, Glenna was struggling to get her brother on his feet. Though aware of his surroundings, the man didn’t seem capable of standing. “Relax.” Glenna was nearing hysteria as she moaned for her brother to get up.
“But...” Stopping, realization opened the woman’s face. “There will be no patrol?”
“Doubtful. This time of day they should be up north of the district. I suspect that is why the Whites were down here.”
“You knew!” The voice was not loud, but moving up the register.
“I needed to see how they would react—didn’t disappoint.”
“They were afraid.”
“Yes, reasonable response, but these are not reasonable times. There’ll be a lot to be afraid of—a lot more than a patrol.”
“What did this prove except you know which buttons to push?” 
“Proves they will leave you if things get tough, or look to be getting tough. If you are smart, you will dump them.”
“We can’t. Each of those people represent others and a great deal of wealth, not to mention power.”
“How many are you hoping to get out?”
“As many as we may.”
“How many?”
“Changes from day to day—some lose heart; some commit suicide; some hope to ride out the storm.”
“Okay, who are these people—generally?”
“Families of City, Provincial, and Federal governments—some children of industrialists as well.”
“That sounds like a lot of people.”
“Between one and two hundred.”
“You will never be able to dig enough diamonds to bribe government officials for that number.”
“I doubt many will show up. It is more likely it will be something like fifty—at most.”
“Even so, that is too many. You made it sound like a tight group—that’s what Tomás thinks too, right?”
She nodded, sitting beside her brother.
 “I’ll help you get twenty-five out, maximum. Understand?”
“But...”
“I don’t care what you tell the others, but twenty-five is the largest number I will take, and that’s what I’m going to tell the Commander when we meet—got it?”
The woman, defeated, nodded and sat beside her brother.
“Let’s get Chrislann in the car. Take him back, then I want you to sneak out through your bolt and join me back here—we need to talk.”
The pair wrestled the man into the car and Titus went back inside.

It had taken Glenna more than an hour to get back, so long that Titus had about given up on her. As it turned out, she had to take her brother to the medical center and they were worried he may have a concussion. There’d been several dangerous questions, but she knew the doctor and nurses, so they weren’t going to report the incident.
“What did you tell them it was?”
“Said he got into a bar fight. It wouldn’t be the first time. With Chrislann, emotional outbursts are the norm rather than the exception.”
Smiling, Titus offered Glenna a cup of tea, and they when into the living room to talk.
“What do you need to know?” Sipping her green tea.
“I need to know a little more about the Governor first.”
“Henry Salazar rose through the bureaucracy of the provinces then the federal governments. He has survived reactionaries and reformists alike. They’ve never been linked to any political scandals or any criminal behavior, but Salazar has always had dirt and questionable behavior associated with whatever office he’s worked for.”
“A survivor?”
“Yes—and dangerous.”
“When cornered?”
“No, if he feels you are less than committed, he’s been known to destroy whole careers, and there have been rumors of assassinations and blackmail as well.”
“You are willing to cross such a man?”
“We’re desperate—this city doesn’t have another year like this in it. We’ve lost a good third of the city already to the Sweating Sickness, and those that are left are beginning to crack. The Whites are only the most notable example of this.”
“Does the Governor have any weaknesses—women, family, drugs, whores, or political frailties?”
“They have a family, of course, but they have no real love for them.”
“Are any of their family members part of your group?”
“That want out?”
He nodded.
“No. There has been some interest, but having them in would be too dangerous.”
“Do any of them know, or suspect, what you are up to?”
“I do not believe so.”
“That’s not helpful. If Salazar even suspects what you are up to, he will disappear you—or hand you over to the White Penitents.” This paused Budiman and she looked across the withered, frayed room with its old, cheap furniture.
“No, he does not. Even my father does not. I do not believe he even has a suspicion of what Chrislann and I are planning.”
“I need to know what happens to people that have crossed Salazar’s government. I’ve an idea, but if you could fill in some of the blanks, that would be helpful.”
“The first thing that normally happens is a warning not to pursue whatever it is they wish to change. If that fails, usually it does not, then they lose their position and their children may be expelled from school—if it is a government school, which most are these days. If, for some reason, they’d not gotten the message, they are framed for some crime or other; something that will get them out of the way for a while. Sometimes they even choose to frame them for murder, if it is at all convenient. Supposing none of the above works, they will have them assassinated. The last rarely happens any longer.”
“Salazar’s Cabinet is efficient?”
“What do you mean?”
“They are competent and thorough?”
“Not so much; the Governor tends to surround himself with sycophants. I suppose the reason is to protect themselves from a coup, or simple rivals.”
“Good.”
“Why?”
“Salazar is dangerous, no denying that, but fear and incompetence in subordinates will be a useful buffer. By the time they figure out what is going on and Salazar has stopped blaming them, we may be out of town.” Glenna smiled.
“There is one other thing I need to know about.”
“What’s that?” She was leaning into him again. Again, he was not certain how to read this but was not prepared to trust her—not completely.
“Lumang Mapoot.”
Glenna bolted upright and pushed away.
“Where did you hear of that?” There was a distance in the voice, which also spoke to terror. Not anxiety, not even fear, but terror.
As she sat up, Titus had lost physical contact with the woman, but he could see the physical tremor that ran through her. The shock ended with a shudder, which was almost a petit mal.
“Are you all right?”
“Yes,” with the passing of the seizure, “but—where did you hear of that?”
“Not many speak of it. My first knowledge that something was wrong was when I was told to avoid what some in Beluga referred to as the Dead District. When I pressed them, I learned it was almost in the center of the city and running along the north/south axis. Inside the Dead District there was supposed to be an old hate which they referred to as Lumang Mapoot.”
“Someone actually spoke to you of that place?”
“It took a lot of persuasion—in the beginning all I got were elliptical warnings about a ruined district no one went to and that it was generally dangerous. When I was dissatisfied with this, I pushed, admittedly rather hard, and I finally got the name Lumang Mapoot, but more than this they would not go.” The woman leaned back, somewhat relieved, into the sofa but was still not touching him.
“Lumang Mapoot is the name in Tagolam—but it’s a new name. It emerged after the epidemic began. Before, that place was called Dragon Bone Hill or Longgushan in Tagolam. It’s always had a strange reputation and has long been associated with power and oddity. A very long time ago it was sacred, and that lingers in peoples’ minds.”
“That’s fine—but what is the place?”
“We cannot sustain prisons, even jails, any longer—resources are too tight and the economy too fragile. There is little by way of essential services left in the city. What there is of these, Governor Salazar is hard pressed to keep running. The decision was taken not long after the epidemic began to banish people who would have normally been imprisoned to Dragon Bone Hill. The district has been blacklisted.” 
“What’s that?”
“No one is permitted to trade with them; no one is permitted to enter the Hill—not that anyone would; no one is permitted to leave the Hill—if caught, they are executed on the spot.”
“A death sentence.”
“Normally that would be the case, and I am not saying there aren’t those that haven’t died up there, but more have managed to find a way to live on the Hill.”
“How?”
“Have you been by the Dead District?”
“At a distance.”
She nodded and stood walking over to the front window. The woman looked out as if expecting to find another of the Whites listening in. “Surrounding the Hill used to be several successful neighborhoods, but once the raids began, from the Hill, these were slowly abandoned. At first the Hill raided for food and goods, but as food disappeared and the districts emptied out, they began to raid for people.” The last trailed off into silence and Glenna turned from him.
“Why?” Though there was less question in this than a desire to have his suspicions confirmed.
“Food.”
“Over the year, since the epidemic had become hot, the surrounding districts have come to be called the Dead District; then it became a euphemism for the Hill, but when we had to speak of the Hill itself, we started to refer to it in Tagolam as Lumang Mapoot—old hate.”
“I’ve not run into any of these people since I’ve been here—not even a rumor of them.”
“People? I’d hardly call them that.”
“Well, I’ve not run into any from the Hill. Why is that?”
“Firstly, we do not speak of them—not ever. Secondly, they only come off the Hill at night. And if they can’t make it back there before dawn, they will hide out until nightfall and may return safely.”
“Do they always take their captives back with them?”
“Why?”
“I’ve not seen any signs of cannibalism—no bones; no offal, nothing.”
“They are said to eat all parts of people, and the bones they use for tools, masks, and decoration. That is what is said; I am not certain whether or not it is true.”
“I see—you do not know much of these people. However, if they are so dangerous, why leave them on the Hill?”
“The Hill is generally not a big problem—they do not come off all that much. The times they do, it is because they’ve not been receiving a regular influx of new criminals.”
“Salazar is feeding them?”
From the window, Glenna shrugged. “It appears so, but no one wants to know. To be fair, it has been a useful tool to keep the general population under control.”
“But the price—cannibalism.” 
“I know.” Coming back to him, Glenna sat and hugged the man. He could feel the shudder running through her again. “One more reason a lot of people would be willing to take their chances on the other side of the Wall.”
“If you were caught, or even found out...”
“We’d all be sent to the Hill, no matter who our families were—we might even have some of our family members sent with us. Not the bureaucrats or ministers, though. These they would still need.” The question had been unasked, but the woman seemed to understand some explanation would be needed.
“Best not get caught.” Titus thought this funny, but she only hugged him tighter.
“I want to see the place.”
Glenna did not simply pull away from Titus but jumped up and staggered away. Disbelief and terror were struggling over her face that suddenly appeared hollowed out. “You can’t...” She could get no further.
“At least the Dead District, but I’d prefer to see the Hill—if only from a distance.”
“We can’t...”
“I didn’t say we. If you are too frightened, it’s okay—go home and we’ll meet back at our place at the usual time.”
“You’re going alone! No...No, I better go with you.”
“It’s okay. If you are afraid, I...”
“Of course I’m afraid, but if you are going, I have to.”
“But...”
“You can be foolish about how far is too far, and dealing with the Hill, you won’t know when to walk away—or when to run.” She had not been the first to make the observation. Lander had made it on several occasions; even Synon had mentioned it. Still, the Hill was important, and whatever he found there would be enlightening.
How he intended to find value in a blacklisted district filled with cannibals and fodder Pym was not certain—other than to stick this in his back pocket for future reference or use. “It’s early yet—not quite mid-afternoon.”
“I don’t want to be there for dusk—we leave before the sun begins to set.”
The trip took less than forty-five minutes and that was by taking the less frequented side streets to avoid patrols and any Cartel movement. It was true the Beluga could now threaten them, but that didn’t mean he wanted to be caught alone out here.
The Dead District was half-abandoned and half burned out—there’d been a couple of fires after abandonment, but no one was certain of the origin. They made it down the highroad with no problem, and Glenna had Pym pulled over several blocks before the Hill began. It was a good-sized hill with what looked like a mansion on top of it, but Titus could not see it clearly. The day became overcast, and the sun shone indistinctly behind the clouds so that the top of the hill was almost covered in a haze of clouds. The Hill was networked with small apartment buildings near the top, but below this was a network of shanties built from scrap and parts of other buildings and anything else that could be found.
Smoke poured from many chimneys throughout the shanties but none from the apartments or the mansion on the flat crest of the Hill. There was no miasma about the place and nothing that particularly made it stand out—excepting there was a lonely, empty expanse of green commons between the highroad, where they now stood leaning on the grill of the car, and the beginning of the shantied hillside. “This is it?”
“Yes.” The woman’s voice small, as she glanced from side to side as if waiting to be sprung upon.
“Doesn’t seem much.”
“It is the worst place the city now has to offer, and it has some truly shitty places.”
“Can we get any closer?” As he said this, there was movement west of their position at the foot of the hill. “What’s that?” Pointing in the direction of the activity.
“We have to get out of here.”
“What is it?” the woman tugging on his arm.
“Hunting party—we’ve been seen.”
“Don’t,” circling round to the driver’s door, “they have cars?”
“They’ve not been known to. Come on,” Glenna was becoming frantic, “we have to get out of here.”
Pym turned the engine over and backed up while watching the small group with spears. As he was turning around, he heard a scream. Involuntarily he gunned the gas and they sped back down the Highroad.






Days had passed since he’d seen Glenna.
Each day he had waited for her at their place, but she had not shown up. Since they’d no phones at the warehouse, or anywhere else Pym knew of, he couldn’t get in touch with her. The reasons for her absence were simple, as far as he could tell. Either their escape from Dragon Bone Hill had been more than she could take—in the end they had three hunting parties after them—or she was having issues back in Makati. If someone had reported Chrislann’s condition, or if he needed more medical treatment than could have been passed off, this might have made its way to the Governor’s office.
There was no way to be certain of that, so every day he waited for a couple of hours at the apartment. Eventually Glenna would show—where else did she have to go; who else was capable or willing to help her? Sooner or later, the woman would return, and then they could begin to sort out the Wall. The longer he spent in this city, the weirder it got: the Sweating Sickness; the Cartel; a dictatorial governor; militia and private security—heavily armed; the White Penitents who seemed to enjoy scourging themselves and killing the sinful; Dragon Bone Hill—cannibals. It just kept getting better. What next, flying monkeys?
With that thought, Pym craned his neck out the window and up at the louring clouds. Perhaps it was only a matter of time.
 “Titus!”
Slipping from the edge of the table, Pym staggered up and turned to the door.
“Sorry,” Synon laughed, “but I’ve been looking all over for you. Simon’s got news for you.”
“Simon?”
“Aglibut—you have to keep up with the new people.”
“I do? Why is that?”
“Being leader and all...”
“I delegate—you are keeping up for me.”
“Right, well, he’s got news for you.”
“What news?”
“Will only say it’s for you.”
Simon was another of the younger members of the Beluga—there were those who were pre-pubescent, but that was because their parents had been taken by the Sweats or had been banished to the Hill and they escaped the death sentence for whatever reason. Mostly, though, the young were in their middle teens, as was Aglibut—but he’d seen enough in the time between when his life went to shit and when he’d joined the Beluga Fay, according to Synon, that his word could be counted on.
“Do these new ones keep getting younger and younger?”
“I think they do—mostly they were left behind by their parents after the Sweats. The older survivors tend to find a way to make a living or stutter along on their own for a while before succumbing to despair or hunger.” They either slipped into the bay, took a run at the Wall, or joined the White Penitents. The Whites, now that he knew of them, could be blamed for a great deal of suffering in the city, but they kept their members fed and, more importantly, gave survivors a sense of mission. That mission was generally covered in blood or licked by flame, yet there was a purpose. Purpose was a powerful drug, which explained why the ranks of the Whites continued to expand. 
Most of the younger ones, however, could never bring themselves to join the Whites—the rumors were too terrifying, while those surrounding the Beluga, both Synon and Bannly made certain of this, were positive and reinforcing. This was the reason keeping track of their numbers was almost impossible and why they had expanded membership to two other warehouses and a factory—all larger than their present accommodations. Many felt this offered a serious alternative to the Cartel, and this might be true, but others were willing to match them against the Governor or even the Wall. These last two would eat them up individually, but Lander and even Bannly were not so sure. This was another reason Titus wanted out. Sooner or later, someone would think they could storm the Wall or take the government on.
Pym was not going to have anything to do with that. Synon, for the moment, remained realistic about what they could and should do, but he’d been noticing her dreams for the Beluga expanding into those of a new social utopia. Synon wanted equity for all, but especially the abused. Having been one, until recently, the woman was particularly sensitive to the needs of these. That there was no hope for equity, and never had been, Titus did not have the heart to tell her. He doubted whether or not she would have been able to listen even if he had. But she didn’t worry him so much, and her followers within the increasingly fracturing Beluga—there were at least a half dozen subcultures within the greater group—were too young, inexperienced, and idealistic to be much danger in the long term.
Lander was a different matter. He’d been gathering around him the old and angry new members. They had a penchant for violence and spent a lot of their time raiding the Cartel, security columns, and remnants of the wealthier districts. They’d even taken a run at Makati—though they failed to do more than kill a couple of guards, this didn’t turn others from them. In fact, their numbers had been expanding since the failed raid.
Lander was canny, smart, immoral, and vicious. Although there was a lot of sense in letting him live in the beginning, this sense was rapidly turning to self-destructive nonsense. This to a degree the greater Beluga was under threat from his faction, or soon would be. All Lander would require is the opportunity to bring Titus’s leadership into question. There had already been disquieting rumblings because of his frequent absences. On occasion, he’d even noticed he was being followed, and there were suggestions his rooms had been searched. When he questioned those responsible for guarding his floor—he’d been given a whole one to himself—it was denied that anyone who was not supposed to be on the floor was.
In the end, this could mean but one of two things. Either the guards had shifted their allegiances to Lander’s faction, or at least one of them was working for Lander. Whatever the case, it did not look good for him. Now, however, he, Bannly, and Synon could no longer move against Lander openly. Even those that hadn’t been drawn into his sphere of influence respected what he had accomplished and were willing, excepting those that still remembered—and there were fewer and fewer of those, to take his previous behaviors as influenced by those that had been killed or purged from the Beluga. Pym was left with few options in dealing with Lander. Whichever of these he chose would be determined by how much longer it took he and Glenna to get out of the city.
Titus was already prepared to abandon the Beluga, but he still needed their resources and the security the numbers offered—even if this security was beginning to fade. This brought him to the equally problematic area of what to do with Lander. Glenna needed to offer him up to the security forces, but their ability to raid the west end and the Beluga had been greatly diminished for the time being. As a result, he had more than some wiggle room Since Glenna was not pushing this any longer, he supposed the woman understood this. Still, he had to do something about Lander—and soon. As they wound down the stairwell—the Beluga could never scrounge enough fuel to maintain the elevators—Pym felt as exposed as the other Beluga.
Because of this, few used the stairwells when they did not have to. When they did, they had to carry either candles—most popular—or a flashlight. Pym had a headband light, which might have been used for spelunking at one time, but now kept him from falling down a flight or two of stairs and breaking a leg, his back, or his neck.
“Where is he?” Titus asked Synon.
“First floor canteen—he’d not eaten in a day.”
“Where is he coming from?”
“The docks—the fish markets.”
“And he couldn’t get anything to eat down there?”
“The government, security forces, the Cartel, and the Whites are all competing for their goods now—prices are getting beyond the reach of anyone who doesn’t have diamonds, government chits, or a force backing them up. Even our influence in the markets has weakened—considerably.”
“I see.” He did. What food sources remained in the city were being heavily taxed by competing groups—all of which had their own threat to bring to bear. For the rest of the way, they walked in silence. When they finally got to the cafeteria, Simon Aglibut was sitting near the shattered concrete wall drinking a cup of coffee and gnawing on a crust of stale French bread. The kid was in his mid-teens. He was rail thin but wrapped about the skeleton was muscle. This wasn’t much, but it looked hard and as if it had gotten a fair workout. The kid was dressed only in a pair of khaki shorts down to his knees held in place by a narrow, decaying cord of rope. On his feet, stretched out before him as he stared blankly out the window, was a shoddy and sodden pair of rope sandals. Aglibut’s skin was a bronzy-brown about the tone and texture of burnt cinnamon—made darker by days spent in the sun.
Synon called to him, and as he turned, Titus noticed a ragged weal ran down the left side of his face. It wasn’t new—that wound had occurred several weeks before, but the scar tissue looked sensitive and much lighter than the rest of the skin. That Simon was strong, or resilient, became apparent as he bounced up and ran over with a bright smile to Synon. When he joined them, the kid didn’t embrace the woman, but it was plain he wanted to. There may have been an erotic component to this, but it seemed to Titus there was more of camaraderie than Eros in the urge. As well, there was the fact of Pym himself, which appeared to be restraining the young man.
Slowly he was coming to terms with his mythic status amongst the new recruits. The notion of them being recruits was sinking in but without much joy. Taken together there was a shift occurring in the Beluga—from opportunists to armed camp. All Titus had wanted was to get enough arms to protect themselves, but this had changed. Was it the Synon/Bannly camp or was Lander inching his way into the Beluga ideologies? Titus didn’t particularly care.
“Titus, this is Simon Aglibut.” Pym held out a hand, and the young man took this. The grip was hardly worthy of the word—a weak, floppy thing. Titus put this down to a fear of him; if not this, then the child had little by way of character and this would turn out badly for Pym. “Simon, this is Titus Pym.”
“How are you, Simon?”
“Good, sir.” The voice a reedy hollow twitter, rich with a Tagolam accent. Pym had been negotiating his way around the dialects of the archipelago with only a little effort. The language was another matter. Although the language was simple enough, with only twenty-eight letters and thirty-three phonemes, the inversion of the traditional expectation of subject and object with no linking verbs had caused some trouble. Therefore, Pym’s use of Tagolam was fractured and problematic.
His problems were only increased by the fact Tagolam was not the universal language of the islands. Talota, Bula Vina, and Haloket where the other major languages, though Tagolamists argued they remained dialects of Tagolam, but these were, for most islanders, regional languages not spoken beyond the frontiers of the provinces and sometimes not much beyond the mountain region of their origin. In one case, there was a minor language, Namast, which was only used by a village of under three-hundred people. These had made up over a dozen villages dotted along a chain of mountains on the westernmost islands, but over the centuries, the area was depopulated by the development of the economy and the young seeking better opportunities in the cities of the northern islands. The story played out many times around the world over the last three hundred years.
“I hear,” Pym asked, listening carefully to filter meaning from the heavy accent, “you have some information for me.”
The young man looked to Synon, who smiled and inclined her chin. Simon’s hands moved to his neck as though attempting to coax words from this; then began.
“In the Arran Fish Market—you know the place?”
“It’s the eastern market and the smallest—best prices.” Synon answered.
“Not anymore—everything is dear down there and only the rich, government, and Cartel shop at these any longer.”
“You,” Synon’s voice surprised, “certain about that?”
“Take a look for yourself—the prices are high, very high, and they’ve hired private security to guard the place. If you are caught stealing, you’re shot on the spot.”
This should have shocked Pym, but it didn’t. Little was capable of that any longer.
Synon looked to be about to answer Simon, but Pym jumped in. “I believe you. So, you were down in Arran Market—what happened?”
“Met a man who said he was from the Cartel. They said they know of someone who is looking for you, another foreigner, and they intend to kill you.”
That someone wanted to kill Pym had not been news to Synon but that they were foreign was. “You know anything about this?” She asked Titus.
He shook his head, but she didn’t appear convinced.
“Why did they tell you this?”
“He wants to sell the information to you.”
“It’s a trap.” Synon took Titus’s arm.
“Yes, but if someone is after me...”
“They’re just saying that to get you down there.”
“But why foreign? If it had just been another islander, I would have said yes, but foreign—doesn’t seem likely.” It was a trap, but not by those she was thinking of—at least he hoped they weren’t involved.
“You can’t go down alone.” Synon was adamant.
“If I take more than Simon here, whoever is behind this will disappear.”
“You know who is behind this, don’t you?”
“No.” This wasn’t a lie, but it was a distance from the truth. He’d no idea who was in the hold that night, or why they’d tried to kill him, but he did know what they looked like, and how good they were. Better than he’d been at the time, but times had changed. That’s what he’d been telling himself whenever he’d taken the opportunity to consider the possibility he was not alone. Everyone else had died in the explosion and fire. He’d not seen anyone swim ashore or get picked up by the gunboats or other freighter rescue craft. Pym repeated this again and again when he woke after a nightmare about that night—and these were not infrequent. One more reason he wanted out of the city—if this was who he thought it might be, then he was trapped. Eventually he’d be ferreted out, and when that happened, Pym was not certain what his chances would be.
“Then you have an idea.”
“Not even an idea—actually, less than a wild surmise.” Synon wasn’t satisfied but seemed to realize she was not going to have a say in this. Pym knew the lies and evasions where not helping: why he’d been on the freighter; why he’d swum ashore and not to another boat; why he repeatedly disappeared; what he intended to do next. As to the last, he had no idea. For the moment, he was comfortable finding solutions to problems as they arose—strategy was not possible when all of his goals were short term. “But I’m taking young Aglibut down to Arran, and we’ll look his source up. Did they say they’d wait down there for you?”
“At The Birder.”
“A bar and grill,” Synon answered, “in the south end of the fish market district. Mostly fishermen frequent the place—can get rough later at night.”
Nodding, Pym collected Aglibut and headed out.
They drove to the edge of the market district and hid the car in an abandoned garage. From the trunk, Pym took a sawed off shotgun, more clips for the automatic, and a strap to hold the shotgun under his arm. Simon had wanted a weapon too, but the fear on the kid’s face told Titus it wasn’t a good idea. There was the fact, as well, this was more than likely a setup, and he had a strong suspicion either Aglibut was stupid or in on it. Neither were good reasons to arm him. Simon didn’t argue and led the way down into the markets.
For all the trade that happened in the markets, and the amount of wealth that was generated daily, the place was as rundown as any district Pym had seen—excepting the Dead District, but that was a whole new level of depravity, One he wanted to give a wide berth. The smell of fish was heavy, and beneath this was the odor of sweat, unwashed bodies, and the putrescence of offal. Over the underlying currents of scent were the fishwives, hawkers, and barkers. Mixed in with the stalls, barrows, and carts were shell games, magicians, fortunetellers, thieves, dodgers, pickpockets, whores, and beggars. All were dangerous in their own way, but Pym was allowing the threat of the shotgun to swing loosely beneath his long, canvas coat.
“Is there a faster way to The Birder?” The narrow lanes were choked by barrows, carts, and stalls. Weaving in and out of these was the foul smelling crush of sellers, customers, security, and everyone else.
“The alleys are filled with thieves and murderers. Everyone has seen the shotgun and will want it—someone down there would try to take it from you. When that happened you’d kill them; then security would come.”
“That’s okay.”
“Not in the alleys it isn’t. Once they saw the weapons, they might try to take them or turn you over to government security forces for a reward.”
“Best we avoid that.”
Simon nodded and wound through the throng; Pym followed as best he could.
Occasionally, one or the other of the two lost the other. When this happened, Simon would wait until Pym caught up or shouted after him. Pym tried not to do this because he had already caught the attention of many in the market. Some would know who he was, others would know he was out of place and, definitely, foreign. No one, it appeared, seemed to want any trouble—most were making money and that would have them wanting to keep it all quiet. Still, there were a fair number who weren’t. Those he wanted to keep as uninterested or frightened as possible. Now and again, Pym was harangued by a whore but kept walking and never responded to the abuse. That much he knew before getting to the city. They’d all be carrying knives and would have had a fair amount of experience with these. Pass on, pass on—he did.
All the time the lanes appeared to be getting smaller and smaller, but the miasmic air was lifting until he could just catch a hint of the sea and the wind blowing north up off of the bay. Mixed in with this, once the fetid rancor of the market began to break, was the smell of diesel and coal smoke from the boilers of the freighters that would be anchoring in or departing the bay. None, for all he’d heard, put into the docks any longer—if they did, the gunboats would not allow them to leave until they completed a month of quarantine and two health checkups. Normally what happened was there were platforms where the food, medical supplies, and fuel were left, and these would be picked up once the freighter crews had returned to their ships. It was at this time squabbles broke out between the various elements of the city government. Sometimes these ended in gunfire or a knife fight, but for the most part, all proceeded as they were supposed to.
Then, abruptly, Lagarat market ended and the two stumbled, literally, into a broad street that was sparsely travelled and looked, from the crest of a hill, down onto the docks. Pym had not been back to these since the night he entered the city. Part of him was still afraid of being connected to the killing that evening. Since getting to know the city, this seemed unlikely, but he preferred to keep his distance. The docks did not have the reputation of the Dead District or Lumang Mapoot but its reputation was dark—and deservedly so, from all he’d heard.
“We close?” Pym asked, breathing deep and stretching. Turning, the throng of bodies closed the entrance to the southern market, and the air was still etched by the heavy smell of life and industry.
“Down a couple more streets, then a right.”
Nodding, Titus turned and strode across the street in the general direction Simon had pointed. On the other side of the wide road, he stopped and waited for Aglibut to catch him up; doing so he took in the bay, dotted with freighters and the frothing wakes of the high-speed gunboats used by the blockade. Their function was more than just preventing escape, but making certain the rules of the quarantine were strictly followed by the freighter crews. The opportunity to make a lot of cash with minimal risk was difficult for many to avoid. Smuggling out people was only the most obvious. They sometimes ran weapons, drugs, fuel, and anything else the wealthy wished to procure.
As a result, cargoes were always inspected before these were permitted off the ships, and ships would again be inspected before they were allowed to leave the bay. This would periodically lead to exchanges and arrests—even the deaths of freighter crew members. Looking down on the bay and at a distance, it was all very beautiful and peaceful. Titus knew it was anything but this, still these moments were precious to him—moments when where he was and what was happening faded and he could simply enjoy being alive and free. There were a lot of reasons to be happy about that last bit. As Simon stepped up behind him, the last thought closed itself off and he was back on the docks. “Lead the way.” Aglibut stepped forward and they walked down the sparsely populated broad street. Turning right, the sunlight was shut out by the high buildings on either side. These leaned forward, as he remembered from his first evening, and appeared about ready to topple over. Nonetheless, they held.
These streets were cobbled, whereas the broad street was done with tightly fitted paving stones. The cobbled lanes, Pym didn’t quite see these as streets—even if he’d brought the car down here, he’d not have been able to fit down one of these. The lanes were broad enough alone, but they were littered with trash bins, carts, stalls, and the occasional knot of what appeared to be traders haggling over something or other—his Tagolam still wasn’t up to the idioms of these men. As they approached and brushed by the two of them, Pym watched them carefully, but none had any interest in the pair. Then they were turning left and right again. “Much further?”
“Round the next corner—on a wide street.”
Pym nodded and followed behind. Occasionally he allowed his right hand to reach for the automatic to make certain it was loose in the holster. If they got inside and there was trouble, the sawed-off wouldn’t be all that much use, and it would take out not just the target but anyone else in proximity of the spray. The handgun would be a better choice, unless everyone was a target—the last was a real possibility.
Then Simon stopped and pointed. “The Birder.” It had a typical sign hanging outside of it over the entrance. This was painted with a white and blue bird, something similar to a swallow but different enough as to be something else or a stylized interpretation of it. The painting was either impressionistic or crude with its sloppy wings and the ragged, shit-brown branch in its mouth with liquid leaves daubed at irregular and suspicious points along this. Outside, next to the entrance, was a low wood bench—no armrests, no back—the seat was worn and split along the grain of the wood. On this sat an old man—a rotund old drunk whose head, with a long yellowish-grey beard, hung lifelessly forward. Pym would have thought him dead if it’d not been for the snoring. As they stepped up, the old man broke wind loud and long but never woke or moved in response.
As the air filled with a mephitic ooze, they stepped through the door. Pym was laughing, but the kid didn’t get the joke. Titus could have told him about expectations and the grey lives of the northern hemisphere, but there’d be no point—he’d have nothing to reference it. “Who are we looking for?”
“Kanor.” Scanning the room the kid frowned. “Not here.”
“Simon...”
“Don’t panic—the barman should know where they are.” The wound toward the same rough, scored, and stained bar he’d seen that first night on the docks. The whole district was geared toward making as much money as possible from those that could least afford it. As a result, the architecture was little more than shanty, while the furnishings were kept until they literally fell to ruin. The bar was nowhere near the green side of its best-by date. The barman, on the other hand, looked little better than that sleeping on the bench. “Seth.” Aglibut called over from near the center of the room where he was still looking about.
“What?” The basso voice suited the barrel chest, which was, nonetheless, eclipsed by the protuberant gut, which had the man pushed back from the bar.
“Where’s Kanor?”
“Lunch—raw fish.”
“You know which stall?”
The man shrugged his shoulders. “You could have a drink and wait—said he’d be back soon.”
Aglibut looked to Pym who shook his head. The bar had too many doors in and out to defend if he was being set up. Waiting here would only give Kanor, and whoever they were working for, time to set them up—if they’d not yet done so.
“Check back later.”
The barman didn’t respond, but turned to serve another customer.
“You know where that is?” Pym asked as they stepped outside. The air had cleared, but there was a generally sour smell coming off the old mariner.
“Yes, but we’ll have to go back to the market, and it will be tight this time of day.”
“Let’s go.”
“If you’re worried about anything, it might be better to wait.”
“Here?”
The kid nodded.
“Not a good place.”
Simon raised his eyebrows at this, but Pym could not believe he was that stupid and turned back toward the markets.
“We could get some lunch down here—somewhere else?”
Titus had to wonder if Aglibut were setting him up, but somewhere else didn’t sound like it. How would they find him? “No, I want to get this over with.” It might have been he was simply hungry—looking at the kid, which made sense. However, there was no time. If someone was looking for him, Pym wanted to know who this was and if it were the same crewman from the Beluga.

It had been lucky Pym had brought the kid along because he would have almost certainly gotten himself turned around not only in the side streets of the dock but the labyrinthine network of pathways in the market. “You sure,” Pym asked, “it’s the Arran Market?”
“Only one that does raw fish.” Simon continued ahead of him, down one row of stalls and up another. By the time the kid had told them they were getting close, Titus had no idea where they were or how to get out. The smells of the place were in some ways worse than the other markets. Here there were all the odors of the unwashed made worse by the smells of cooks and the increased sweat working over stalls and stoves. On top of this, one of the staples of country were fermented vegetables, and these created a unique body odor and flatulence made worse by the close quarters of the food courts at lunchtime.
Soon they were leaving the sweltering heat of the open pit cooking, barbacoas, steamers, boiling meats and vegetables, used barbacoa bricks discarded in open refuse dumps at the intersection of pathways, acetylene torches used for braising, and ignited shot glasses of lamban. At one point, someone knocked a full bottle over, and this tipped several ignited glasses onto a plastic covered service area of a stall. The flame spread out with the liquor, and soon the plastic was burning as well. The pair edged by the gathering mob, all armed with Dixie cups of water, attempting to quell the immolation which had engulfed the canopy and was making a good go at the whole stall as well as its neighbors.
Turning the corner, Pym was still following Aglibut, the shouts and screams were slowly folded into the general pandemonium of the new food courts. They were making their way into the cold food courts—the first of them they came across were noodles in bowls of ice and rice water; then a variety of cold soup stalls; raw vegetables and salad bars; following this there were the first of the raw fish stalls. “I don’t like running about so long in an area not controlled by the Beluga Fay.” Pym had not expected this to be so crowded, nor had he expected to be so lost so deep in the market with no clear way out. North was clear enough when he got to one of the broader pathways, but here, with the umbrellas and canopies blocking out most of the sky, there seemed little enough to choose from but the one in four hope you got it right. Titus didn’t like those odds.
“I’d not expected this, either. The Birder was open enough, but this is nuts.”
“This is...”
“There,” Simon interrupted, “he is,” pointing down a pathway to their left. Craning his neck about and over Aglibut’s head to see, it struck Pym he didn’t know what he was looking for.
“Which one?” Taking the kid by the arm, Pym pulled him back down the adjoining pathway. “Describe him.” 
Aglibut was turning as he asked the question. For a moment, there was confusion on the face, and then it seemed to dawn that he’d not described Kanor to Pym. Why hadn’t Pym asked before this—so caught up in trying to figure out if this was connected back to the Beluga or whether this was some new threat? The idea that the messenger might be as important as the message had not occurred to him. This wasn’t good. He wasn’t back home taking a stroll across the tracks to pick up a woman and get some shit before heading out for an evening of clubbing.
“Shorter than you by about a head,” the kid began, “but not fat.”
“Muscular? Thin?—what kind of body?”
“A little muscular; thirties maybe with bits of grey in his hair; Kanor also has a thin mustache.”
“And you’re sure he’s okay?”
“Yes, why?”
“The Birder was bad enough—this place is worse.”
Simon understood, or seemed to, for he lowered his head and didn’t answer. Pym supposed he should give him a knife—at least a knife—but he still wasn’t sure about how this was going to go and whether or not Aglibut was involved. Titus was more worried about the kid than Kanor. He supposed he’d always suspected that. Though Pym had questioned what this was from the beginning, there was too much to be gained by coming to The Birder.
Of course, this was different, but turning back wasn’t something he was prepared to do. Still, Kanor was not the problem—Simon was. If Simon had turned on him and was working for whomever Kanor was, then who else had had a good go with the truth? Lander, he knew for a fact. Synon he wasn’t certain of but doubted she’d turn on him. Bannly? The old man was a problem, because though he may not have wanted leadership, he had had this, until Titus. He had to be experiencing some sense of loss. What was happening here was a minor inconvenience, he hoped, but what was going on back at the warehouse—that would be something different. Too much time with Glenna and her pathetic spawn of disaffected politicos and bureaucrats.
The plots and cross-plots—as well as everything he did not know or refused to see—were all whirling about him. All of these focused on the kid. Looking hard at Aglibut one last time, “Are you part of this?”
“No, I am not. Why? Is something wrong?”
Pym was going to have to take a chance. Reaching into his jacket, he pulled out a compact revolver, his backup, and pressed this into Aglibut’s hand.
“If anything goes wrong, shoot anyone coming at me.”
“We should leave.”
“No, whoever this is has gone to a lot of trouble to get me here. Remember, anyone coming at me. Got it?”
Simon nodded, but not with much conviction.
“How old are you Simon?”
“Sixteen, I think.” Pym nodded. The Beluga Fay attracted a lot of orphans, why not one more. Yet, they could be the least trustworthy because they were the least connected. But there was nothing for it now.

“Hello.” Pym spoke quietly as he plopped down next to Kanor on a rickety stool. That almost cost him a spill as he heard one of the legs lightly crack. Kanor stopped eating, noodles halfway to his mouth, and looked sidelong at Titus—saying nothing. With the skip of silence, the noodles continued to his mouth where he noisily vacuumed up. With a smack of lips, Kanor went after more. “You’ve information for me?”
“Who are you?”
“Simon Aglibut spoke with you.” The noodles slipped back into the bowl, and Kanor’s hand sat on either side of this for a moment.
“You are Pym?” Titus nodded. “I’ve information to sell you.” 
“I’ve diamonds.”
“Show me.”
“Not here.”
“Here’s safe for me.”
“Not me.” Pym stood, twisting back towards where he’d stashed Simon.
“Where’s Simon?”
“Not here.”
“I know him, I don’t know you.”
“I’m all you have,” walking away.
“Alright, alright—wait a moment.” As Kanor stood, he twisted the chopsticks in his hands then jabbed them into the half-full bowl of noodles. Doing this, he took a step back from the stool and away from Titus. Seeing this, Pym took a step back and there was a scream from behind him near where he’d left Simon. The noise was inchoate as several others joined in. Being right was a burden, worse than this was the knowledge that all along this had to have ended like this—something like this, if not exactly this.
The first round caught a woman next to Titus. She didn’t scream or fall backwards but simply went silent in mid-Tagolam babble and folded to her knees. For a brief moment, Pym watched as her head sagged forward and her whole body followed. She would have, if left alone, rolled forward onto the greasy cobbles. Titus didn’t have the time to watch though. Backing away, he bumped her and she rolled onto her side. Even as he was backing away, Pym was drawing his automatic. Perhaps he should have gone for the sawed-off, but this was still a closed space. He’d not be killing just Kanor and whoever was firing but several others as well.
Kanor must have seen the initiative had been lost when the first shot had missed Pym. It was made worse by the fact the weapon had not been silenced and the rupture of the babble by the handgun—Pym was almost certain it was a handgun—this was the weapon of choice in so close—was followed by a silence which was waiting for a defining moment. Those closest to Pym and Kanor noticed that a woman had fallen and a young man was reaching down for her. Normally, no one would have done this, but the crowd, instinctively, knew something was wrong and in this was attempting to put order back into their lives. Pym, still watching Kanor, took another step backward, grabbed the man, and pulled him against him. Titus’s weapon was now out, but Kanor’s back was to him and he was breaking into a stride. Before the right foot could make landfall, Pym had squeezed off a round and the crowd became a mob.
The scream was the initiating gesture, which was followed by Kanor toppling forward and to his left as the energy of the injury radiated out from his right shoulder blade. With Kanor down and out, Pym swept in an arc over the mob as it backed away. There was another crack of weapons fire, and the man he was holding jerked at the impact and groaned. As he went limp in Pym’s arm, the man kept him in place as he continued his sweep. Yet now the mob was becoming animate, and chaos opened over the tableau. What Titus was looking for now was those still not moving.
In the search, another was dropped. Whoever was on the other end of this was bloody awful. Then another went down as a second round hit Pym’s shield at what seemed to be square in the chest. From the angle of the rounds, there was more than one shooter—this had not been what he’d expected. Dropping the man, Pym turned and fled. If there’d been just the one from the hold, he’d have dealt with that, but there were at least two and maybe more. There was more weapons fire, but he was in full tilt. At this moment, Simon stepped out from around the corner and returned fire. The mob that was flowing with him broke in all directions—some taking shelter against stalls, others diving over these, and some turning in the opposite direction and back into the oncoming fire. More died for their choices.
Rounding the corner, Pym grabbed the kid by the shoulder. “Run!” Dragging Aglibut after him, Pym could hear him continuing to fire after the assassins but they were, Pym believed, around the corner and not pursuing. Pursuit in this mess would not be possible. Pym shouted to him to stop firing and in the screams, which seemed distant and emptying, they ran down one street and then another. Eventually Pym found them a quiet street of vacant stalls and a few stray men and women hiding from the chaos. They probably didn’t even know what was happening but knew enough to hide. “Wait.” Titus breathed hard. “Stay here.” As he turned back up the small alley, there was a scream from behind and Pym juked left and rolled onto the ground.
A round breathed past him. In the roll, he was grabbing his automatic with both hands. And as he slid around, Simon was taking aim at him. Before the kid could get a clean shot, Pym had him by the center mass and let go a single round. The impact was a shock to the kid and he, as the woman, folded to his knees. Even as he was doing so, Simon squeezed the trigger and a round struck the cobbles to the left of Pym’s head. Not wanting to, Pym put a round in Aglibut’s forehead and he toppled backwards. The others in the alley were scattering, and after a heartbeat, the pair was alone. Standing, Titus walked over to Simon and took his backup from the light grip of the kid’s hand. For a moment, he looked down at him then turned back to the market. That had been a surprise, but it shouldn’t have been.






 “Why?” Pym asked, tracking the binoculars along the Wall.
“You didn’t give them Lander—that’s the word, at least. Whether or not this is true I cannot say.” Glenna was resting on his shoulder; he could feel the shallow breaths the woman was taking and the tremble of her hand on the back of his neck.
“Sorry,” still not turning from the Wall, “but Lander has gotten too strong to hand over.”
“What’s that mean?”
“He has a following—even more since that incident down in the fish markets.”
“That was you?”
“Not precisely, but someone was after me; they lured me down through one of the Beluga Fay.”
“How does that affect the Beluga’s attitude toward you?”
“The question,” lowering the glasses and looking over at the woman, “is complicated.” Glenna raised her eyebrows. “Okay. After, it turned out that the kid who’d told me someone had information we needed,” he lied, but Pym wasn’t about to tell her what was really going on, “was working for the Cartel.”
“How do you know? He could have been working alone.”
“His friends were interrogated; turned out several had been working for the Cartel.”
“The Fay is taking in a lot of new members; this sort of thing was bound to happen.”
“Because the Cartel is afraid of us?”
“The government too.” Ignoring the observation, Pym continued. “Lander used the betrayal to argue I am responsible for not properly vetting the new members. Didn’t matter that I’ve had next to no input on these matters.”
“Who has, then?”
“Synon, Bannly, and, increasingly, Lander.”
“But...”
“Politics.”
“Still, how can they blame you?”
“Synon and Bannly do not, but many in the membership are unhappy with my disappearances and lack of leadership concerning what direction the Fay should take with our growth in membership and power.”
“What do they want?”
“The membership doesn’t know what they want—they are just afraid and angry. Lander is using this as leverage to get himself a seat on the committee and to put a couple of his people on this as well.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Nothing—there is nothing to be done.”
“Won’t he kill you?”
“Maybe, but I cannot move against Lander, or his people, until they do something to destroy themselves.”
“He sounds too good for that.”
“Lander is a bully and a sadist, sooner or later he will trip himself up, then one of two things will happen...” Stopping, he continued to scan the Wall. “Looks too strong here.”
“What are you looking for?”
“Exploitable structural weaknesses.”
“You won’t find any—the Wall is new and well maintained.”
“There’s always some place that is vulnerable.”
“That would be the guards.”
“What about tunneling?”
“Dig down and you’ll run into water. It is, technically, doable, but it would take a lot of work, and there is no way it would remain secret for long because of the labor force needed—then we’d also need engineers to design and build it.”
Pym nodded and stood, putting the glasses back in his pouch. 
“What about the kids?”
“Which kids?”
“The ones working for the Cartel?”
“Lander made certain everyone knew he would take care of that.”
“But doesn’t the committee...”
“Too much fear—Lander took care of that when I was away one day and hung the bodies outside the main warehouse.”
“He just...”
“All seven.”
“What about Simon?”
“I killed him in the market.”
“Titus, he was a child!”
“I know,” turning back as he walked down the rise looking out over the Wall, “but he’d already tried to kill me and was taking aim again. It was a simple choice but not one I’d wanted to make.”
The woman seemed to understand he was not having an easy time with what he’d done—Glenna even appeared relaxed by this. “What now?”
“There may be a referendum on my leadership.”
“But they have to remember what Lander had done to the women and the weak when Bannly was in charge.” Over their time together, Glenna had wheedled much of his life in the Beluga Fay out of him, and Titus had not wanted to hide much of it. However, how he got into the city, beyond escaping from the burning freighter, and why he’d been elliptical about this was another matter. She had pressed Pym on occasion, but he either changed the subject or flatly refused to answer for a variety of reasons—not least of which was that he wasn’t certain how far he should trust the woman. This wasn’t the actual reason—he was not going to share with her what was really going on in his life—but it was a good enough one to keep her from burrowing too deeply into his past.
It wasn’t that there was anything there which Glenna, at this time, could have acted upon, but if she, and her cabal, got him out of the city, this might be traded on somewhere down the road if they ever made it out of the country. That had to be the next step—because it was, as far as he was concerned, only a matter of time before the Sweats jumped the Wall and spilt across the country. This was assumed by the blockade of the country and, especially, the main islands. She might have protested this, but the woman was only looking as far ahead as the other side of the gate. At least, that was all she shared with him. In itself, this made Titus nervous because Glenna wasn’t a stupid woman. Naive, of course, but she would have to have a goal for the other side. The goal would have to include her brother and probably elements of the cabal—more than this, Titus was uncertain of.
“They do remember, don’t they?”
“Come on. Don’t want the guards seeing you hanging about.”
The woman trotted down the rise and after him.
“We’ve grown,” Titus continued, “by several factors since then. Most of the new members have heard the stories but either don’t believe them or believe he has changed.”
“But how do you hide that kind of a character?”
Smiling to himself Titus stood beside the car, but did not turn. “Men can hide all sorts of character flaws until they got you hooked and helpless. Slowly the truth will come out, but what is there to do then? He’ll have the leadership, unless he fucks up or moves too fast.”
“This is beginning to make sense,” she answered, following behind Pym.
“What is that?”
“Do you think Lander has been in contact with the government or Cartel?”
Still standing beside the car, with the door open, Titus stopped.
“That’s an interesting question.”
“There is a rumor.” The woman stopped, having opened the passenger’s door but not getting in. After a moment, Glenna looked back at the rise then to Pym. “We have to get out as soon as possible.”
“I agree, but why do you say so?”
“You’re losing the Fay, and the government and Cartel are offering a bounty on you.”
Titus smiled and climbed into the car. Glenna followed him, but there was fear on her face.
“What are you smiling about?”
“He’s almost certainly been in contact with both.”
“How do you know?”
“Coincidences rarely are that.”
“What will you do?”
“Watch my back for the time being; let Bannly and Synon know—if they don’t already; keep my distance from the patrols; and I won’t go chasing wild stories.”
“What stories?”
Pym thought a moment then decided a little truth wouldn’t go wrong about here. “There was a rumor that someone intended to kill me and Simon knew who they were—claimed to—I guess that was the Cartel attempting to claim the reward.”
“Are you sure?”
He wasn’t. Titus was almost certain this was something else that had followed him into the city. To say this, though, would leave him vulnerable to more questions he’d not answer. “Reasonably.”

“What are we going to do?” Glenna stood before the window opening over the street in the Timog apartment.
“About the bounty?” She’d been very quiet during the trip south. He supposed the woman had been attempting to figure out how to deal with the latest threat to her plan. He was certain that she cared about him; how deep and far that affection would take her—and protect him—Pym had no idea. “I’m going to have to find out who among the Fay are still loyal to me, avoid the patrols, and demonstrate to the Cartel how bad an idea it was to turn on me.”
“That’s it?” There was panic behind the modulated tones of her voice.
“First,” voice deep and calm, attempting to reach the woman before she slipped into hysteria, “I will shore up support with my core followers. The truth is, I’ve been spending too much time with you and yours for my own good.” Glenna’s face fell at this. “Don’t panic—I simply need to redistribute my energies for the time being. This doesn’t mean I won’t be working for you and negotiating with the Wall.” The woman’s face relaxed, but he could see it would not take much to restore the panic. “The Fay will require more attention.” Titus had several ideas about that. To begin with, he would turn the planning of their strategy over to Lander and his crew. That was a risk, but it was unlikely they’d come up with anything that would cause more problems than they solved.
If he’d any intention of staying with the Fay, Pym would never have done this. There was, in his estimation, a very good chance Lander could take the Fay down with his choices. If he didn’t take them down, Lander would damage them. The more Titus considered Lander, the more it seemed he was getting help. Setting his coffee down on the end table, Pym joined Glenna at the window. “Do you have any contacts inside Salazar’s Cabinet?”
“There are...why?” Turning she looked up at him, and Pym placed a hand on both the woman’s shoulders.
“I’m not certain, but Lander is not particularly smart. Cunning, vicious, and lucky, but not smart—not in the smallest way. The only thing I can think is that he is getting help from somewhere.”
“You think Salazar would help him?”
“It is unlikely Salazar would be directly involved in this—though they would have to be aware of it. No, it is more likely, if Lander is getting any help, it would be from the Cabinet or Security Forces.”
“Security, however, has a lot of Cabinet oversight. Therefore, if they are involved, the Cabinet is. There have been no rumors of this, however.”
“Would be—wouldn’t there?”
“My father’s in the Cabinet—my brother would know if this were happening.”
“If your father were involved, you might know, but if this were occurring, they’d have to keep it dark—what would happen if the city learned of this? What would happen it Makati learned of this?”
Not answering, Glenna leaned into his chest.
“Doesn’t have to be the government, though.” She tilted her head up, raising her eyebrows. “Could be the Cartel. In some ways, it makes more sense if it were them.”
“Why?”
“The Fay has been eating into their resources and power base. We’ve been taking territory from the Cartel for a while now.”
“But...” She never got to finish the thought.
“We need to get going. I’ll take you back to Makati.”
Without answering, Glenna turned to get her bag. Out front, Titus stopped to admire the neighborhood. He’d be returning to the squalor of the warehouse and the tension created by Lander and the Council. Perhaps that wasn’t fair. Hadn’t he allowed Lander to live; hadn’t he been blowing them all off in favor of Glenna and her exit strategy? As always, he tried not to think about this; tried instead to focus on the problems in front of him and hope the future would take care of itself. This would not work, and Pym knew it, but right now the lawns, the clean streets, the birds in the trees, and the lack of the occasional round popping off in the distance filled him with a nostalgia—but the heat ate at the memory.
Trying not to think on what had been left behind, there was a chink of noise, as though something hard and sharp had hit the brickwork behind them. Titus turned at the noise and there was the pop and tinkle of glass as a small round hole, with a spider web of cracks radiating out appeared in the main door of the apartment building. He grabbed Glenna and spun around landing in the spiky bushes lining either side of the front walkway. Keeping hold of the woman, they rolled into the stone garden. “Stay.” Pym hissed pushing her into the bushes hoping there’d be enough cover. Bolting up, he ran for the relative protection of the car. Two rounds, no sound accompanying these, bit into the garden on either side of him. Making the car, he squatted down behind it as three more rounds took the car door. The shooter had to be just across the street.
Pym was planning to circle around the opposite building and coming up behind when Glenna screamed. “Look out!” Turning, she was pointing across the street. A man was walking across firing from what looked like a military style assault rifle. The rounds were flying all over the place—some struck the ground, the sidewalk, the building, the car. As the man ejected the clip and pushed a new one in, Pym stood and pulled the trigger of the automatic once. The round took the man in his upper left thigh and he went down. The weapon skittered from his grip when he fell, and before he could retrieve it, Titus kicked it away then hoofed the man in the face. With a feminine screech, his hands went to this and the youngster hedgehogged. Surprised by how quickly the man folded, Pym called Glenna over.
“Who are you?” he said as the woman approached. Nothing.
“Who is he?” Pym asked.
As Glenna looked closer, she gasped and a hand went to her mouth.
“What?” Titus asked.
“Solomon?” The ball tightened, supposing if it contracted tight enough it may vanish. Never underestimate the value and power of magical thinking.
“Of course you know him.” Pym smiled knowingly at the pair. “He one of yours?”
 She shook her head, putting a finger to her lips in an attempt to silence Titus.
“Doesn’t,” pulling a knife, “matter now.” Kneeling down, he smashed the haft into the young man’s exposed crown. Yelping, he attempted to ball into a tighter hedgehog, but Pym repeated the assault—harder.
“You’re going to speak to us kid.” Standing up, Pym kicked him hard in the hands covering his face. Nothing, excepting another whelp of pain.
Glenna waved Titus back and knelt down beside the young man. “We’re not going to hurt you.” A hand stroking his back while another gently touched the hands covering his face. Solomon flinched away at first and then relaxed as no blows followed. Eventually he unwound a little, looking at Pym, who was standing with his back to him. On seeing this, Solomon turned to the woman.
“Why did you try to kill us?” Glenna repeated.
“Not both of you,” glancing toward Pym.
Understanding Titus turned to the dyad. “Me?”
The kid nodded, attempting to pull closer into the safety of Glenna’s arms.
“But why?”
Solomon didn’t answer, looking down at the tarmac.
“Why?” Glenna attempted to coax the answer from him. It did not seem to be working, until he rolled toward her and half looked up. Pym smiled as the kid took on the look and behavior of a whipped cur.
“I was told Governor Salazar wants him dead.”
“Why does he want me dead?” The kid, back still to the man, shrugged.
“But why would you do this?” Glenna again—voice noncommittal, but behind this Titus sensed anger. Solomon, not appearing to sense this, answered.
“My family has been having trouble—since father died.”
“What kind of trouble?” Glenna seemed to need to understand the particulars.
“Money—we’re having trouble paying the Makati tax. But I was told the tax would be paid for the year if I did this.” There was real shame in the voice, but Titus was certain this had more to do with being caught than it was concerned with the morality. Ethics appeared to have long since lost its grip on most in the city.
“But your family is very old—I’m sure your relatives...”
“They’re all dead, and the Governor took their money and property.”
“Did they do something?”
“No, they died and the money and property were needed to help fight the epidemic—you know how it is now.”
Seeming to, the woman stroked his head and nodded. “He had no choice.” Glenna said looking up at Pym. There seemed a real tenderness there for a moment, until he looked deeper and saw the anger behind the mask.
“Stay there, kid.” Pym growled and walked back behind the car, motioning the woman to follow.
“What?” folding her arms and staring at Solomon. There was, behind the benevolent glance, a deeper, brute purpose.
“First, you need to find out why they want me dead. I’ve a pretty good idea, but we should know for certain.”
Turning back to him, the woman nodded.
“Also, we need to know how serious they are about this. Solomon doesn’t seem very serious—it was lucky he didn’t kill himself with that weapon.”
“Someone gave him a little training; otherwise, he would not have been able to fire it—let alone swap out the clip.”
Titus nodded and continued. “Lastly, we need to find out if they’ve put a hit out on me with the Cartel—or if they’ve broadened this to anyone with an interest in the bounty.”
“Yes,” looking over to Solomon, “but you’ll need to find out what else you can about him,” jutting a chin in the direction of the young man. Solomon was little more than twenty. He appeared well fed but not fat—a bit chubby perhaps. With short black hair—cut in a fashionable style that would pass in what had been the clubs and in the office for the latest up-and-comer—and eyes that were set a little too close for their small size, Solomon probably did not know anything beyond what he was told. If anything, in Pym’s mind, he was a warning salvo. This in itself was almost comical because there was little by way of threat left in the military and their militia shock troops. Even the Cartel was no match for the Beluga anymore—otherwise, they’d have taken back the territories Pym, Bannly, Synon, and Lander had taken through their swelling ranks.
Never took Pym’s thoughts long to return to the Beluga Fay. Now more than ever his life was reliant upon them, rather than Glenna, and if he lost control of the Fay, he’d have nothing to fall back on. Then even Salazar could take him out, but it would be unlikely that it would take that long for the job to get done. Even the Cartel would have to wait in line behind Lander and his crew.
“Did you hear me?” Glenna interrupting the fugue.
“Find out what he knows.”
“Yes,” leaning in, “and then...”
“He’s a threat?”
“And a failure.”
“How is that a problem?” genuine surprise in the voice, which the woman saw right away.
“He’s seen us together—and this place.”
“How do you think Solomon found the apartment?”
“I don’t know—maybe he followed me here, or you?”
“There would have been better places to get us than here. No, he would have known about this place.”
“I’d have been arrested if they knew about the two of us.”
“Yes, that part is interesting.” The woman’s self-possession was crumbling.
“Are you sure they know?” panic brushing the edges of the rounded vowels.
“Not certain of anything, but we will need to find out what they know back in Makati. I cannot, so you will have to.”
“But if they know about us...”
“Your crew?”
She nodded. “Possible, but not certain. They may not even know about me. Solomon could have found us on his own.”
“Not likely.”
“Yes, it is not likely. Doesn’t change the fact that we need to know what the government knows—at least what the Intelligence department knows. If worse comes to worst, tell them you were trading with me. Hell, they might even believe you.” The last was offered with a chuckle which made the woman’s face fall.
“That’s cold.” There was a pout in the voice. He did not respond to this, and Glenna quickly down shifted into self-preservation. Her rapidity of transformation and intensity was so fast and comprehensive he found it difficult to believe that anything he knew of the woman was genuine. “You had best hope they do believe me.”
“Threat?”
“No.” She drew the word out so long it seemed this was just what it had been or had almost been—the drawl made it difficult to determine. “However, they will interrogate me, and that will not take much effort. I’m not physically brave.”
“I’ve seen no examples of bravery in any of your lot, but that isn’t the problem for me. For me the problem is how much I can trust any of you.”
“That isn’t fair.”
“Fair? You just threatened me.”
“It wasn’t a threat but a warning. We’re locked in this together—so if Solomon has not told them about us, then we are going to have to make certain he does not have the chance.” Eyebrows up, driving the point home. 
“Kill him?” Glenna’s face remained impassive.
Pym was certain this came from years of practice of hiding intention so that later, when it all went sideways, she could say—with a degree of honesty—that she had recommended no course of action. That he had taken it would be all on him. Titus wanted to be angry but could not help but be impressed by the casual way she’d thrown the onus of what needed to be done back on him. This was the sum total of their relationship to date. No matter what happened next, he would have to be very careful.
“But,” she continued, “make certain you have gotten whatever information he has not shared with us out of him.”
“So, now it is torture?”
“How you get the information is your concern, but you will want to be certain about what he tells you.”
A smile broke on the man’s face at the smoothness of the reply. Pym would not be underestimating her in the future, even if he was learning to trust her a little more—so long as he did not get in the way of her plans. “Very well, but you better come by tomorrow with what you find out. If you do not show, I’ll know something is wrong—then you’re on your own.”
She looked hurt but didn’t say anything. Turning, she walked over to her car, without speaking to Solomon who lay moaning in a pool of his own blood, and drove off.

Pym was in the small but functional kitchen waiting for the coffee machine to finish. The thing never made a decent cup, but given most had not had any for the past six months, he wasn’t particularly concerned. This was, however, just one more reason he needed out of town. Survival was the obvious reason, but there were the little things as well. The little things were what made life worth the effort—a cup of coffee, good bottle of wine, single malt, good restaurant, bathed and perfumed women...preferably in summer dresses, the game, museums, art galleries, hookers with health cards. Even if that were to come back; even if he could get off the islands—which now seemed the best idea in a contracting galaxy of choices—there was little chance of getting back to these in the northern hemisphere. He was in the South for a reason. There was, of course, the East—and that’s where he wanted to go—but there wasn’t much of what he wanted—needed—there—still, more than he’d ever get here.
Pouring the coffee, Titus sat the cup on the counter and stared at the reflected light on the black surface as what looked like dust particles broke into hexagonal shapes. The machine needed cleaning. Dropping a half teaspoon of sugar into his cup, another commodity in short supply, he stirred it twice and took a sip. Not because the coffee was hot but because this would be his only cup for the day—maybe longer—and he needed to make it last. There was a mild bitter taste evened out by the cane sugar, and he smiled. If it had been early morning, it would have been the perfect way to begin the day, but it was close on lunch. Pym had waited this long to make any because he had wanted to share it with Glenna, but it seemed less and less likely that she was coming.
Standing before the front window, he stared down at the quiet street and wondered when the militia would be showing up. He was armed and had an exit strategy, but he did not want to need these. Pym was still counting on the woman getting through the gate. There were other possibilities for getting out, but all of these were bloody and had, in his mind, little chance of success. On top of this, they would each require a large body of information to be distributed widely—which meant there was zero chance of controlling the flow of data. The result of this would be the government and the blockade would learn of their plans almost immediately. This would reduce their chance of success to about zero. Privately, Pym was thinking in negative numbers. So Glenna and her Cabal were his best, if not only, chance to get out in a reasonably bloodless manner.
Certainly the Wall guards would have some nasty surprises for them on the other side of the gate, but he was ready for that. After all, he did not expect to get out without the effusion of some blood—just as long as that belonged to the guards or the cabal. Titus was not prepared to risk his own because what lie on the other side of the Wall would be just as difficult and dangerous as life here, but there would be opportunities as well. This was more than could be said for the city where opportunities evaporated daily—along with life expectancy.
With that, a car turned onto the street, and his hand went to the automatic. The man released the butt when he saw it was Glenna’s car. As the woman got out, he breathed again. Seeing him in the window, she waved, throwing a large, bright smile at him against her milk-chocolate skin. “Must have gone well.” Turning from the window, as she disappeared up the walk, Pym opened the door and made another cup of coffee.
“Good news.” Glenna smiled, taking the coffee, while she kissed him on the cheek. With a thumb, she wiped the lipstick away. Even now she managed to find her favorite color, a deep crin gloss. Either that or she’d seen the holocaust a mile off and stocked up. Even as the thought occurred, he recognized how ridiculous it was but wasn’t dissuaded by the notion.
“What?” As he spoke, there was a thump from the washroom. Stopping, she looked toward the hall.
“You didn’t?”
“I’m not finished.”
“You’ve had a day—I know you have never needed more than an hour or two.”
“Just want to be certain.”
“Of what?” Suspicion in the voice.
“That we’re in this together.” Glenna’s face went quiet and an icy calm washed over it—icy because there was a world of anger behind it. He was supposed to have taken care of her mess.
“What does that mean?”
“First, what did you find out?”
“No, what does that mean?”
Stepping forward, he took her by a hank of hair behind her ear, the woman’s long hair was down, and gently, but firmly, pulled her toward him.
“What did you find out?” Though quiet and calm, the voice made its point. Recognition opened the woman’s eyes a fraction, but he saw the calculus occurring behind them.
“My father.” The voice was almost a stutter, and he released her, allowing his hand to trace gently down the jawline. A shudder took the woman. Pym supposed it to be the creep factor. For a moment, she halted then raised a hand to the side of her face. “He wants you dead.”
“Why?” There were too many reasons for Titus to hazard a guess.
“You are an embarrassment to him—us.”
“What does that mean?”
“It’s generally known I’m seeing a gang member, and that has a social component, but more importantly, for my father, a political one.”
“How so?” but the clouds were parting.
“It reduces his trustworthiness and has brought into question security issues.” Understanding, Pym smiled.
“Now, about Solomon.”
“Your mess.”
“I can’t...”
“You are going to have to, because I will not.”
“But...”
“You need me to prove I’m in this—I need you to prove the same.”
As she hesitated, Pym shifted the conversation to allow the woman time to decide what she wanted to do—or could do. “Your father doesn’t know it’s me?”
The woman shook her head, and Titus thought a moment. Turning to the window, he walked over and rocked back on his heels. He’d done this, as best he could remember, all of his life when trying to sort out a problem, or come to a decision he did not wish to make.
“He doesn’t know you want out of the city, right?”
“Yes, it would cause problems if he did.”
“His position would be forfeit?”
“That would be the generous scenario.”
“More?”
She nodded.
“Prison?”
“That would mean banishment to the Hill. But even that would be generous.”
“Death?”
“Eventually I would believe so, but first there would be enhanced interrogation.”
“Love the euphemism.” Turning back over his shoulder, he saw how uncomfortable this made Glenna. “And you are comfortable allowing this to happen to your father?”
“We don’t have a healthy relationship—never have had.”
“Still, how do you reconcile leaving your father in such a circumstance?”
“We,” drawing, Pym assumed, her brother into the sentiment, “have tried to reason with father, but there is nothing to be done.” 
“Did you really try?” though attempting to withhold judgment did not work very well.
“Of course we did, but we couldn’t very well come out and tell him what we were planning until he was onboard with the idea of getting out.”
“Suppose it’s a lot to give up.”
“Less every day.” That much was true, and they returned to the issue at hand.
“Do they know of the apartment?”
“Here?”
He nodded.
“No, but...” She trailed off turning to the hall, and there was another bump and a muffled call from the bathroom.
“Solomon must have recognized your voice.” Glenna looked down at the floor. “First, we need to talk about what your father knows, and, more importantly, what others know or may discover.”
“The reason Solomon was sent was because father knows him and his family.”
“Do they know what Solomon is up to?”
“No, father was adamant about that. One of the things he made Solomon promise was he would not tell his family, even after he succeeded.”
“How would he explain the paid taxes?”
“Father was simply going to give him a low-level government position and claim they were paid off through his salary and by the necessity of his position within the Salazar machine.”
“They would buy that?”
“At the moment, his mother would take anything on offer. They have lost everything—land, wealth, position, and, soon enough, their home. After that they’ll be thrown from Makati—they are terrified of what will happen to them. None of Solomon’s younger brothers and sisters have any skills. All were in school when the plague hit, and it was only a matter of weeks after this the schools were closed down.”
“With no skills, they are of no use to anyone?”
The woman nodded looking away from Pym. He suspected she was having second thoughts about what needed doing. The ripple effect of Solomon would be felt throughout his immediate family, and that would echo throughout the lower level Makati residents—which could come back to haunt Salazar’s government and destabilize the enclave. Would the effect be felt beyond that? Pym suspected so, but in ways that would not be obvious until they occurred. It was always that way with seismic political events. First there was a ripple which everyone ignored until the tsunami was on top of them. There was only a small chance of that happening here, but it was one possibility. Calculating cause and effect out from this one necessary event was going to be impossible. Still, within the hermetic community of Makati, the experience of Solomon’s failure would be devastating.
There was an upside here. Glenna’s cabal, most importantly her brother, would be more committed to the escape and more likely to listen to Pym and follow his lead. The result would be a deeper and necessary attachment to the man—if not a deeper sense of need for his ability to manage the Wall guards. A smile, small and sly, opened his face, and when Glenna looked back, she must have seen it. Titus killed the bloom immediately, but it was too late. 
“What is that?”
“Let’s sort out this mess first.” Pym wasn’t going to allow the conversation to shift itself in her favor. They had a problem, and the pair of them needed to sort this out.
“What were you smiling about?”
“We have to deal with Solomon.”
“I told you...”
“No,” shaking his head, “this is a Makati problem and will require a Makati solution.”
A puzzle deepened the woman’s face then a shocked expression followed. “But I cannot...” There followed a silence that comes when someone has not taken in enough air to finish a sentence. Even with a gulp of air, she turned from Titus and did not continue. Walking briskly in hard leather pumps to the kitchen, she put the cup in the sink but did not look back at the man. Instead, Glenna’s hands held onto the lip of it. Approaching her, Titus could see the woman’s knuckles had whitened with her grip on the sink and counter.
“This is your mess.”
Glenna snapped about, back pressed against the counter. “How am I responsible for this?”
“Your father and Makati are—so, your mess.”
“I can’t...”
“But you expect me to.”
“That’s why...” She caught herself in mid-sentence but not before Titus knew what she was going to say.
“That’s why you brought me in?” She looked away. “Don’t worry; I’ve understood this part of our relationship from the beginning.” Without turning back to him, Glenna glanced askance at Pym.
 “Don’t worry—we are still valuable to each other. However, you are going to have to get bloody on this as well. So, either you take care of the problem or I’ll let Solomon go and he will run back to your father with what he’s learned of us.”
“What has he learned?” There was a dismissive tone to her voice.
“During last evening’s interrogation, I may have been, occasionally, indiscreet.”
“About the escape?” There was fear in her voice now.
“The Wall and our interest in it. Solomon may have extrapolated from this.”
“You fool!” Halting here, Glenna’s look became sly and almost respectful. “On purpose?”
A shrug for an answer.
“Simply to force me to do this?”
“Not simply, but partly—yes.”
Anger fed the face, but just as quickly it faded to be replaced by the woman’s mask. This was, Titus was certain, what she wore with him on a regular basis. He could only imagine which masks Glenna gave to family, friends, and colleagues. Of all those in the cabal, she was the most dangerous, but still trustworthy—as long as Pym managed to keep his and her goals in alignment. What was being demanded of her would leave some resentment in its wake, but the act would also tie the two of them together. After another moment, Glenna sighed and her shoulders slumped. Handing her the 9, she tucked this under her scarf and Pym brought Solomon out.
The young man was looking a little worse for wear with the occasional abrasion and contusion, but very little persuading had been necessary by Pym for the young Makati to give up what he knew. He’d been made to sleep rough in the bedroom with thick duct taping sealing his mouth and more binding his hands and wrists. “Here she is.” Solomon pulled toward the woman but Pym yanked him back. “We’re going to take you down to the car. When you’re away from here, you can let him loose—don’t want him doubling back to take another shot at me.” The younger’s eyes went large and he shook his head. “Of course you wouldn’t, but better safe than sorry.”
Titus led the way to the main door. There he stopped as Glenna joined the pair. There was a nervous sadness about the woman’s face, and though Solomon had noticed this, he did not seem to understand what it was about. With a gentle push, Pym smiled at the assassin. “Wait by the car, and she’ll take you home.” Without needing more of an offer, he trotted to the passenger side and waited.
“I can’t.” Glenna wouldn’t look Pym in the face.
“You do not wish to, but consider what stories he would have for your father. As far as I am concerned, I can do this with you or trade with the Wall guards on my own. Easier with you, but I could go it alone—or find some other Makati that wanted out, maybe even deal with any of your crew that escape the purge Salazar would certainly require.”
With a sharp look at the man, her face pulled tight in a grimace, “You wouldn’t?”
“No, I would not, but Salomon here would—give him a little time with the Intelligence department and he would be as chatty as he was with me.”
Throwing off the scarf, she pointed the weapon and pulled the trigger. There was shock all around because the weapon had not fired.
“Safety.” By this time the stricken look on Solomon’s face was giving way to panic, and he twisted left and right before choosing right and taking off down the street. “Getting away.”
The woman was about to step from the doorway when Titus held out an arm, “No one should see you do this.”






The evenings had been going on forever since power had been sporadically cut off. This had begun a few weeks previously. State radio had been warning about this since television had disappeared a year or more before—some few months after the Sweating Sickness had first appeared. Most believed the television had been cut off to control information. It was only some weeks before that the Internet had been shit-canned. To be fair, it was still around, but only a few sites were accessible, which the government, in all likelihood, controlled. There were protests and a few of these had turned violent—this had to have been the excuse Salazar had been waiting for. Several offshoot conspiracy theories had grown up around the choking of the Net then the death of television. It wasn’t just international channels that got it—every channel was gone. All anyone got now was static, which meant—all were certain of this—there was some powerful blocking-tech at work.
After the first couple of violent protests, public assemblies were forbidden. Somehow the markets limped on and some small social life, but for the most part, the electorate had been broken—after the first few hundred deaths during the riots. All that remained to feed a sense of national identity was the radio, and this played mostly music and gave upbeat news about how the Sweats was in retreat. All anyone need do was look to the Wall or the bay to see this wasn’t the case, but there was nothing to do and nowhere to go. There’d been attempts, of course—one got the marina shelled and another had devastated the Hill region. No one talked about the latter and did not much concern themselves with the former. The Makatians had never been loved by the city in general and never by the west-end or those now living in the warehouse.
Still, the radio was a solace, if only for the traditional music it played and the lies about the end of the Sweats; even that was in the process of disappearing. However, Salazar always found enough energy to keep the Wall lit and, it was rumored, electrified. No one had ever, so the story went—which was all that remained by way of accurate news—got close enough to test the hypothesis. The guards were brutal—even when they patrolled the outer districts near the Wall or shopped at the stores which quickly sprung up along the Wall to service the needs of the guards. They had become an important economic lifeline for the city and the source of the only news the city could rely on about what was happening in the rest of the country—or the world.
The problem of how safe it was for the guards in the city was solved by the fact that anyone working up there had to submit to random health checks by the guards. It was rumored they had to submit to more. Nothing was ever proven, and no charges were ever leveled because the city needed the guards. The city endured; the people endured; everyone waited.
With the radio and the lights gone, waiting was becoming more difficult. The power came back, but no one knew how long this would take and fewer and fewer counted on it happening. Local economies were shifting away from electric based businesses to more traditional forms of power generation—kerosene and oil based energy sources, as well as the burning of wood and coal. Areas of the city periodically appeared to be on fire with all the smoke generated by the local businesses and industries. On top of this, was the fact that transportation was being taken over by horses, donkeys, and oxen. The waste clogging the streets was reaching a crisis point because the sewers had not been designed for solid waste on the scale it was now dealing with.
Above and beyond it all was the smell.
Right now Sapet was trying not to think about the latter as he patrolled the streets across from the warehouse. There had been probes by the Cartel, and occasionally the militia thought to put in an appearance. Normally Salazar’s troops got the sharp end of the stick on those occasions, but they were becoming more and more aggressive about reasserting their right of domain. That’s what Lander had been calling it. Unfortunately, Titus was not calling it much of anything because he had hardly been around. The reasoning for this had been solid, as far as Sapet could tell, but in the end, it only mattered that he wasn’t here when Lander was.
Rumors of what Lander had done in the past kept people from jumping en masse into his camp, but he’d done a lot for the new Beluga while Pym seemed no longer to give a damn. Sapet had discussed this with many—including Bannly and Synon—but none could justify the absences. Synon, being a woman, had the worst things to say about Lander, but circumstances had gone beyond gender politics and casual rape. They were staring down the militia, and hunger was again becoming a problem. Equity and human decency were always swept aside by the politics of survival.
Right now, though, there was the issue of patrolling the streets beyond the warehouse complex in the middle of a blackout. All Sapet had to go by was moonlight, and that was periodically severed by the clouds. The Cartel, even the militia, liked to hit them on nights like this. They’d also been hit by unaffiliated groups in search of supplies which were becoming increasingly spare. All believed, mostly because of the Fay’s size—so Sapet and other guards supposed—that supplies would be plentiful here. They weren’t—size was beginning to work against the Beluga, and had been for a while. Resources had become so limited that some of the newest members had abandoned the Fay in hopes of finding food elsewhere. Sapet didn’t think they would, but it was a possibility.
As the guard was considering his own empty belly, there was the rattle of a can up the street, or around the corner. The echo, though subtle, was everywhere. Stopping, Sapet pulled against the wall and went down on a knee. “Identify yourself.” There was a brief pause.
“Ishander, coming around.”
With that Sapet relaxed a little but kept the weapon trained on the corner. Whoever might be out there could have taken Ishander, and he’d never been a brave soul. None of them were any longer. There’d been a time, after Pym had arrived, when the Fay had been in the ascendency, that this was true. Now, however, the Beluga Fay was more interested in hanging on to what they had than expanding into new territories. One more reason the choice between Lander and Pym was difficult—neither had a plan to fix the problem.
“Come out slowly, and do not make any sudden movements.” Sapet was not taking any chances. None of them were brave, and all of them were becoming improbably cautious.
Ishander turned the corner. In silhouette Sapet could see the man and the weapon that hung from his vest. Beneath that he wasn’t wearing any shirt. It was too hot and humid for that. The heat was such that neither of them was wearing pants either—both had chosen shorts, as just about everyone else had. Sandals were the preferred footwear. Most of the guards were from the smaller islands, and this was the traditional dress there. Though the Beluga had attempted to change Sapet and Ishander, as well as the rest, they never could manage it.
“What’s with the noise?” Sapet asked.
“Didn’t see the can—can’t see much of anything in this.”
“At least no one else can either.”
“Hope they can’t.”
“Still, this would be a good night to hit us.”
“Was thinking much the same.”
“They’ve got to do something about this power.”
“Who?”
“The bosses.”
“Who’s the boss now?”
“What’s it matter? But whoever is in charge has to do something—sooner or later this is going to get us killed.”
“Suppose that’s why we are still getting food.”
“I’m on half rations.”
“We all are, but that’s better than others. Heard some of them are only getting one meal a day, and that is half of what they were getting a month ago.”
“If Pym would get his ass back where it belongs...”
“Wouldn’t matter. He can’t invent food.”
“We could push south and back into the markets.”
“That’s Cartel and government territory again—and they’ll fight hard to protect it.”
“Don’t see we have any choice if we do not want to starve—we already are starving.” Sapet heaved his weapon onto his shoulder and a hand went reflexively to his stomach.
“Where is Pym anyway?” Ishander asked as the moon came out. The broad flat features of his face were revealed as sweat ran down his cheeks.
“Haven’t heard anything of him for almost a week—maybe he’s planning something?”
“He’s always planning something, but I don’t see much of those plans coming our way—and still they’ve got us patrolling.”
“What do you mean?” Sapet asked.
“We’re out here getting shot at, and he’s I don’t know where.”
Sapet shrugged. It was true, but he didn’t see that either of them, or anyone else—even Lander—could do anything about that.

“He didn’t?” Pym was having a hard time with the idea.
“For now. I’m sure father will relent.”
“Out of the house?”
She nodded.
“Are you staying in Makati?”
She nodded again.
“But only when I have to.”
“Where?”
“With Chrislann, but he’s not happy either.”
“That I don’t get—he still wants out, right?”
“Of course, but we’re not out yet, and there is a growing concern we never will be.”
“This is because of the rumor you are sleeping with me?”
“It’s different here. Sleeping with a foreigner and, even worse, getting serious with a foreigner is not acceptable.”
“But I’ve seen foreigners with your women in photos a lot.”
“They’re poor, and they need to help their families—but it is a shameful thing.”
“The Sweats hasn’t changed any of that?”
“Made it worse. Most believe this was brought here by foreigners because they are...”
“Dirty?”
Glenna nodded, sinking back in to the cushioned seat. They were meeting at a coffee shop not far from the North gate and close on to the eastern frontier of the northern industrial zone. It was the only place, any longer, to get real coffee, and that was growing dear. Luckily, one of the things that Pym had gotten by way of concession from the guards was free access to any of the goods and services offered by the shops, the Wall, and the dwindling elites.
Dwindling because what they had to offer as trade was becoming increasingly spare, beyond the reach of any but Salazar’s closest allies. These as well were contracting as the governor’s paranoia increased as food and energy became an issue. Glenna, via Chrislann, had made it clear the governor’s grasp on power weakened in almost direct relationship to their inability to feed the people and power the grid. The only thing that made it possible for Salazar to maintain his grasp on the governorship was the military, police, and militia—with some help from the Cartel. Even inside of Makati, the streets were being patrolled by both police and military. No one had noticed the militia but that, Glenna was certain, was only a shortish matter of time. There were even rumors that some members of the Cartel may be accepted into Makati in order to acquire access to more market resources and security.
Glenna maintained this was unlikely because of popular resentment toward the Cartel which had been responsible for more than a little violence directed toward the Makatians over the years—going back long before the Sweats. Pym was not so sure, given how desperate Salazar had become of late, but he let the observation pass in silence—it was obvious the possibility was unnerving the woman. That Glenna was wavering as to whether or not to give him up, because of her father’s order, was enough of a demonstration. For all of the woman’s posturing, she was, in the end, deeply traditional.
“So, what now?” Titus asked.
“I show my face as little as possible in Makati—until the rumors die down or we get out.”
“I see.”
“So?”
“What?”
“How much longer?”
“You ask me as though it is something I have control of.”
“You can push Tomás.”
“If I push harder, they could break off negotiations.”
“But we’re giving them a lot of diamonds and resources.”
“They’ll keep that up as long as they may. We need to wait until they’re hurting more than they already are.”
“When will that be?”
“When the National Government no longer gives them what they need.”
“Why don’t we stop feeding them the stones?”
“They’ll shift to someone else.”
“But Salazar has strangled off access to these. Only those closest to him are able to acquire the stones in any significant amount—not even father, because of me, can get these in large quantities.”
“Then where are you getting yours?”
“I have been hoarding, but the other members of the group have fathers which remain in favor—how much longer this will be the case I cannot say.”
“Okay, so we strangle off your friends’ resources, and there won’t be any access.”
“Even if we could do that, there is still the Cartel. The Wall would rather not deal with them, but if there are no other choices, they will.”
“But you just said the government has a stranglehold on the stones?”
“They do, but they need to pay the Cartel for security, and they need access, with as little trouble as possible, to the markets and agricultural centers in the South. The Cartel controls large swathes of territory in this area. You may own the West, central districts, and maintain influence in the South, but the South, for the most part, and the shores, belong to the Cartel.”
“And the national government has no control?”
“They have had to come to an arrangement in order to keep what food there is coming.”
“This would explain our shortfall.”
An eyebrow raised in question.
“The Fay is having trouble getting enough food for our membership—we’ve had to resort to rationing, and this has made the rank and file rebellious.”
“But you are safe?”
“From the Fay?”
 She nodded.
“For the moment, but I am more concerned about Lander—he’s been using this as an opportunity to raise his profile and increase his power base.”
“He may challenge you?”
“If I cannot change things soon, he may take the Fay. Doubt he’d know what to do with them, but that is another problem.”
“What are you going to do?”
Titus could see the cold calculus occurring behind the black eyes. “I may have to kill Lander—but that would only weaken my position and leave an opening for someone else to step into opposition.”
“What do you need to do in order to win back the Fay?”
“Firstly, I have to feed them and get a steady supply of food. Afterwards, I have to find some way to protect them from incursions—both government and Cartel.”
“I can’t help with the Cartel, but I do have access to what the government is planning.”
“But your father...”
“He mayn’t be speaking to me, but everyone else is, and the other members of my group have fathers that are still trusted. From them I will be able to get whatever information you may need about raids.”
“If you could do that, I’d be able to set up ambushes.” He was almost willing to trust the woman, but he’d seen too many faces to do that—completely anyway. Pym kept reminding himself that as long as their goals were in sync, he could almost do this, but keeping them in sync was going to be a problem.
“I cannot help you with the food.” Glenna almost appeared sorry.
“We’re going to have to push back into the South and the fish markets.”
“That would cause a lot of trouble, both the Cartel and the government would have to respond.”
“There is no choice—we need the food, and they won’t share it.”
“But could you withstand their combined strength?”
“That all depends on how many casualties both can absorb. We have no choice, and the chance of gaining access to a steady and comprehensive food supply would make the Fay crazy brave.”
“It will make Salazar equally desperate—leaving him only with the agricultural south and the marina markets as a source of seafood.”
“Our choices are dwindling.”
“All the more reason to get out of here as quickly as possible.”
He knew she was right, knew he’d have to light a match under the Wall—but didn’t see how this would do much more than cause new problems.

“You certain about this?” The meeting was larger than Titus would have liked, especially this close to the wall. But with Glenna spending so much time with him, she needed to be able to reassure her cabal. Still, she preferred to call them friends, but many of these he’d not seen before.
“We all need to be clear about what is happening going forward.”
“This is not meant to sound ungrateful or hostile, but I don’t know any of you.”
“I do.” Glenna appeared as though this was enough to sort out the entire problem Titus might be facing.
“Not to put too fine a point on it, but other Makatians have tried to have me killed.”
“That was my father, and you realize it has nothing to do with this.”
“The argument doesn’t work for me, but I am not interested in debating the point. If there is a salient feature you are missing, it is that these people have not been directly involved in this before.” The group, now only ten people, was becoming uncomfortable with their objectification. In seeing this, Pym turned from Glenna to the group. “Let’s start by introducing ourselves.” As they did so, there were the usual names. But what struck him as he took in the cabal, there were more women than men. That made sense, but there were more men than had been suspected. The men would, if they survived the Sweats, have a future in the country’s government or industry—each and every one seemed to have had a university education, or part of a one, which they might pick up on.
Not being shy about his thoughts, he shared these with the group.
“They...” Glenna began, but Titus interrupted her.
“Let them speak for themselves. If I am to put my life in jeopardy for these people, I need to know what they are about.”
Yuri Torres, this was how Titus remembered the young man from the introductions, answered for the men. Torres was of middling height for a main islander, but his skin was almost white.
Though slight in size, he had a voice that was deep and articulate.
“There is,” he began, “no future in the city. We have all seen Salazar’s grasp on power falter and what he is willing to do to our own people in order to hold onto what remains of this.”
“You all feel this way?” There wasn’t incredulity in Pym’s voice, but it was difficult to keep the ambivalence from it.
“Is it so hard to believe?” SaRah Castillo answered. She was from southern island tribal stock, but her people had been on the main island long enough to have lost most of the obvious defining characteristics in their dialect and, in the case of SaRah, some of the darkness of skin typical of the region. However, the spelling of her name and its pronunciation—Sah-Rah—suggested a strong affiliation with the South. This probably coming from her father, since the naming of children was traditionally the province of the father. Castillo isn’t what Titus would have called beautiful, but there was a symmetry to her face and body that made up for their otherwise plain features.
“Yes, you are all the children of government officials and the major national and multinational industrialists. Each of you will have a bright future if you stay and survive. If you leave, you will not only lose this but you also will certainly become fugitives from your own government and those of the world.”
“We,” Castillo again, “realize what it means to leave the city while the quarantine is in effect. There is no choice. Between Salazar and the Sweating Sickness, we will die anyway.”
“It’s been over a year now, and they are no closer to curing the plague,” Yuri rejoined. “Even the international efforts to find a cure have been useless.”
Titus leaned back in the chair. Reasoning with them was useless—they were all, as the rest of the city, operating on fear. But not simply fear—this fear was of the mind-numbing variety that had taken the remainder of the city and had probably taken the country beyond the Wall. This fear was well entrenched with the member states of the blockade, but their distance from the archipelago’s death spiral had allowed them to maintain a veneer of objectivity and rationalized distance. “You’re right,” Pym answered, “but what you are contemplating with this escape is extremely dangerous. The lot of you will be hunted down.”
“We,” Joan de Guzmán answered, “have family beyond the Wall. They will hide us until this is over.”
“If the Sweats jumps the Wall, and it almost certainly will, then you people will be blamed—the lot of you will make convenient scapegoats for the other side of this plague.”
“Are you going to help us or not?” Rodrigo del Rasario, a squat and doughy young man with a lot of fear and anger in his voice. “Will you take me with you, just to the other side of the Wall?”
“Of course...” Glenna was interrupted by Pym’s raised hand. Rodrigo, SaRah, Yuri, and the others nodded in unison. There was something mechanical in the action, but there did not appear to be any purpose behind this that was other than what it appeared to be—xenophobic reluctance. They’d keep their word, not because they believed in keeping it but because they were consumed with a purpose they all suspected would fail, on one level or another, unless they focused their dwindling attention.
“Though I’m not impressed with your enthusiasm, I believe you.” Pym wasn’t certain sharing the sentiment a good idea, but the words were already out before caution reasserted itself.
Titus, as the others went silent, looked out the window and down onto the parking lot of the mall they were in—now abandoned. It was a mostly empty north central district that had been devastated in the early weeks of the Sweats. There was no A/C, and the heat was reaching boiler room levels, but a chill ran up his spine. “Okay.” The last was barely a breath.
“What does that mean?” SaRah asked, but with more anxiety than affront.
“There’s a last meeting with the guards we’ve been dealing with, and they want the final payment. It’ll be one more pouch of diamonds—same as the last.”
“They won’t be demanding more?” Thea Cruz asked. She was mousey and short, as well as being older than the rest by what might have been ten years. It was the first sensible question he’d heard since sitting down.
“They will attempt to. You people have been the proverbial milk cow, and the Wall will be reluctant to let you go.”
“What will you do?” Rodrigo asked.
“Refuse, then threaten to expose them to Salazar and the national government.”
“But...” Glenna again—and once more jumped on by Titus.
“They will not like that and counter with a threat.”
She nodded.
“That is how the game is played, but they have to know this is the end. Just make sure when you show up for evacuation you are armed.”
“What?” SaRah didn’t exactly scream this out, but Pym was grateful they were in an abandoned office in a derelict mall.
“They may attempt to rob and kill you.” Chaos descended on the group. Glenna eventually calmed them, but it took several minutes. Once she had done so Pym continued. “You will have threatened them, through me, with exposure. This may trigger an overreaction.”
“Then don’t threaten them,” Yuri returned.
“If we do not make it plain the bribery is coming to an end, they will not take the final offer—they will simply continue to milk you, and then they may attempt to extort more from you by threatening to go to Salazar and the national government with the information.”
“But...” Yuri didn’t know how to respond.
“No,” this time Pym’s voice did go up and the group went silent, “you have chosen to play a dangerous game. Now you are beginning to understand how dangerous. Sure you wish to finish it?” He hoped they would, since it was the best way out of town for him, but there was no way this would end well for all of them. That much he was certain of.
Of course, there was no way to be certain, but his major guesses, to date, had managed to keep Pym alive. This was no guarantee of the future, but if he were going to bet his life, Titus would have to continue calculating, or speculating about, the odds.
 “Yes.” Glenna’s voice was timid but strong as she signed on for the madness; the others nodded or whispered agreement.
“Okay, I’ll take the last meeting as soon as I have the final pouch.” With that, the meeting broke up, and the cabal almost ran for the stairs.
“You didn’t have to frighten them.”
“I fear I have done half as much as I should have.”
“But why?”
“We need to make certain they understand what they are getting into and how, in all likelihood, it will play out.”
“You believe we will all be killed?”
“If you go, arm only some—none if you’re smart.” He didn’t want to dissuade the woman, but he also wanted her to understand what was coming.
“We’re going.”
“Good—now when can you get the stones?”

Pym didn’t like it. Three blocks out he squinted through the lenses of the compact binoculars trying to see who’d come out with them. Tomás had promised to bring along the Wall Commander, Colonel Henry Torres, and only him. If there was one thing the man had learned not to trust, it was the Wall guards. Over the last weeks, the rumors of their behavior in the North had become very extreme; businesses that had relied upon their trade for survival were packing it in. So the Wall front street had no traffic, where even a month before it was nearly filled with customers and horse-drawn buses to deliver shoppers and day-trippers to the street.
More and more, gasoline and diesel were becoming things of the past. There had been a shift to electric cars for a while, but even finding the energy to juice these had become difficult—now the rolling blackouts were beginning to have a real effect. The result was more animal based power and all the negative consequences of this—most notably the waste. Still, there were others. Feeding the animals was a problem, and then finding enough to be of use was also an issue. Of late, the national government had been supplying these free of charge. Even then the guards were trying to auction these off. That bit of entrepreneurial spirit did not last long when the Salazar government had communicated the practice to the Federals. Nothing more, it was rumored, than a stern warning followed, but then no one expected this much.
Increasingly, the guards were demonstrating signs of wear and tear about the edges. Some seemed under-fed, while others’ uniforms were looking unkempt and worn. As Titus scanned the street and caught sight of Colonel Torres—he’d seen pictures—and Captain Tomás, they were both showing signs of these. If this was the case with the upper echelon of the Wall command staff, how would it go for the rank and file? Was their situation as bad as the city’s? Could it be worse? If it were worse, would it be worth Glenna’s group breaking out? He didn’t know, and he should care more than he did. As it was, Pym’s driving concern was getting himself out. Once out, he’d a plan for island hopping South and then skipping across the southern chain of islands and using a dugout to get to the unblocked island States to the South and West.
From there he’d have the world to choose from, but the southeast, north of the great southern ocean, was looking good. Lots of places to hide in. 
Lowering the glasses, he put these back in their case and stood. Still staring down at the activity of the guards, Titus dusted himself off and walked down the hill to his car. Where others were finding trouble with fuel, he and the Fay’s command staff still had a steady supply—mostly based upon their raids on police and militia patrols. Even these were becoming less and less frequent. The columns were also becoming more desperate, so the fighting was almost fraught. Pym assumed failure was being met with stiffer penalties at the hands of command staff. He wondered what this meant. Were they attempting to discipline the rank and file and lower officer ranks, or was this a sign of desperation?
Mopping his face before getting in the car, Titus shook off the questions as he drove down the hill toward the eastern gate. For the most part, the Colonel had met the terms of the meeting—that they come alone—and when he pulled up, there were only a handful of guards that had not been scripted. Though he may have been angry about this, there was more information in their presence than he would have taken from a meeting with Tomás and Torres. The privates’ uniforms were worn, wrinkled, and dirty. It seemed a week or more they’d needed a good washing and pressing. The men looked equally unkempt—though they were freshly shaved. Pym was of the opinion this had been forced on them, while the rest nothing could be done about.
The whole affair spoke of a desperation which could only work in his favor—he hoped.
Without being challenged or stopped, he drove by these two and to the arranged meeting. Torres and Tomás, with some embarrassment, were standing outside of a closed coffee shop as Pym approached.
“When did this close?” the Colonel asked.
“Can’t say,” Titus answered, “I’ve not been to the East for some time.”
“Why is it closed?” Torres continued.
“Your guards.” Pym answered, and Tomás looked anxiously at the ground.
“Captain?” The Colonel seemed to have understood the latter’s discomfiture and, shaking his head, let it go.
“You didn’t know?” Pym found the lack of communication interesting—as though their command structure were collapsing.
“No.” An uncomfortable glance continuing in the Captain’s direction. “Nor any of this,” waving up and down the street. “But I now see why our resources have been dwindling.”
The Captain seemed about ready to speak. But appearing to think better of this in front of Pym, he stared at Titus a moment before pushing forward. “I suppose out here will have to do.”
“It is not as though we will be overheard,” the Colonel answered.
Pretending not to have heard the comment, the Captain continued. “You have the stones?”
Titus smiled. “When we’re on the other side of the Wall.”
“Was this what you agreed to?” Torres asked, looking at Tomás.
“No, it was not.”
“This was why I wanted you here, Colonel. The guards have been losing control, and I need to know we will get to the other side in one piece.”
“My people are under strict orders...”
“That does not seem to mean much any longer.” Pointing up and down the road, Pym was smiling. The failure of control had given him one more bargaining chip, and it seemed decisive.
The Captain did not look phased by the observation. “I’m not entirely certain you have or can get them.”
The Colonel looked from the Captain to Pym. “Can you?”
“I can—I can even get fuel.” Pointing to the car—this appeared to make the Captain nervous.
“Yes,” Tomás continued, “but robbing the militia columns is not the same as stealing enough diamonds to get you through the Wall.”
“If we do not have them, you can kill the lot of us.”
“If,” the Colonel followed, “you do not have them—we will.” As the Colonel spoke, the Captain quickly stepped forward and grabbed Pym by his shirt collar—wrenching him forward.
As Tomás did this, he’d failed to see the elbow; this caught him just below the chin. In consequence, he was driven back a couple of steps. Recovering from the blow, he grabbed for his holster, but the flap was snapped closed. Having released the snap on his before getting out of the car Pym had his weapon out. At this the guards stopped laughing at their officer and were bringing their rifles to bear. “Don’t!” Pym shouted over his shoulder. The Colonel raised a hand to the men; Pym could hear the weapons ease to a resting position.
“You’ve made your point, Mr. Pym. We’ll take delivery of the stones on the other side of the gate, but right on the other side. There will be no further negotiations once there—is that clear?”
Pym nodded. “There are to be no more than two security guards. I don’t want you taking delivery and then killing my people.”
“We wouldn’t...” the Captain began, but Pym interrupted him.
“You are letting out a fair number of the children of Salazar’s government—many children of Cabinet members. There will be significant blowback on this. It would be better for you and Salazar if they simply disappeared rather than have them pop up in the new capital or other places about the country. Killing them would be best for you. I’m just telling you, if you or your people attempt this, I will respond.”
The Captain seemed about ready to answer this, but the Colonel held up a hand. “Mr. Pym, the world outside the gate is not what it once was—even a few months ago. There will be no blowback—there are hardly enough forces available to maintain control of the cities, and none for us. You’ve noticed our condition?”
Titus nodded.
 “These are the best we have to present to you—some are in much worse shape.”
“I understand.”
“Thought you may. The world you will be entering will have very little to offer any of your people, but if you insist on getting out, I will not attempt to stop you—as long as you have another full pouch for us. Are we agreed?”
“We are—I’ll be in contact when we are coming over. Which gate are we to use?”
“This one—it will have to be late in the evening to make certain most of the guards are asleep. When you come across, it will have to be on foot.”
“They will be armed.”
“Of course, but be certain they are well-prepared. If your people demonstrate any behavior that could threaten security, or Captain Tomás, we will open fire.”
“Yes, I’ve been prepping them, but I will be coming along. If any of my people get too anxious, that will be dealt with immediately by myself.”
“Best that you are in the lead; it will make everyone more comfortable.” The Captain observed.
Titus thought that might make him a more tempting target as well. “I’ll be with them, but I will be wherever I may control the group best.” 
The Colonel smiled, seeming to understand the anxiety. “Very well,” he answered and turned for his vehicle, followed by Tomás. Something about Tomás’s behavior had bothered Titus. In their last meetings, he had always been controlled and calm, but he’d also been in control of the situation—now he appeared on the very ragged edge of command and that of himself. Whatever was going on over the Wall had taken much of the man’s identity with it.






 “Don’t know—told you that several times already.” Lander was in a mood and had been since they discovered where it was Pym intended to take them. The evening was deepening, and the cloud cover meant they had virtually no light. Titus wouldn’t allow any headlights either for fear of militia, but they were also north of the Dead District surrounding the Hill. Light would attract anything in that district, and he didn’t want to deal with that. Everyone was so terrified of the Hill, and what lived there, that he could not expect them to put up much of a fight. Grabbing the radio again, he barked into it. “Are we there yet—my people are getting nervous?”
“Keep off the radio, Lander, or I’ll take it from you.” Pym’s voice came back calm and quiet. “When we get there, you’ll know, because I’ll pull over.”
Lander threw the radio on the dash and stared out the window. There was something wrong with this, and they all knew it. Pym and his people never worked together, and that had been agreed upon from the beginning. It had never been an open agreement, but there were no examples, until now, when this needed to be stated.
“I don’t like this,” the driver said, after a block or two of silence. For a moment, Lander ignored the concern, then it dawned on him that he was supposed to be leading so he turned to the man.
“It’ll be all right—we’re all armed and have vehicles. If they come out, we can fight them off and get away before they can mass.” Placing a hand on the man’s shoulder, he attempted to comfort him. It wasn’t a gesture that came naturally to Lander, and he seemed to recognize this because the driver didn’t appear comforted by the gesture. The worst part was that Lander had been trying to be sympathetic and understanding. He recognized that most needed this and he was required to share it, but he just didn’t have it in him to give. Most seemed to sense this on some level and felt more creeped out by any gesture of sympathy than comforted by it.
Eventually he would have to do something about that. If he could not offer the warmth needed, he would have to find someone to stand in for him. Synon was excellent in this respect, but she would not work with him under any circumstances—nor would any of the women that remembered what he and the others had done before Titus. When Pym was displaced and disappeared, he’d have to do something about all of them. There would be little hope of controlling the Fay with their disruptive influence never more than a sound bite away. Yet, if not Synon, who? Bannly would only bring back memories of his leadership—no matter how pathetic that was—and he was not sympathetic to his bid for control of the Fay. Not Synon; not Bannly; not any of his new crew—they were all about as flat and angry as he.
Privately, Lander acknowledged to himself how much anger he was carrying around and what this could do to them all. Of late, he was attempting to suppress or channel this. It hadn’t been working out. But since Pym was away most of the time, he had little trouble sweeping his failure under the carpet—eventually, though, this would begin to bulge. Was beginning to in several abandoned rooms, already. Whatever was going to happen between them was going to have to happen soon, if he was not to be brought down by the question of missing women. If he were lucky, tonight would be that moment that would turn the last of Pym’s support against him. After all, any work so close to the Hill was dangerous—especially in the mostly abandoned northern districts.

After a few more blocks, the column, small but still worthy of the name, pulled over. As Bannly climbed out, he looked around and stretched. There was a ricochet of cracks that flew from his spine.
“You,” Synon laughed, “are getting old.”
The elder scowled and walked up to the lead vehicle as Pym climbed out.
“We’re too close.” Bannly looked south as he spoke, his voice uneasy.
“They don’t come out during the day,” Titus answered, as the pair was joined by Synon.
“I’ve tried to tell him,” speaking to Bannly, “but he won’t listen.”
“Our supplies are running low—food, fuel, and clothing—if we don’t top them up soon, we’re going to be in serious trouble.”
“But we’ve taken the southern markets,” Bannly complained.
“Certainly, but holding them may be difficult. Besides, there is still the issue of fuel and clothing.” 
“We’re not going to find any fuel here.” Lander said, joining the group.
Pym looked at him a moment and thought about putting the man back in his vehicle but knew keeping him close was preferable to having him plotting behind his back.
“There may be a few abandoned cars—in garages and such. Clothing should be ample.”
“It appears,” Lander answered, “the Hill’s been over this place—thoroughly.”
“What they were looking for and what we’re looking for may not be one and the same.” Titus answered.
Lander flinched and turned back to his vehicle and crew.
“Was foolish to bring him along,” Bannly observed, and Synon agreed.
“More to leave him alone.”
“But you’ve taken the markets—food is plentiful again.”
“Not sure how long we can hold them—besides, we’re going to have to trade for the food and goods. If we just take them, there is no incentive for anyone to acquire goods to trade.”
“So clothing and any canned goods we can find?” Synon asked. 
Titus nodded. “Any unique items wouldn’t go amiss I’m certain.”
Bannly looked over the neighborhood. “We should stick together—in case there are any surprises waiting in there for us.”
“Teams of four should be enough—we’re all armed.”
“They’re crazy on the Hill.” Synon shared with no one in particular.
“If we meet up with any, we’ll have to show them we’re just as crazy.” Bannly and Synon both looked at him, but Pym couldn’t quite make out what these looks meant. He supposed there was something of the incredulous in the glance, yet he wasn’t going to pursue the matter—the day was better than half gone, and they didn’t have the time to waste.
“You should each take your own teams with you—to bolster their courage—and I’ll let Lander take his own team. You tell him that, Bannly. He’s to start with the odd numbers on the far side of the street. Bannly you take the evens on the same side. I’ll take the odds here and Synon the evens.”
Sighing in resignation, Bannly disappeared.
Synon turned to Titus, placing a hand on his shoulder. “This is all going to go to shit.”
“We’re safe.”
“No, I mean keeping him around, letting Lander have his own people.”
“We’ve solved the food problem—that’s severely weakened his support.”
“That may make him move all the sooner, before he loses even more.”
“Just keep a watch on him—and it’s the exact reason I brought him along.”
“Kill him and be done with it.”
“Can’t. There are factions back at the warehouse that would use that to attempt a coup—he’s not stupid.”
Synon didn’t respond, which Titus took to mean she agreed.
Stepping away, he called after his team and took the first odd numbered house.

The houses were not palatial, so much as McMansions. With their abandonment, decay and collapse had set in with little respite. Most of the windows were already shattered—this could have been from general looting or, finding nothing, the looters could have taken their frustration out on the glass. Doors were swinging loose on hinges; mold was already well on its way to having a hold on carpeting and walls. Inside the first house, there were signs that small wildlife had nested in parts of the kitchen. In the second, Titus was startled by a flock of what seemed to be sparrows, but the coloring was off. By the third house, he had managed to scrounge up a few canned goods—refried beans, fruit, and some green veggies.
It wasn’t much, and he feared the others were coming up empty as well. By the fourth house, he didn’t have much hope of finding more food—but they’d come across a trove of clothing in this one. So much he sent his team back to the transport with this. If nothing else, this made the trip worth the time and aggravation—while the team cleared out the clothing, and there was an attic filled with it, Titus moved on to the last house on the street before they moved on around the corner. He wanted to keep going until they were up against twilight. Once that kicked in, even he didn’t want to be anywhere near the Hill. He’d seen the results—more accurately the aftermath—of those that had pushed their luck.
The last house was unsettling in that it had all of its windows intact and the front door and garage were locked. This gave Titus hope that there was something left inside and worry that someone might still be living in the house. Pym, however, didn’t feel the latter possible because this place had too long now been rumored to have been a favorite haunt of those coming off the hill and those brave enough to forage this no-man’s-land of shattered homes and abandoned businesses.
Giving up finding an easy, straightforward way in, he ended up opening the front door with a pry bar. Slipping this back into the large rucksack with the canned goods, Pym pulled the automatic and entered. The house was semi-lit—pulling back the curtains in the front room, he could see that, excepting for some dust and a small amount of mold from the ever-present humidity, the first floor was immaculate. In the pantry, there were a few cans of food squirreled away at the back of a bottom shelf—all of it Spam. At least it was something approximating meat. Putting these into the sack, he looked about for any hidden doors. These were common in the city’s better homes. The general answer he was given as to why was an equally general fear of the masses.
The city and the country in general were no strangers to riots and coups. As a result, those of means had taken to creating well-hidden boltholes for hiding both their families and their valuables. Food had become a valuable. About to give up, he accidentally came across a spring lock on the bottom of the back shelf opposite from where he found the Spam. When pressed, there was the light snick of a lock and a door of shelves folded in on a hidden closet. With no light and no window, this was pitch black. Snapping on his penlight, there was a muffled cry followed by a whimper.
With the sound, the automatic was out and the safety flipped off. “Come out.”
No answer.
“Either come out or I will fire.”
There was a shuffle from around a corner he’d not seen and two figures came into view. Both were dressed in what could have been called rags, but even this would have been generous. The smell, as they approached, was thick and heavy with the odor of unwashed bodies and something else, which had a hint of barbecue. Once around the corner, the two spotted the man and clung to one another. These were two of the saddest figures he’d ever seen in the city.
Once his eyes adjusted, Titus turned off the light and motioned the two forward with the weapon. Slowly they edged out. As they did so, Pym backed out into the kitchen. Partly this was to keep a safe distance; though they looked harmless, it didn’t mean they were; and partly this was because the stench in the closed space was overpowering. Standing beside the fridge, he got a first good look at the raggedy pair. Beneath what appeared to be rotting rags, the couple were women. Both were emaciated—little more than walking, or crawling, skeletons. “What,” in the kindest voice he could offer, “are you doing here?” It was a foolish question, but it was all he could think to ask.
“Food.” This appeared to be the elder; when she looked up, however, the woman could not have been more than fifteen or so years older than the younger.
The pair appeared so similar, the younger had to have been the daughter. “Your child?” Pym asked.
“Yes,” pushing the younger, protectively, behind her. At that moment, there was a sound from the front door and a team member called his name.
“Get back in the closet and don’t make a sound.”
 Not needing to be told again, the pair disappeared.
Once he’d sent the others on around the corner, he returned to the pantry and unlocked the door. “Come out—they’re gone.” Standing, neither could have been more than five foot four, they shakily came into the kitchen. As they did so, he moved them around to the back of the table and checked out the closet. It was filled to bursting with non-perishables. Pym smiled, shook his head, and rejoined the women. “Where are you from?”
The elder pointed south.
“The Hill?”
She nodded, and the acknowledgement was filled with fear. To be caught off the Hill for any of them was a death sentence, but it had not stopped any of them from foraging or occasionally washing out of the Hill in a great mass. They’d always been beaten back by the government, but Titus was not certain that would be the case for much longer.
Pym should have killed them, but the pathetic sight they made created in the man a sense of pathos he’d not experienced since before he’d signed on the freighter, and that he could still feel gave him hope for the future. “Okay,” he spoke after a moment, “get back in there and don’t make a sound.”
“You’re not...” the younger began, but her mother shushed her. 
“No, I’m not. What are your names?”
“I am Putri; this is my daughter Dian.” After a brief moment, Putri continued in a thick south island accent. “Why aren’t you going to kill us?”
“Who’s to say I’m not?”
“You’re not, but why?”
“Just get in there. When you hear us go, I recommend you take everything in there to wherever you live. Whatever you cannot carry, you should bury out back after dark.”
Not needing to be told twice the mother dragged her daughter back into the pantry. The girl struggled a bit and stared, hard, back over her shoulder at Pym. They were both beautiful, even after the starvation they’d suffered—along with anything else they had experienced on the Hill—but he didn’t have the time or, to be honest, the interest. When the lock snicked again, he closed the outer pantry door and rejoined his team. Why he hadn’t killed them and taken the food was unclear. He could have guessed at sympathy—even empathy—but Titus was not certain. Increasingly, Pym found himself acting from uncertain first principles, and this bothered him but had not prevented the existential Ballets Russes.

“At least we found some clothing and canned goods,” Synon observed as they checked the back of the transport.
“Lander found some gas, as well,” a Fay observed as he raised two gas cans and kicked a third.
“May even have paid to make this trip,” Pym observed.
“Bloody dangerous,” Lander said coming around with another armful of clothing.
“Good for morale—best head west before the Hill wakes up.” Pym’s observation turned everyone’s eyes to the sky and where the sun had been westering for some time. This brought the Fay’s attention back into focus, and jockeying for political position was again put to rest—but it would return as soon as they got far enough away from the Hill to again breathe.
They drove for almost an hour in silence. The ride was taking longer because Bannly insisted upon giving the Hill and the Dead Districts encircling this a wide berth. Once they’d cleared these outer, and increasingly anxious, neighborhoods, Pym broke the silence with a number of questions he had after meeting Dian and Putri. “Is everyone up there dangerous?”
“Where?” Synon asked.
“The Hill.”
“Did you see anything?” Bannly asked—suspicion and anxiety wavering in the voice.
“Met a mother and daughter.”
“You didn’t kill them?” Synon’s tone told him she already knew the answer.
“If you’d have seen them, you’d have had a hard time doing it too.”
“Maybe,” Bannly answered, voice low, “but you should have done it, nonetheless.”
“They were sent to the Hill for a reason,” Synon followed up.
“They were more than half-starved, dressed in rotting rags.” 
“Alone they can look pathetic and be harmless,” Bannly observed.
“But,” Synon picked up, “they never are alone. You put a group of them together and you have something else entirely.”
“What would that be?” Pym’s voice sarcastic and hard.
“A horde,” Bannly answered.
Titus twisted around to look at the old man. They were alone, so he felt a little easier about speaking. “If they are representative of the Hill...”
“Obviously they aren’t,” Synon answered.
“You didn’t see them, so how could you know?” Bannly answered for her.
“Because you are alive.”
“That’s melodrama.”
“You’ve not had any direct experience of the Hill and what it is capable of—hope you never have to find out.”
“This,” frustration creeping into Pym’s tone, “is why the districts around the Hill are abandoned.”
“What,” Synon asked, “do you mean?”
“Unreasoning fear.”
“Those districts are empty, when not taken by the Sweats, because they’d been preyed upon by the horde.”
“Hordes don’t prey—they are locust.” Twisting about to stare out the window, Pym didn’t speak for several blocks. He could sense both of them watching him. Eventually Synon spoke.
“Don’t let anyone know you let them go—or saw them.”
“Why?” his voice harder than he’d intended to make it.
“People fear the Hill. You may see this as unreasonable, but if anyone finds out you did not kill them, that would be the end of you with the Fay.”
“You can’t be serious?”
“She is,” Bannly leaned forward placing a hand on Titus’s shoulder, “you simply don’t know what they are capable of.”
“I’ve only ever heard stories, and those don’t seem all that believable.”
“No one believes them until they see—then it is normally too late,” Synon answered.
“You’ve seen?” Pym asked—he was interested now.
“We both have, and we’ve heard similar stories from many we’ve known and have been lucky enough to survive.”
“What would happened to me if others learned of this?”
“The generous estimate, because you are foreign and have done so much for the Fay, is that you’d be turned out,” Synon answered.
“Just for letting a mother and daughter go with some food?” He wasn’t going to tell them about the closet of canned food.
“You gave them food?” Bannly shouted so loud from the back seat that Synon lost control of the car and they swerved into the other lane. Pulling back, the woman growled.
“Keep it down. Shit!” spitting the last word.
“Sorry.” The voice quiet, but angry. “If Lander, or anyone else, learned of any of this, you won’t just be finished—you could end up dead.”
“He’s right,” Synon again.
“We need to make contact with Dragon Bone Hill.”
“Are you fucking insane?” This time it was Synon doing the yelling, but Bannly joined in on the scorched cat chorus. When the old man pushed too far up between the seats for Pym’s comfort, he received a soft push back with an elbow. He wanted to jab him hard with it, but these two were his staunchest supporters, and Titus needed both of them—desperately.
“I’m not crazy. You two have seen how it is going in the city.” There was a silence as the two waited for him to make his point. When he got like this, he noticed others tended to listen because he was either to make a lot of sense or demonstrate he was effectively mad. Pym supposed they’d assume the latter. “The city is falling apart, and that fall is picking up speed—wouldn’t you agree?”
Both, with reluctance, did.
“Sooner or later, Salazar is going to fold up shop and disappear or form a coalition with the Cartel and the Wall—if the last is even possible.”
Why was he even bothering with this if he was leaving soon? Titus, if nothing else, liked to cover the angles. What if the guards did try to kill them and he survived but was still on the inside of the city? What if the guards reneged on the deal and he was stuck here? What if Glenna and her friends turned on him and he managed to survive? In two of those instances, he would most likely be dead—but what if he wasn’t? If by some miracle he saw the other side of any of the betrayals, he needed a fallback position. This might be it. “What do we do if that happens?”
“Why should we do anything?” Bannly from the back seat—voice low with anger.
“If our enemies begin to join together, how long before they turn on us—especially after we’ve taken the markets to the South?” There was an unhealthy and dangerous silence. “We need to find friends.”
“But our number...” Bannly began.
“Losers! I’m sorry, but we’ve been gathering into our bosom every failure about the city that hasn’t been exiled to the Hill. Many of them came to us because they feared that would be the city’s next move.” More silence, which Titus took to mean they agreed with him.
“Your solution to our problem of being surrounded and undermanned is radical.” Bannly again.
“No one would agree with it,” Synon answered.
“Not now—what I am proposing is not an alliance, but a first contact. Setting some groundwork for a future negotiation when—or if—it becomes necessary.”
“I don’t know.” Synon was obviously hesitating, perhaps waiting to see how Bannly would fall.
“Blacklisting,” Pym continued encouraged by the prevarication, “was a bad idea. All Salazar has managed to do by sealing off the district is create a bigger problem for himself and the city.”
“What do you mean?” though Synon sounded as if she knew what Pym was thinking.
“I mean, if you do that and give them no option but to turn into wild, hardly human creatures, that sort of thing never ends well. We have an opportunity to take a first step in reaching out and making contact with a group that has known nothing but hatred and violence. If we can get them on our side, we might not only be able to take over the city—but we might be able to use them to get out of the city.” This had not occurred to him until he said it, but now he was warming to the idea.
“You’re getting pretty far ahead of yourself.” Bannly, though objecting, appeared to be warming to the idea.
“But it is a possibility,” Synon offered hopefully. Everyone that Pym had met since entering the city had wanted out of it. To date, all he had offered was a way for them to survive, but now he was suggesting there was a way through the gates. It was an extreme remedy, but it was one no one else had offered.
Not even Lander had been brash, or mad, enough to suggest such a plan. For the remainder of the trip, Synon and Bannly offered obstacles, then all set about overcoming these. Whatever else they might have disagreed about, all three agreed that this would have to be kept amongst the three of them until the city got much worse and they had a working relationship with Dragon Bone Hill in place.

There was still the occasional police and militia presence to deal with, especially since Solomon’s murder, but both Titus and Glenna were back in the Timog apartment. Neither had been able to come up with a better place to live where they’d not be bothered. How much longer Timog would be viable was an open question—even when they stashed their cars a few blocks away. More and more Pym was using a horse. Getting one of these raised fewer eyebrows back at the warehouse than did a car—even the few electric jobbies they’d kicking about. Lander and his crew, even after the success with the markets and the excursion to the North, were still pushing back against Pym’s command. For the most part, the Fay was no longer listening. But it would only require one significant setback and Lander’s star would again be poised to eclipse his own. Titus wanted out—badly; needed out—badly. Glenna and her crew seemed his best chance. How real that chance was, was another matter.
“Why do you care so much?” Glenna asked, sitting at the kitchen table in a silk bathrobe she’d put on once they’d finished in the bedroom. It had been awhile since they’d seen each other. Pym wanted to be careful in answering this question. He trusted Glenna when their agendas seemed in sync—almost trusted her. However, in the case of the Beluga Fay, they were at odds, and he needed to make certain she believed he was just maintaining his cover with the Fay until Colonel Torres cleared them. Neither put much faith in Tomás after Pym’s last meeting at the Wall.
“It’s not a matter of caring.”
“Then what is it a matter of?” her voice sharp and suspicious.
It was apparent to Titus that Glenna was about as trusting of him as he was of her. Each seemed ready for whatever curve the other threw them—perhaps over prepared. “While we are still here,” Pym thought he ought to throw the collective in there, “it will be necessary to maintain appearances. Tell me you are not doing that in Makati?”
“Don’t turn this back on me—if we,” he didn’t like the English she threw down on that, “are getting out, why do you bother to deal with the politics of the Fay at all?”
“If I do not, then Lander will take the Fay, and I wouldn’t last a day out of power.”
“Move in here full-time.”
“Not that simple. If I disappear from the Fay and the warehouse, Lander would have his crew, and anyone else attempting to curry favor, after me. With the resources at his disposal, he’d find me in no time. Then, of course, there is everyone else I’ve pissed off—Salazar, your father, the Cartel, and anyone else out there looking for me.” He didn’t want to go into what he’d run up against on the Beluga Fay or in the fish markets. These no one knew about, or at least not what they were really about, and he preferred to keep it that way.
“If we’re almost ready to leave...”
“There’s,” he interrupted, “no way to be certain what schedule Torres and the Wall are working off of. Soon for them may be a lifetime for us—me, specifically.”
She didn’t look convinced or happy with the answer as she played with the cup of mint tea in front of her. “When,” her voice tight and twisting her cup, “are we getting out?”
Pushing off from the sink where he’d been leaning desultorily staring into his own cup of tea, Titus sat across from Glenna. “That is not under my control.”
“Things are getting iffy in Makati.”
“In what way?”
“Father’s position has become precarious, and Chrislann’s business is even shakier.”
“What has happened?” He needed Glenna to believe he felt for her but wasn’t certain whether or not he was pulling this off.
Sighing, the woman continued turning the cup for a moment; then looked up, brushing back her long, black hair. “No one thing, but the government is under assault from every quarter in the city. However,” he knew this was coming straight for him, “since you’ve taken over the southern fish markets,” these were not the only ones in the city, but they were the major source of seafood, “the rest of the city has been strangled for food. Agriculture is not making up the difference, and you have not allowed anyone else access to the markets. As a result, starvation is being felt by the Cartel and all districts of the city—even Makati is experiencing shortages.”
“I had to feed the Fay and everyone that works for us—sorry.” He wasn’t, but this had to be said. Secretly he wasn’t upset by Salazar’s suffering, but he should have known it wouldn’t be a direct shot to personal Armageddon. On the way down, Henry was likely to take a lot of people with him.
Even before his demise, it would be likely that he would destroy all those he thought might be responsible for it. In all likelihood, Salazar would want to shift the blame to others in order to stretch out his tenure a few more months, weeks, days, or hours. What the Governor hoped to do with the time was unclear—Pym supposed they were hoping for a miracle or support from the Federals. But with the city sealed off from land and sea, there seemed little chance of that. Who’d want to enter a plague city with no chance of exit until it was over? As things were going, what would the chances be of anyone walking out of the city at the end of the Sweats? Bad to nonexistent, if what Titus had seen to date was anything to go by.
Slowly he came to realize he was being intently stared at. Looking up, he gave her a blank expression, not wanting to inspire an outburst—since it appeared she was looking for an excuse. Instead, the woman sighed and looked back down at the cup and table.
“I’m trying to stay out of the way as much as possible, but father and Chrislann are making that very difficult. If we don’t get out soon, I’m fearful of what Chrislann may do or say to save himself.”
“What’s going on with him?”
“His, our, company is being investigated for black economy activities and for trading with enemies of the State.”
“Enemies of the State—treason?”
“Yes. They’ve nothing conclusive, but that is no longer necessary. Suspicion is equal to guilt, and with the state of emergency, the Governor has been given sweeping powers. It is possible that my entire family could be expelled.”
“From Makati?”
Glenna shook her head without looking up. “To the Hill.”
There was a quiet fear in her voice that corkscrewed up the man’s spine. His situation was delicate at this point. The woman had just told him they were to be sent to a leper colony, and it may be all his fault. “Before that happens you should join me.”
“All of us?”
“Your brother, certainly.”
“What of father?”
“He’s too dangerous—the risk is, he may turn me in hoping to curry favor with Salazar.”
“I understand—but we’re not there yet.” They were very close, though, and this worried Pym.
This news represented a shift in goals and an exposure to danger her family had never known. Certainly she would want to pursue escape more than ever, and that was a good thing, but if this did not materialize soon, she would surrender him to Salazar in hope of maintaining her family’s position in Makati—even if the enclave was now more vulnerable than ever. “Then,” he spoke quietly, needing Glenna to believe him, “I will have to light a fire under Torres.” She smiled up hopefully, but Titus knew this was at best a short reprieve—the first serious shock from the Governor and he’d be offered up to her fear. “For now, let’s get some lunch.”
“Let me get a shower, first.”

The choice had been Glenna’s, but it gave Titus no peace—even with her reassurances. It was a nice place, but it was only a few blocks south of Makati and, thus, heavily patrolled by the police/militia columns. It had reached the point that Titus no longer could distinguish between police, military, militia, and Cartel forces. The amorphic mass appeared to suggest a metaphor for what was happening in the city generally and with the classes specifically. At the moment, however, he was more worried about being noticed for what he was. Though it was true, as far as he knew, he was unknown by appearance to the government and their troops. This seemed a foolish risk when alone and with a woman that he could no longer trust—not until he proved he could fulfill on his promises.
“Are you certain of this place?” rubbing a hand across the brilliant starched linen tablecloth.
“You’re perfectly safe with me.”
He looked askance at the woman, and she smiled at him. “You are, but maybe you know how I feel whenever I’m more than a kilometer away from Makati—especially in Timog.”
“Yes, but you’ve been making threatening comments.” Looking up, there appeared to be shock on Glenna’s face, but he’d seen how many faces she’d offered the public to believe this one.
“When did I do that—what I shared with you is how dangerous it has become for my family.”
“Bringing me here is as good as a threat.” She looked back down at her menu and smiled. He was not to have noticed the smile, but it was there.
“Look at the menu, what do you see?” Glenna spoke without looking up.
He did and sighed. “A lot of cancelled meals.”
“All of them seafood.”
“Yes, well I told you why.” He was glad she’d had them moved away from the rest of the lunch crowd—he supposed the restaurant and most in Makati had not learned of the investigation of her family’s business and maybe her father’s fitness for a Cabinet position. A part of him wondered if any of it was true. This had not occurred to Pym until now, and he tried to keep the observation to himself for fear of alerting Glenna to an opinion that may not work in his favor—if anything from this moment could work in his favor.
“It will help you understand my position if you see this sort of thing is having a devastating impact on the psychology and wellbeing of the elites.”
“Breaks the heart.” Titus didn’t bother to keep the cynicism from his voice.
“Of things which are not helpful, to either of us, that attitude is first.”
“What do you expect? There are people in this city who are really starving—many of whom have lost their lives to hunger or a disease, which was a direct byproduct of their starvation.”
“But they do not have the ability to hurt a large number of people.” Leaning back in his seat, Pym looked at her and wondered whether restraint would be of any use here. Whether or not it would, he chose to forge ahead.
Choose? There is room for doubt as to whether this was a rational rather than an emotional response. Whatever the case, it came spilling out of him. “It is extremely doubtful whether or not you and yours have the ability to do much more than to flop about on your bedroom floors refusing to go to sleep.”
She lowered her menu stared at him. “What,” ice in the voice, “do you mean by that?”
“You could turn me over to your father and maybe buy yourself some more time.” He was in it now—even if he had wanted to, there’d be no turning back.
“I would...”
“That’s what you’ve been saying to me since we’ve met today—it’s been implicit in your litany of fears and concerns for your family. Well, if you were to hand me over, they’d find out everything I knew. However, what if you had me assassinated—I know the idea has occurred to you and yours. Then you had better hope you were successful—if you weren’t, I’d know I’m not getting out and would turn your plan over to Salazar. If you were successful in assassinating me, then how would you get past Torres? Do you know all the elements of the plan I do? Let’s face it; we are stuck with each other. I need you and your contacts; you need me and my ability to deal with Torres. Then there is what will happen on the other side of the Wall when you are all being hunted.”
“You too,” the woman’s voice hard, but near to breaking.
“Who knows of me? Who knows who I really am? Descriptions are vague and no real facts are known—not even by you.” Pym had gone a lot harder than he’d intended and tried to dial the edge in his voice back. Even as he had decided to do this, the first tear rolled from the inside of her left eye.
“I,” with a napkin to this, “never meant to threaten you.” There was no sense, at this time, in pretense any longer.
“You can dry your eyes—I’ve seen enough to know this is not you.”
She looked at him a long shocked moment and dropped the napkin beside her wine glass. “What now?” The frigidity in the voice triggered a tremor in the man’s coccyx.
“Just know that there are few outcomes which would be favorable to you and unfavorable to me—I may end up dead but so would you, or exposed at the very least.”
“So,” voice easing as though it realized how much it had just laid bare, “what do you need from us?”
“Be aware we need each other and will only get out if we work together. An adversarial relationship will only place us in a position in which we will all lose—if not lose, then it will seriously impede our success.” 
“Our situation in Makati is becoming desperate—father is being investigated, my brother’s company is being investigated, and it will be only a matter of time before I will be investigated. We need to act quickly.”
“I realize that and am moving as fast as possible. For the moment, it appears we are at the last hurdle—it is just a matter of Colonel Torres finding a time that will be workable for those on the Wall, and perhaps the Federals.”
“Why the Federals?”
“There will be oversight the Colonel will have to deal with. I am not certain how much there will be, but it will be there.”
Glenna nodded and turned back to her menu. “Please, do not take too much longer. I know you have little, if any, control over the schedule, but you will have to find some. My people and I are exposed; that makes all of us nervous and seeking whatever we may to mitigate our situation if we are revealed to the Salazar government. You must understand this.”
“I do.” Pym understood her anxiety and that the woman had to keep the spoiled and privileged children of officials, industrialists, and old money feeling as safe as houses. This wouldn’t work—everything about the Wall screamed high risk. That risk, if extended longer than necessary, would destroy their resolve.
Titus supposed that part of what was being communicated here was the cabal’s fracturing nerve. Take much longer and this would implode. Not just that of Glenna and Chrislann, but all the others—which should he fear more? To Pym’s mind, the weakest link he was aware of was Chrislann—after the beating he took from Tomás’s men, he was never around. This suggested both fear and humiliation. Of the two, humiliation would be the most dangerous—but for whom? Certainly there would be hatred for Titus; Pym knew this, having witnessed the beating Glenna’s brother took, Chrislann would have lost, in his own mind if nowhere else, the respect and deference his position would normally trigger in all about him. Then there would have been his impotent rage concerning both Tomás and his guards. Chrislann was the most dangerous. Yet, Glenna could be far more so. She was intelligent, devious, calculating, immoral, and hard. Titus feared the woman far more than her brother. The others remained beyond his experience, but that did not mean he should ignore them.
The whole affair needed concluding, and quickly.

The meal, after the position of each had been made plain, continued pleasantly enough. Conversation veered away from the fears of Glenna and her group and toward more general comments on the quality of the chicken, the salad, and the agricultural plots north of the marina and how they’d turned some of the multi-storied buildings into greenhouses. They experimented with this in the past, before the Sweats, but then entrepreneurs had been experimenting with flowers the sub-tropical climate was unable to support. It had been a small success, but mostly with the residents of Makati. The cost of the flowers was such that only the rich and corporations could afford them.
Once the Sweats hit, the entrepreneurs, not managing to get out in time, had turned their spirit of innovation and greed to a more practical purpose. From this emerged the agricultural zone. Though the innovation rewarded them with a situation in Makati, their greed was not adequately slaked. The general rumor was that they had attempted to get more out of the zone than the government had been willing to part with, and the end result was that they remained a disgruntled, though important, minority in the city’s state economy. As long as the Wall remained intact and Salazar remained in power, they would have no recourse. This in itself made them dangerous—where both the Wall and the government prevented them from escape and a fair compensation for their efforts. Still, they had no power—power in the sense as it had become understood since the Sweats appeared.
Soft power, attraction, and co-opting, was replaced by coercion in little more than a political heartbeat. They should have seen this coming from a mile off, but it wasn’t seen; wasn’t predicted; wasn’t, even supposed. Pym had considered the possibility of leveraging the entrepreneurial classes when he’d first entered the Beluga Fay, but then he’d met up with Glenna Budiman and her band of sycophantic narcissists. If he didn’t trust her, though sometime Titus was almost prepared to, he didn’t know what to make of these. They wanted out, but they weren’t prepared to risk themselves and their comfort to any serious degree. What didn’t make sense to him was what they’d expected to find beyond the Wall. There was no talking to them, not even Glenna had had much success. What the woman used to keep them in line, he was guessing, was fear and coercion. Seemed she learned a great deal from Henry Salazar.
Eventually, with the meal in ruins, they had to decide what to do next. Titus had promised to take her to Makati, but after the confrontation over lunch, getting any closer to the Makati gates than was necessary seemed out of the question. This hadn’t put the woman’s mind at ease or blessed her with an easy manner. In the end, Pym and Glenna agreed that he would take her as far as one of the surrey taxis. These had sprung up first in the upper middle-class districts north of Makati then made their way west toward the Timog districts and environs. Once fuel rationing infiltrated the surrounding districts of Makati, they became almost sheik. Some were simple conversions of the horseless carriage and back to a horse drawn one. Others had taken their inspiration from the American surrey designs of the Nineteenth Century.
Glenna was looking for one of these when the first of the police patrols crossed the intersection north of them. With the police presence, both withdrew to Pym’s car. Titus wanted to go back because he was afraid what Glenna might do caught between the two of them, and Glenna—or so she said—was afraid what they might do if caught in Pym’s presence. It wasn’t that any had a clear idea of what he looked like, but her father was under investigation and, by extension, this meant her as well. Titus would raise eyebrows because he wasn’t part of Makati and had no ID papers that would stand up to serious investigation. So meeting up with the police would not be useful and could only trigger an event that would expose both of them.
Back in the car, they withdrew south, until there was what appeared to be a Militia/Military column. Swinging southwest and away from this, the pair got as far as the northern tip of the agricultural zone before they felt safe enough to find an abandoned house to holdup in. There weren’t too many of these between the zone and Makati, but there were a few. Normally these had For-Sale signs planted in their front yards—mostly stone gardens. It took a few of these before Titus was certain enough of the subterfuge that he was prepared to stash the car in the garage and hide, with Glenna, in the house.
“I’m sorry,” she said, nervously staring out between the slats of the closed blinds, “I didn’t think they’d be so close.”
“We both should have known they were there. Truth is we probably would not have been stopped. All you’d have needed to do was smile and they’d know you—then we could have moved along.”
“Maybe, but things are tense now.”
“Let’s stay here until dusk, then we can slip back north—I’ll get you back to the restaurant, and you can get a surrey from there.”
“Yes, or I can get Chrislann to pick me up.”
“The phones still work up there?” Pym was a little surprised.
“Yes—at least in the restaurants.”
“What’s that smell?” Titus asked.
“Oh, that’s the sea and the agri-zone. Odd, isn’t it?”
“Combination of salt and shit.”
“Literally. I’m told they use human waste as fertilizer. More animal now that we’ve taken on horses, cattle, and oxen, but still a great deal of human.”
“Gives Salazar something to do with much of the waste the new economy has been producing.”
“Some, but much of the waste is produced in areas it is not safe to collect it from. For the moment, they are focusing on Makati and the surrounding districts and the agri-zone. Since you took the southern fish markets, they have put all of their resources into protecting these areas and their food resources.” Pym would not have minded getting his hands on both the agri-zone and the cattle and oxen. Seafood got the job done, but he continued to lust after red meat.
Still, Pym was not about to risk his new found stability in order to feed a craving. As they waited, the couple found the bedroom still had a stripped down queen and used this to good effect. It was an interesting encounter since both were angry with the other and neither, as far as Pym could tell, trusted the other. After the third time, anger, it seemed to Pym, had its value. The sun was beginning to grab the western horizon, and they headed north again. Even now, many of the columns did not patrol the outer districts unless they moved in force. The time between dusk and evening is when they re-equipped and ate before coming out in heavily armed columns for the evening patrols.
Because of this, Pym could get Glenna back up to the restaurant and find her a surrey that would take her as far as the South gate. The parting was visibly warm, but beneath this was a calculating coolness on the part of both. He tried to find a point of rapprochement, but there was something about her acceptance of this that suggested she was less interested in it than in finding some way, some time to feed the man to her rage. Still, they needed each other, and that was more important, he hoped, than getting her own back.
He hoped.






Days folded into weeks and nothing happened. Nothing happened relative to the Wall. Beyond this, a great deal was happening. The Sweats had broken out of the districts south of the New Industrial Zone—southwest of Makati and directly east of the former Federal buildings—the capital and the president’s official residence. For the most part, the president did not live there—the city, officially the capital, had never been a healthy place. Historically it had been malaria that had been the greatest killer, but the capital, the oldest city in the country, had been the seat of more epidemics than it had been of political power. Because of this, when the Diet was not sitting, the president, Cabinet, and Assembly would disperse to their hereditary seats.
The unhealthy nature of the city had rendered it politically unstable, as well as unhealthy. This was proving to be the case with the new eruption of the Sweats. Since Pym had been in the city, it had only broken out of quarantined districts once or twice, and both of these times the eruption had burnt itself out quickly. The newest breakout was said to be different—even Lander had been made cautious by the news. There had been rumors of the sweep north for days before this, but these had been little more than the regular whispers of breakouts which had been daily fare since he’d escaped the Beluga Fay. Now mass migrations accompanied the first confirmed, and occasionally rumored, cases.
These were becoming difficult for the Governor’s combined forces to control. They were so bad that gunships had been brought close in to shore near the Marina where they then targeted the problematic district. Occasionally the devastation was total. This had been the case twice over the last couple of days. No one believed, at least according to Glenna—and this from her father and brother—that the populace had been quelled, but they had been beaten back into a sullen silence. It was during this lull that Titus had found the opportunity to check the dead drop he’d set up with the Wall guards southwest of the North gate. Though he still had a functioning cell, this was becoming more and more unreliable as the rolling blackouts continued to increase in length and ceased to follow the pattern set out by the power company.
More and more the city was giving way to idiosyncratic waves of complexity. As a result, Titus had set up a dead drop with Captain Tomás so the Wall could decide when the best time and place to act was. There had been consistent talk of the East gate, but occasionally this became the North gate and at others the Northwest Industrial Zone gate. As a result, Titus remained uncertain of not only their exit but also about what the intentions of the Colonel were concerning the gate. In his darker moments, Pym was convinced the Colonel was either attempting to create confusion for him and Glenna, or he was struggling with which section of the Wall could best be trusted with allowing the prisoners out and for what price.
With time, the Wall appeared to be staggering toward indecision and a lack of political will. Titus remained unclear about what was going on outside the Wall in the country, but if the situation in the city were anything to go by, the Federal government appeared on the verge of collapse, or was dealing with a bout of schizophrenia. Whatever the particulars, it was evident Salazar and Colonel Torres were no longer receiving the support they had been when Titus had first appeared in the city. Perhaps the escape of the Sweats into the broader city had something to do with this—perhaps it was coincidence. There were too many possibilities for Pym to believe anything any longer.
It was with this worry that he had managed to slip away, briefly, from a panicking Fay and a nearly catatonic Lander—who’d barricaded himself and his allies into the top floor of a small, abandoned apartment building close to the western Wall. What he found was what he’d been hoping for, for months now. With that news, he managed to get a message to Glenna through a contact in the restaurant they had last had lunch at. The two had not spent any time together since the last breakout. The bombardment of cross-narratives had not helped either. All he knew of her and her followers was what he’d learned from their brief messages. More and more the staccato impressions left him rattled.
This should break the stalemate—he hoped as much. After checking in with his contact later that day, Titus made arrangements that she and her people should all meet up at the Timog apartment. It would be a tight fit, but the chaos in the city should keep interest in a few wayward elites to a minimum.

“But...” Catherine Bautista complained.
“You heard,” Glenna broke in, “only what you can carry in a mid-sized rucksack.”
“When we get out there,” Chrislann attempted to soothe authoritatively, “it may be some time before we can make contact.” He had something on the go—he always had something on the go. On saying the last, he abruptly shut up. The others looked uncomfortable once he had spoken. It wasn’t as if this had come as some great surprise to Titus—he knew they’d only be on friendly terms until he’d gotten them out the gate, then they were all on their own. Pym doubted whether they could count on what Chrislann, or any of the others, had planned, but they seemed to have found some level of solace in this.
Catherine, taking Pym in from the corner of an eye, set the bag on the floor and took her rucksack, which Pym had brought—one for each member of the group—and began the difficult process of determining what she could and could not live without. Unsurprisingly, cosmetics were the first into the backpack. Sighing, Glenna squatted beside her and began to unpack this and repack it as Pym had instructed her. Though uncertain why he had bothered to help them with this because of what he expected on the other side of the gate, Titus continued by helping the men do the same thing.
All of them had packed as though they were going on a two-week vacation to a resort of questionable competence and not on a life-and-death struggle through the ruins of their civilization. No one, not even Glenna, wanted to admit to the last. Bad she could accept, but there was an apocalyptic level to the rumors even her mind rebelled at.
“Remember,” holding up the pouch of diamonds Glenna had turned over to him as a final payment to the Colonel, “gems are lightest and the most negotiable currency you will have out there. Salazar’s chits will be worthless, and paper currency as well. Distribute the stones throughout your person so if you are robbed, they will not get all of them.”
“But,” SaRah asked, “where can we put them all that they won’t find them?” The question was directed at Titus, but Glenna answered.
“Up your backside.”
“How about our...” Adelin began, but was interrupted by Catherine.
“If you are raped, they’ll find them—our men won’t go near our asses.”
Titus looked to Glenna and she nodded.
“Taboo.” Is all she answered.
“When do we leave?” Rodrigo asked.
“When finish repacking—we’re heading for the East gate.” Pym answered. “Take the cars you came in by different routes—keep your distance from the Hill, but don’t go south—there’s still a lot of chaos down there after the shelling.”
Panic was creeping over the faces, but this was not more than Titus or Glenna had expected from any of them. Even Chrislann was looking greener than he wanted others to see. Still, there was no going back, and all understood this. If the breakout of the Sweats had not convinced them, then the shelling had.
Finished with the last bag, Pym stood up and steadied himself on a reading chair as a brief burst of vertigo took him. This passed almost immediately, and he was again ordering the cabal down to the cars. He needed more sleep, and this had been in short supply since things had gone sideways down south.

Glenna and Titus took his vehicle, and the cabal chose to carpool in two others. They had decided on that because none of the vehicles had been topped up—even in Makati fuel was hard to come by. It did not seem to matter that many were the sons and daughters of Cabinet members. Pym was certain this was as well, since the more cars running through a city reduced to horse and oxen, as locomotive power, would seem strange.
With five tucked into each car, it was a squeeze, but they managed. Though a bit of a hop from Timog to Taguig—a good two-thirds of the distance across town—it was not more than an hour’s drive if they didn’t run into any patrols, but this was why they were heading along the northerly route. This was to take them south and east of the Hill then north around the top of Makati and down the eastern frontier of this and into Taguig. Titus and Glenna had agreed to a coffee shop a few blocks back from the abandoned shopping district facing the eastern gate of the Wall as a rendezvous point.
All were leery of the Hill and the Dead District surrounding this, especially since they were moving into late afternoon; this was the time that the Hill began hopping about. At the same time, all three cars had to worry about police, militia, military, and the Cartel stumbling over them. As a result, they stuck to the side streets while attempting to disperse as much as possible in order that they were not seen together. Three cars would stick out far more than one. The streets themselves were not much help—more and more of these were being clogged by abandoned vehicles, rubble, refuse, and animal waste. Much of the latter had been left to dry and crumble to dust.
The health officials had commented on the serious health issues caused by the dust, but the sudden outbreak of the Sweats had put concern for this on hold. It was the difference, Pym supposed, between acute and chronic health risks. He was no longer concerned about it—in the recent past he had had discussions about this with the Fay. They, through Bannly and Synon, had gone so far as to order the collection of the solid waste in and about the Fay districts. Though Lander had considered this a waste of time, he did not interfere with the business because it neither hurt nor helped his attempts to draw power from the Pym clique. How much of this rumor Titus believed was unclear to him—Lander stayed out of his way, and that was enough.
Then they converged, almost at once, on the main road north of Makati. The good news was they were all intact with no indications of a run-in with either the Hill or the government patrols. If there was any bad news for Titus, it was that they were all whole. He had hoped that maybe one of the cars would have been taken or destroyed. This meant he was going to have to hope they were not very effective with whatever they planned for him at or on the other side of the gate. There was no way to be certain that they would try anything, but it would make sense after the way he had had to treat them. Almost certainly, if this were to occur, Glenna and Chrislann would be behind it.
Chrislann would be the emotive engine, but Glenna would be the plan.
The other problem they had to deal with immediately was having them all driving along the thoroughfare one behind the other. All it would take is one patrol or one observer to get them nicked. Waving the others off, he turned down a street which brought Pym, Glenna, and Chrislann up against the northern wall of Makati. The Budimans stared balefully at the Wall—or so Titus thought; watching them a little harder, it appeared there was almost a wistful longing in the gaze. “You can still change your minds.”
“No,” Glenna turned from the Wall and squeezed his arm, “there’s nothing left for us there.”
“I wish we could have brought papa.” Titus looked in the rearview and into Chrislann’s eyes. These were looking back into Pym’s, and there seemed a genuine remorse there.
“Father would have given us to the Governor if he knew what we were up to.”
“Yes, but now he is screwed.”
“Perhaps—but that would mean the entire Cabinet as well.”
Chrislann nodded, but he did not seem moved by the observation.
Titus, privately, agreed with the sentiment. Salazar would more than likely purge his entire Cabinet and would turn the families of Budiman’s Cabal into martyrs. There was little point in mentioning this. He supposed most would have recognized the fact. Some, such as Thea or Jeline, might not have been able to accept the truth of it, but the others knew what they had condemned their families and, perhaps, their friends to. Much would depend on the level of the Governor’s fear and paranoia—also on how much blood the Federals would require of him. The last would depend on how much control of the country the Federals still had.
Pym was of the opinion they hadn’t much, but would Salazar be able to accept this now that he was locked up in the city which required government support for its very life.
Then the wall was lost behind them. Glenna and Chrislann watched it go as they emerged into the lower middle-class districts to the East, then the shoddy, mostly abandoned working class districts. Finally they were in Taguig, and he slowed. There’d be no patrols out here.
“Next left,” Glenna said with a map on her lap. Once again the woman was all business. Titus admired how she could put her pain in a box and then kick it into a dark and empty place in her mind. He did the same thing with his own pain, but was always amazed to see others use the strategy, and still more in wonder of the fact that a woman could.
Most of the women in his past, and many of those here, had proven incapable of this. If they ever managed to do it, it usually came back to bite them on the ass, and the fallout would trail them about as a miasma of guilt. Titus wasn’t certain this would not be the case with Glenna in time—right now, however, she was concerned with survival and keeping her brother as alive as possible. Whether or not he was alive after the beating Tomás had thrown on him remained an open question, but since Chrislann had not been around much since the beating, he assumed there had been significant damage done. What the consequences of that were and would be remained unclear.
“Right up here,” pointing with a manicured finger, “and then straight for two blocks.”
Pym knew where they were going—everyone knew—but there was something about Glenna that needed control of these last moments in the city. Titus supposed she expected the plan to fall apart if she did not take personal charge. He was okay with that—it left him free to wonder where this was all leading. Pym expected one or more of them to take a run at him, but was there any real reason to believe this? Certainly he was being used by Glenna and her friends, and there had been disagreements with the woman and her brother. Did this mean they would try to kill him?
Of course it was a possibility, but then it was also possible the Sweats would burn itself out with this latest eruption or that Lander and Synon could end up married. Neither seemed remotely feasible, but he hadn’t a lot of data on which to base the determination. Deciding the probabilities of which way Glenna would jump, or allow herself to be pushed by her brother, was beyond his ability to calculate. This meant he had to be prepared for anything on the other side of the gate.
Pulling up to the closed and abandoned coffee shop, he killed the engine. The others were already there, which meant they had to have sped all the way. Perhaps if Titus had been them, he would have been as eager to get out of town. The group was locked in now—no going home if this didn’t work out, now that the Wall guards would know their names and faces. Pym assumed they and their families were well enough known that they would be recognizable to Torres and Tomás once they were seen. If they turned back now, they might be able to slip back into the ruin of their lives—that of their families too—but that wasn’t going to happen. As Pym stepped out of the car in the gathering dusk, he could see they were committed, and terrified by this.
“What...” but the sentence burst into a confetti of light and his tongue lost all feeling. Spinning about Titus was staring up at the western horizon, and the top of the sun, all fiery orange, was shimmering against the rooftops of the low-slung apartment buildings and office blocks. Something connected with his abdomen and he buckled. There was a woofing sound of air—that would be him—and behind him there was a cacophony of voices. Feet were milling about. Mostly they were sandaled—not good for a long hike on rough roads, but when did these people ever listen to him? He was, of this Pym was abstractly aware, being kicked once or twice more, then it stopped as the feet drew closer and there were the sounds of disagreement.
“No, not yet!” Thea was shouting, and others appeared to be agreeing with her.
“We need the stones,” Glenna said; then there was a pause. “Get the stones,” the woman said to her brother. At that, he was flipped on his back and staring up at Chrislann; then something struck him square in the face and his focus buckled. Voices continued, but Titus could not make out what was being said. Slowly, words, individually at first, reasserted themselves, and consciousness slowly realigned with the pain. Chrislann had found the pouch, pulled it from the pocket of his jacket, and turned about standing—holding this up.
The brother had always been a fool, and this time was no exception. As the group were laughing and jumping up and down, including Glenna, the man reached beneath his jacket and unsnapped the automatic. The clasp made a hard leather and metallic noise, and this seemed to capture the attention of Glenna. As she turned, it was too late, and the round barked out hard, catching Chrislann in the back of his left shoulder. As the man crumpled forward, the group dispersed. Some headed for their cars and others ran to the far side of the street. But Budiman lay on the street, the pouch of stones about a meter from his hand and about three meters from Titus.
He took a step toward the stones, but even then the vertigo grabbed him, and it was all he could do to hold himself upright. Managing this, Pym looked about for the others and saw Glenna in one of the cabal’s cars groping below the seat—he knew what that meant. Letting off another round toward the car, it missed entirely, but the next punctured the windshield, and Glenna ducked down. There wasn’t going to be time to get the stones, so he slipped back into his car. Leaning out the driver’s window, he threw another round at Glenna, and she had rolled out of the passenger’s door and was firing at him.
The keys had been left in the ignition, so he turned the engine over, and with a cough, it sputtered to life, and Titus was racing down the street backwards. Two rounds punctured the windshield but neither came close to him. Spinning the car at the intersection, he was tearing back into the city. Even as he turned the corner, he could hear the other engines coughing to life. Twisting down a couple more streets, he pulled sideways across the road and climbed out behind the vehicle. No one had followed him. They had to be racing for the gate, but he stayed where he was waiting for the vertigo to pass. After what might have been a few minutes, it did, and his head cleared. Then he was back in the car and after the cabal.

“Not yet?” Colonel Torres asked.
“No, sir.” The guard was scanning the neighborhood beyond the Wall.
“You are certain what you heard?” Captain Tomás asked.
Lowering the glasses the guard answered. “Yes, sir. Several rounds from small caliber weapons—we all heard them.” The other guards nodded agreement.
“A firefight—a few blocks in to Taguig? That seems too foolish—even for them.” The Colonel smiled at the Captain’s observation. It was foolish, no doubt of that, but for these people, perhaps not. Excepting that Pym fellow; he was no fool. That had been proven with Tomás and again with how he had managed the entire affair since showing up. The only reason Torres had allowed himself to be drawn out was Pym.
It had meant an end to their cash cow, but it also meant a big payday. Somehow they would have to find some others to milk when this was over, but these were some of the richest left in the city. Perhaps the Cartel could pick up the slack, or the Beluga Fay. The Colonel had been hearing more and more about them—especially since Pym had taken the fish markets in the South. Still, without their leader, how good could the Fay be? Torres’ first choice for extortion would be Salazar, but he still had the ear of the central government—that would end up badly for the Wall. Anything that went badly for the Wall went badly for him—for the time being.
The government had been fading for months now, but they were still, nominally, in charge, and this meant they could, in all likelihood, manage enough force to bring down his command. What would he do then? If captured, it meant imprisonment, or worse, banishment into the city—all that was coming out of the place now was rumor and conjecture, none of this, however, was good. Most of it was terrifying. What was coming out of the main island was about as frightening. If the international community didn’t come up with something fast, the navy was bound to attempt a run of the blockade, and they might just make it—though many on both sides would die. It wasn’t that this bothered the Colonel, he was indifferent to the death or what the Sweating Sickness would do to the rest of the world. Torres was, nonetheless, deeply concerned with what this would mean for him and his men—but, mostly, for himself.
There’d have been a time when his men would have come first, he made certain they believed this was still the case, but now all that mattered to him was himself and his family. Occasionally he had to remind himself his family still mattered—even though his wife had taken a lover and his son would not speak to him. All this a byproduct of a life spent in service to his country. Now, thirty years on, there seemed to be nothing left of either. Sighing, he took the night-scope from the guard and scanned the crumbling, deserted stores which faced the Wall—nothing.
“Get a couple of teams ready—vests, assault weapons, smoke, and concussion.”
Tomás nodded and gave the order.
Lowering the scope, the Colonel sighed. There were a lot of diamonds on the line, and most of these had already been budgeted into the Wall. If they didn’t get those stones, the maintenance of his command would, yet again, be forestalled and rations would again have to be reduced. Torres had given up on the promises of the government to restore their budget. What he did expect was this to be slashed by half—again. If that happened, that would be it. They were already having trouble with desertions and did not have the manpower to run those guards down. Occasionally, they were caught and returned, but more often they disappeared into neighboring islands.
The power of the Federal government no longer extended there. It wasn’t, precisely, civil war, but the outer islands had given birth to warlords, former military officers and regional governors, that had developed their own command structure and economy to pick up the slack left by the Federals. Any deserters wandering into their territories were either absorbed or executed—depending on the needs and whims of the new authority. Some of these regions, if rumor were to be believed, were practicing headhunting. The heads of their enemies were said to guard the checkpoints and mountain passes as a warning to refugees. Still, they were only rumors. Torres and Tomás supported the speculation and even expanded upon it in order to keep the guards in line. This, though, was no longer working as it once had.
A big part of the problem was the desperate letters from home. They’d tried censoring the mail, and this created discontent; then Tomás had cut off all mail delivery. This one act had nearly brought the Wall down in a matter of two weeks. Once mail service was restored, the guards had settled into a routine of sullen silence and the occasional desertion. The unfortunate part of the desertions was, the guards could no longer be replaced. The army, as well as all other branches of the military services, had their hands full with maintaining order in the major cities, excepting this one. They’d done their job well, so well that most of these had been reduced by half or more. Most had not been killed, but were now refugeeing it across the islands looking for a place where they could get adequate food and security. No such place was available. Wherever they did end up, there was normally a violent confrontation with the locals.
Sometimes the refugees won, if they had enough practice in dealing with the locals, but more often than not, the locals won and drove the refugees off. Those killed in the encounters were said to have their heads mounted on spears and displayed as a warning to others. What this did was to create a backwash. Breaking against the increasingly serious resistance about the countryside and on the neighboring islands, the refugees had been driven back into the cities. However, the military and Federal governments, having gained a grip on the cities, were not allowing former residents back. These precipitated even more violent clashes, but the military had always been successful. The end result was, the countryside between towns and cities, which could defend themselves, had become dangerous, excepting for heavily armed columns—and even these were increasingly at risk.
This is what these people wanted out into. To be fair, the Colonel hadn’t been very forthcoming with the particulars of the situation beyond the Wall. A part of Torres almost struggled with this. If he let the city know, they might be more willing to stay where they are, but then, with this latest outbreak, beyond the Wall might just offer the vaguest hope of salvation. Beyond this there was the issue of Governor Salazar and his contacts with the Federals. The Governor still had a stranglehold on the Wall, even though trapped within this—not only because of his political contacts, but because the Wall needed the produce from the agri-zone and the protein offered by the southern fish markets, though the latter had been torn away by Pym. One more reason the Colonel was happy to be seeing the backside of this group.
Turning from the Wall, Torres barked over his shoulder, “If you see any movement, call me.”
Nearly at the elevator, a guard raised the alarm. “Two vehicles at the central intersection—opposite the gate.”
Back at the Wall, Colonel Torres was again staring through the scope. “How many are there?”
Tomás called to another guard, “Have them exit the vehicles.”
On the speaker, the woman’s voice shook the gathering gloom. Dusk was now about gone and the night was beginning to fold over the Wall. Torres called for the floods, and the empty space between the Wall and the intersection exploded in hard, brittle LED light.
For a moment or two, there was no response, so the Colonel had the order repeated. At last, the passenger’s door on the lead vehicle slipped open, and the driver slowly exited the car. “Can’t tell if that’s Pym,” Torres said.
“No,” Tomás answered, “it’s a woman—Glenna Budiman.” As he answered, the other doors opened, and one by one, the elites exited their vehicles. Torres and Tomás took several moments looking for Pym, but neither could find him.
Shaking his head, Torres turned to the Captain. “Take two teams, heavily armed, and see what’s going on. Find out what happened to Pym and if they have the stones.”
Tomás didn’t hesitate, but he didn’t appear to like the idea of going out there himself. The Colonel, over his shoulder, made certain the Captain knew there was no choice.
As the gate’s lock released and it swung out from the vehicles, there was a rustle of anxiety from the guards. “Settle down,” Tomás said, “and do not do anything unless you receive orders from me.” He wasn’t sure how well or long this command would last, but he needed to keep as close a grip on this encounter as he could. With the gate open and the hydraulics silent, he ordered the teams forward—slowly. Approaching the group, the vehicles split apart and one stopped on either side of Glenna’s cabal. The Captain could see the fear in their faces—that was never good. Frightened people were unpredictable, and this tended to infect the guards. The encounter had become that much more dangerous.
“Where is,” Tomás asked, “Titus Pym?”
“He,” Glenna answered from the far side of the car, “did not make it.” She had to raise her voice to be heard over the engines of the guards’ vehicles.
Tomás shook his head and climbed out—before moving away from the vehicle, he ordered the guard to keep a close watch on any movement, and not to take any chances.
“What do you mean,” Tomás asked, stopping in front of Glenna as her brother almost seemed to cower behind her, “he did not make it?”
“We were attacked a few blocks back.” Although possible, Tomás did not believe her. Even though the woman was perfectly believable, the others had the look of dogs who just shit on the Persian.
“Where are the stones?”
“Safe.” Glenna answered.
“I need to see them,” the Captain responded, taking a step forward. With Tomás’ step forward, Glenna took one back, bumping into Chrislann. She had them, of that Tomás was certain.
“It was agreed we would turn over the stones on the other side of the Wall,” the woman’s cool seemed to be breaking.
“That deal was with Titus. I don’t know what happened back there,” allowing his skepticism to drip over the reply, “but without Pym you need to prove you have the stones.”
“You can deal with us as well as Titus,” a voice from the back of the group, a young woman’s.
“We understood and trusted Pym—you children are another matter. Produce the stones or you do not get through.”
Chrislann leaned forward, a hand on his sister’s shoulder, and whispered in the woman’s ear—his face drawn from the injury. Glenna Budiman shook her head, and Chrislann worried her arm. Still the woman shook her head. Tomás was on the verge of ordering the guards to find the stones when two other men stepped up, called by Chrislann, and took Glenna by the arms. Chrislann, as his sister struggled, pulled the pouch from around her neck and spilt a few stones into his trembling left hand—holding this up for the Captain’s inspection.
Tomás motioned for the brother to hand these over, and after a moment of hesitation, he did so.
Glenna moaned and broke free of the men’s grip, stepping up behind her brother. Chrislann pushed her back. “They are real.”
Tomás looked at them closely, holding a couple before the lights of one of the flanking vehicles. They looked and felt real—as far as he could tell—but he’d never been very good at determining this.
“They look it.” They would need to be tested, but for now, he returned them to the pouch and slipped it into his trouser pocket.

“Just a damn minute!” Glenna shouted. Pushing past her brother, the woman was holding out a hand. “Those were to be surrendered on the other side of the Wall.”
The Captain appraised the woman for a long, cold moment before answering. “I’ve no idea what happened out...”
“He was killed by refugees, I think,” Glenna answered.
“You have refugees in the city? From where?” Now the Captain was not attempting to disguise his disbelief.
“The South. The outbreak of the Sweating Sickness this has created a significant number of people attempting to escape the effected neighborhoods. Not all of these are simple refugees—some are criminals and others may be Cartel.”
The Captain nodded, but it was clear to Glenna he did not believe her. She really thought she’d been convincing. Finally, she looked about and saw the problem. Everyone else looked utterly guilty. She knew they should have waited until they got to the other side and well beyond the Wall. That would have been safe and quiet. The intention was not to have had a shootout, but Chrislann had been too anxious and then hadn’t followed through. This was always the case with her brother: great with the sweeping plans and strategies, but tactically inept. Details always managed to trip him up, and it was just that that drew them into a gunfight with Titus. This meant he was still out there.
He was injured, but the woman had no way of knowing how badly. What she did know was that he would be out there, probably watching, and looking for an opportunity to hit back. His kind never gave up; always played the angles; was vicious; was remorseless; was vindictive; would have their pound of flesh and then some. It was the and then some which bothered the woman more than anything else—and there was a great deal that now worried her about him. The truth was, if there was any truth in their relationship, she cared for him and knew he would have been of more use than all the rest of her friends combined—most especially her brother. Since this whole mess began, she had increasingly been the one to carry the family.
When the world was right side up, her brother, and even her father, dealt with problems just fine. Then the Sweats appeared, and slowly the ability of the men in her family to deal with the troubles began to decline, then race toward chaos. Not until she’d stumbled upon and was captured by Titus had she seen any hope for herself and her friends. Before Titus, she never believed they would be able to do more than complain and plot. Then there was Pym, and they were getting action from the Wall; resources were opened to them; the guards were taking them seriously; the abuse had ended. Here is where the problems with Chrislann had begun.
After the beating by the Captain’s men, the hatred for all things Wall and Pym became an obsession. Soon he was suborning their friends, and when not corrupting them, he was openly coercing these. Over time, even though Titus had taken them from strength to strength, it became plain he had become the main threat all were facing. Slowly, the outsider raised doubts, concerns, and fears. To begin with, he was not one of us; then he was an alien; then a criminal; then a killer. She knew where all of this had been coming from, but that did not matter. Glenna had neither the ability nor the interest to fight her brother on this. Still and all, it should not have ended this way. Now, this is what they were going to have to deal with.
Suddenly the gate appeared in the distance.
Continuing to hold out her hand, Glenna shook the palm upwards demanding the stones.
The Captain smiled and turned his back on the group to speak with his people. “Check them for weapons.” With the officer’s order, several guards stepped forward.
“You cannot have our weapons.” When she said this, everyone stiffened.
The Captain turned while continuing to step backwards. “I have no idea what happened out there—but for the safety of everyone, you are going to have to surrender your weapons here. On the other side of the gate, they will be returned to you.”
“This is not what you agreed to.” Chrislann was now stepping up, and his voice was breaking with fear. Glenna closed her eyes and tried not to think of what he was about to do.
“We agreed to allow you through and receive the stones from Mr. Pym. Again, I do not know what happened out there—excepting something that should not have. Because of this, we cannot allow you through armed.”
“Then we cannot go through.” This was not going to work and Glenna knew it—ultimatums had never worked with the guards in the past, and there was no reason to believe they would this time around.
“Very well.” The Captain offered the group his back and swung around towards his vehicle.
“Return the stones!” Chrislann’s register was scraping an octave higher than it was normally comfortable with, and the erratic fracturing of the voice deepened.
Tomás ignored the elder Budiman and kept walking. As he approached his vehicle, he turned and smiled. “Disarm them.”
Chrislann turned back to his sister, an impotent rage building on his face. Glenna knew what was coming and took a couple steps back, her face slackening and a sick feeling rising with a quiver from the pit of her stomach. Really, she thought, this felt more like her intestines. With this, a wave of determination took Chrislann, and he reached into his jacket.
“No.” Glenna’s voice was very small—almost a whisper. Even as she heard the shout, “Gun!” Glenna was twisting around and running for the imagined safety of the abandoned stores.

There were a few hesitant barks, which he was all too familiar with, when suddenly these were strangled by a wash of light weapons fire; then a deeper, heavy caliber report. Titus knew what this would have been. Pulling up around the corner from this, he took his automatic and edged up along the wall and toward the intersection. Ducking behind a parked, or abandoned, car, Titus fought with the vertigo that faded and surged with an almost regular pulse. Behind this was a growing headache that hung behind and above the eyes. Pushing the meat of his palms into his eyes, he rubbed the lids gently. A knot of tension was growing at the base of his spine and releasing a billow of agony in time with the surge of pain behind his eyes. The beating he’d taken had damaged something, but he wasn’t sure what.
Titus suspected any number of things, but now wasn’t the time. If possible, he still needed to get to Glenna and stop whatever had begun. Forcing himself up, there was a hard chakra of pain, and he doubled over—what he’d left on his stomach ripped out of him and he was gagging on digestive acid. As the episode passed, Pym leaned back on the car and slid to the ground. The world went liquid with bright bursts of light the consistency of soap bubbles. With the release of the energy stored in these balloons, the pain and tension at the base of his spine eased, and he could breathe again—testing the hypothesis, Pym took several short, shallow breaths and released these. No problem. Then he took a deeper one and a deeper one still.
Stable, for the moment, he reached for purchase on the car and edged himself upwards. The wall remained whole, with a hint of the liquids surface he seen only moments before. His hearing seemed to have cleared up, and from the intersection, the screams were becoming louder, though the gunfire had ceased. There were the occasional reports, but these weren’t directed at anyone because they were followed by cheers. As he stood, still beyond the glare of the LED floods and the lights of the vehicles, there were simultaneous shrieks and shouts from the guards. Although Titus had not yet seen these, he knew their rhythm, idiom, and pattern. The shouts came again as he was turning. For a brief moment, there was a mutual recognition.

Glenna had kept running as the shouts and shots tore up those behind her. They were killing everyone; she was certain of that—the screams telling her all she needed to know. Once there was Chrislann’s voice, strong but frightened, and a shot followed. A moment or two later, this came again, farther away, in a faint, plaintive tone. After the second plea for help, there was nothing. Glenna didn’t stop—then she was hammered to the ground, hard. At first she thought she’d been hit by the canon, but it wasn’t that. In her ear, there was a sick panting, and she could feel the man on her back, grabbing her by a hank of hair and dragging her up. There were more screams, but this time some of them were hers.
Then the shirt was torn from her back while the waistband of her light slacks was split. With the ripping came her panties beneath this. In a heartbeat, the man’s cock was out and rubbing against her—then she was thrown to the ground again. It wasn’t the first time the guards had done this—wasn’t the first time it had been done to her. When he finished, a second one was on her. The second took what seemed forever—maybe he was older. Glenna attempted to lose herself in the pain, but this was only partially successful. Above the rack and humiliation were the sporadic shots and cheers. Behind these were the cries of the women, and some of the men; mostly there were the pleas of the women. Glenna assumed the men were mostly dead now. They should never have taken Titus out; every time something bad happened to her it was when she’d allowed her brother to make the decisions, or when she simply acquiesced.
Then it was over. There were no more men, just the panting of the two standing over her and the casual conversation. She heard these conversations before and the laughter, the sick laughter, that came with them. Another call, this time from an officer, and the men turned and took a few steps toward the intersection. As they turned and shouted back, Glenna rolled over and pushed herself up. What remained of her clothes fell to the ground. Beginning to run, it did not matter that she was naked, or mostly so. She’d one sandal still on, but it was a low pump, so her run had a shambling lurch to it. A sleeve of her shirt clung to her right arm, and a piece of a pant leg was still holding on to her left calf. The last could have been something else, but she wasn’t going to slow down to brush off whatever it was.
For the first few strides, it were as though the men had forgotten her—if things held to form, this might just be the case. Then somewhere around her fourth or fifth stride, someone had called attention to the movement, and the men were yelling at her. After the seventh or eighth stride, there was a ping on the tarmac beside her—a warning shot. She supposed they couldn’t let her go. They were important men and women—at least the children of the distinguished. A rape, or several, could be swept under the carpet. After all, what were these people doing up here when they knew they were not to be out after dark? What were they doing in the abandoned shopping district that everyone had warned them away from? It would be easy enough for the guards to argue that they had scared off the real villains—almost certainly they would have blamed the Hill. Colonel Torres may still blame the Hill, and he would be believed.
Now, though, people had died, been killed. No one could be left alive to carry the story back to Makati. Glenna understood there was no point in stopping, so she hit her next stride hard. Somewhere around this last extension, the sandal fell off, and she could feel the small stones bite into the pedicured feet that her father had lain out a lot of money for over the years. She would be bleeding, but she was already bleeding about the face, genitals, and knees. What did it matter if the stones tore up her feet some more if she could just get around the corner? Another ping grabbed the tarmac in front of her, and it was at this moment, she supposed, the guards understood that she was not going to halt. Just a few more meters—maybe five in all—and she’d be at the corner.
Five more meters.

The moment Titus shared with Glenna was brief. Even in that moment, he could see the recognition in her eyes; see the hesitation in the stride; see the shame emerging on her face.
Shame?
He was certain this was what opened the face and produced a pinched grief to go with it. At the same moment, the face disappeared and a ragged crater belched meat, blood, and bone in a misty spray. What remained of Glenna stumbled, took another part stride, and then collapsed to her knees—though this was less collapse than fold. Once on her knees, Glenna did not continue forward, but sat back on her haunches. The woman’s arms dangled lifelessly with the last of their kinetic energy dissipating in a vague, rubbery wobble. Following this, there was a moment of stillness as Glenna’s center of gravity shifted, and the mannequin fell to its left and rolled face upward. The clouds slipped quickly past, and a new moon shone down.
Two more rounds hit the body, but she was gone.
Titus slipped back to the ground behind the car and waited for the guards to leave. When the crunching of their boots disappeared down the street, he rose and withdrew around the corner to his car. The vertigo was returning, and he would need, he feared, to throw up again. His right hand was also beginning to tremble. This Pym put down to what he’d just seen—wouldn’t anyone tremble a bit after that?
Slipping the key into the ignition, it took a couple of tries for the engine to turn over, but when it did, it left a dull roar in his ears, and Pym worried the guards would hear it. But the roar from their vehicles had drowned out his own, or blended in with it. Apparently they were still involved in mopping up their mess—there were a few screams from the women of the cabal and the bark of a small caliber weapon. Automatics, he supposed, but with the roaring in his ears, it was hard to tell. The bawl of sound just made itself known as a new symptom, and it was apparent Titus was going to have to see a doctor as quickly as possible.
First, though, he needed to get back to the Beluga.
Without turning his headlights on, he slipped back into the city down a series of side streets. It would take awhile for knowledge of what had happened before the gate to reach Salazar and his Cabinet. Possibly it could take longer than awhile. It would be impossible for Torres to admit the Wall guards had been behind the assault and murder of the elites. This would have to be fobbed off on the Cartel, Beluga, or the Hill. The Hill seemed the most likely candidate—the barbarity of the act would be in keeping with their general behavior. How accurate this was, Titus had no way of knowing—there were a great many stories and myths surrounding Dragon Bone Hill, but no facts that he’d come across. The only facts, as he saw them, were the two women: Dian and Putri. These gave the lie to the stories.
Right now he needed to focus—don’t get pulled over; don’t stop for columns; don’t run into any columns; don’t head south because this would be alive with patrols and refugees; don’t get caught by anyone from the Hill; make sure he had a good cover for the condition the Beluga would find him in. As he went over this list, he could feel his head droop forward, and he needed to force himself awake. He pulled over, climbed out of the car, threw some water on his face, and took a couple of caffeine pills. The vertigo had faded into the background, but it was still there. His headache had returned, and this time there were shivers to go along with it. With the latter, there was a mild nausea as well. Pym’s condition was difficult, that much he could acknowledge, but it was not yet desperate.
What would be desperate? He was trapped in the city, and there would be no way out without the help of the guards or Torres. That was desperate. If they learned he was alive, they would certainly want him dead for fear of what he might tell Salazar. That’s if they thought he’d seen what had happened. The Wall may even try to turn the mass murder on him. This stopped his pacing. If they found out he was alive, Torres would have to turn the affair on him, if he could come up with a probable frame to drop the man in. The Colonel was no fool, nor was Tomás. Pym, sooner or later, would be dropped in the middle of this; then it would be a big question as to whether or not the Beluga would stick with him.
That would be a golden opportunity for Lander. With the murder pinned on Pym, Lander would take the Beluga and probably turn them against him. But there was still a window of opportunity—get back to the Beluga and bury himself deep within for a few days. Then he could gather up enough supplies to keep him through the rest of the Sweats, or to help him find another way out. Titus wasn’t certain what that was, but it would come to him once he cleared his head—which again was pounding behind and above his eyes. Rubbing these once more, Titus climbed back into the car and headed west.






The streets drifted by, and there were few street lamps now that worked, even though not all of the neighborhoods were being subjected to the rolling blackouts. This time of the week it would be the South and southeast. However, the repeated surges of power had damaged the transformers, junction boxes, or lamps. Titus had no idea what it was, but others had been speaking of the damage the blackouts could and were doing to the city’s infrastructure. He never paid much attention to these discussions; because no matter the circumstances, he would not be able to control the blackouts or the outcome of these.
As a result, tripping through the side streets of districts, some lamps would be illuminated while others were guttering as a candle, and still others were as empty as a ruined eye socket. Trying to choose the streets with the least light, he would often stop and get out to take a closer look at an intersection. Now and then he’d find a hill from which he could take in an entire neighborhood. From these hills, he could plan a route that kept him as far from the Hill as possible but at the same time steered him away from the north end of Makati. Sometimes, unfortunately, he would be required to drift too close to one or the other.
This was caused by too many lights sometimes, but at others there was a lot of local action, and he needed to keep his distance from the local organizations which had grown up to deal with crime and desperate needs. These self-policing groups were in the process of descending into gangs led by jumped up warlords—mostly modeled on historical figures local to the islands. For the most part, they were ineffectual on more than a street level, but they had, on occasion, caused trouble for the police, the Cartel, and even the Beluga. For Titus, the problem with them now was that he was cut off from the Beluga and didn’t even have the advantage of numbers with Glenna and friends. Normally, when he was away for such an extended period of time alone, he would be much better armed.
Right now, he had the automatic, four or five clips, and an extra box of ammunition. This would be a deterrent to the less organized and desperate, but if he met up with any organized group with assault weapons or heavy ordinance—which was very unlikely unless he bumbled into a Cartel unit—he could be in for a lot of trouble. For these reasons, Pym skittered away from one lit area to another; why he, also, pulled away from any signs of movement on the streets and neighborhoods he was running through—lights still off.
Titus, for the first time in a good long while, was seeing the collapse that had been increasing these many long months—now that he was going to be stuck in the city, Pym was taking note of the disintegration with a far keener eye than he had. The houses were often abandoned or boarded up; some, still occupied, were reinforced so they appeared more forts than homes. Streets were occasionally littered by abandoned, stripped, and burnt cars. There were homes and businesses in hardly better condition. These were not just in those areas buttressing the Hill but farther south and west. It was in one of these that Pym had not been paying attention but had allowed his mind to wonder over how he was going to survive in this place—even with the Beluga—that he ran into his first problem.
Coasting quietly through a neighborhood just south of the Hill and north of Makati, supposedly safe, there were a series of shots from homes that had appeared abandoned. One round took out the back windshield, while another took out the passenger’s window. Several more hit the car from both sides. They had to have seen him coming down from the hill and knew, or hoped, he’d choose this quiet, dark street. He did, and whoever was out there had been ready for him.
Speeding up, he took the corner as several figures ran out—all were firing wildly and shouting. They had to have been organized better than most, because they’d firearms and the rounds to waste on a passing car. This meant there might be more—with this in mind, he twisted south to the main road running along the northern frontier of Makati. Pym knew he had to get off this as soon as possible; if he stayed, he would run into a security patrol. Still, he stayed on it for a few more blocks; then hoping he had gotten beyond the territory of the shooters, he turned back north and slipped into the side streets. With each block, he was one step closer to the Beluga; one step closer to finding a safe place where he could figure out what he was going to do next. 
For a moment, Titus considered turning north and toward the Timog apartment. There, however, he would be alone, and how long before the security forces would learn he was there once they learned of Glenna’s death. Soon that place would be little more than a death trap. Knowing he could not return to the place, he made a mental inventory of what was there. Nothing he could not leave behind, and little enough that could connect him to the place. He could think of nothing that connected him by name to Timog. Still, once the security forces began to look into the place, they would interview everyone there, and sooner or later someone would have a description they could share.
How would this affect him if there was no name to go with it? Security would have to match a description to the man, and that would be impossible once he was buried in the West. There were descriptions of him out there now, but these were vague because he had such a general appearance. What worked against him was that he was foreign and a northerner. That part of the description would stick out like a sore thumb, which meant they would know who he was and where he could be found—or make a good guess about this. Guessing was proof, and proof from the security forces would not play well with Synon and Bannly. Nor, he supposed, with Lander—though he would be taking a good, long, hard look at them once the information came to light.
Time was not on his side any longer, but it wasn’t yet against him.
With the last thought came a hard banging and hiss from the engine. Pulling over at the first opportunity and at the first place that appeared abandoned—though he was no longer certain what that would look like—Titus stood over the hood and prayed it was what he thought it was. Popping this, he looked down into the engine. Most of what he saw made no sense to him, but there was enough damage to the hoses and wiring for the man to know that he wasn’t going any farther in the car. So much for prayer.
Of course, he might drive until the engine finally died, but that would draw everyone in the neighborhoods he passed through—assuming the vehicle took him farther than this one. Slamming the hood, Pym cursed and pulled his rucksack out of the back seat. In this he had the extra clips, box of shells, extra food, change of clothes, energy bars, another pair of shoes, a couple of knives, and a few other odds and ends he felt might get him through the weeks it would take him to get to the southern islands and the dugout trip to freedom.
Shaking his head to rid himself of the fantasy, Titus stuffed the extra clips in his pocket and heaved the sack on his back. It would be hours back to the Beluga—the hike could take until dawn. Pym wasn’t certain though, since he’d mostly travelled by car and some by horse. Whatever the amount of time, he was going to have to make it on foot. He was in trouble. Taking a last breath and allowing this to slip out as a sigh, Titus stepped away from the car and turned west.

An hour later he was sweating freely. He’d started to sweat almost immediately upon taking to foot, and his clothes became sodden within the first fifteen minutes. Though he’d wanted to wear shorts, he thought he would need the extra protection the denim would provide if they were hiking through any of the subtropical forests. Pym supposed they’d have had to get off the roads as quickly as possible in case the Wall reported their escape. Torres would have been unlikely to have reported it, but there was that possibility and not to be prepared for it would have been foolish. Now, though, the heavy cloth was wearing him down, but there was also the possibility he would have to do some running, hiding, and crawling before this night was over—unless he could find a horse. Those, however, were about as precious as cars. In some ways, horses were more so, because the only fuel you needed for them was an empty common and a little feed.
Stopping to take another hit from the water bottle, he looked around from the top of a smallish knoll. The best he could tell was that he was somewhere northwest of the political district, southeast of Timog, and from the distance he’d covered in the hour, another five- or six-hour hike to the warehouse—if he took a straight line. That would not be possible—more and more the districts had become negotiable only in force, and that he did not have. Before skulking from house to house, however, Titus needed to make up as much distance as possible. He also needed to begin to conserve his fresh water supply—unless he could prize some water from one of the districts he would be humping through.
He mopped his face with a large, sodden bandana and tied it over his forehead. He slung the rucksack onto his back and already ever kilo felt like five. He was out of shape; he knew that—too many months of easy living, though it did not seem easy at the time with everyone wanting him dead, or seeming to. Now Titus saw just how much belonging to the Beluga had cost him. If he survived, he was going to have to change how they did things. As he moved from street to street, Pym was outlining several new programs for the Beluga—mostly endurance training—and planning on how they might expand into the agri-zone and the marina. That would cost them heavy, but it would wrest control of the city from Salazar, which he may have to do if the government, in collusion with the Wall, attempted to frame him.
This brought him up short. Here was his way out of the frame—take the city. It wouldn’t be easy or simple, but it would be the out he needed. Smiling, he was exiting the knoll and turning directly west from his general southwest trajectory. From a bungalow, there came the creak of floorboards, or was that the creak of rusted hinges on a door that swung loose? From the corner of his eye, not moving his head, there was a gentle, almost imperceptible, movement in the gloom behind the door. He’d picked up a tail.

“Can’t be.” The voice was incredulous.
“Dugo, you sure?” Another voice, older, lower, and much harder than the first.
“Zesto, he’s alone, and I’m sure it’s him.”
Zesto rocked back on the lawn chair—the cheap aluminum legs trembled beneath him, and he leaned back forward not wanting to collapse the chair with so many watching. Zesto, Buldo, none in the Santana knew for certain if that was his real name—but most in the gang weren’t using their family names so this would not have been unusual—was squat and square in shape. He wasn’t overweight, but in a few years of easy living, it looked as though he could become this. For the past year and a half—longer maybe—they’d been living hand-to-mouth, so no one was bulging beneath their waistbands.
Over the past few months, things had gotten desperate, and there’d been a few deaths they could relate to starvation. None of the deaths were directly related to hunger, but they had been inspired by this. There’d been the requisite suicides, but more often, hunger had forced members of Santana into attacking food shipments, or the agri-zone to the South. Some had even gone after the fish markets now in the hands of the Beluga. Occasionally each of these acts had ended well and there was food for a few days—more generally the attacks had ended in death or capture. Capture would mean a lingering death on the Hill—if they were lucky.
Whatever the case, the Santana were dying. Either they’d be folded into the Cartel or they’d join the Beluga. In each case, it meant the gang was on its last legs. From a membership of several hundred at the beginning of the Sweats, they’d been whittled down to less than a hundred. Zesto was no longer willing to call a roll because that would only bring the reality of their situation into stark relief—which would cause more defections.
Standing, Buldo stepped to the empty pool and pissed into it. The family that had been squatting in the house was tied up in the deep end. The woman was almost dead, as well as the daughter, but the husband’s eyes were bulging with fear and rage—Zesto wasn’t certain which it was and didn’t care. Before the news he’d just received, they were debating whether or not to take the next step. Hunger had brought them to that, and religion was no longer enough to save any from the necessity. Still, not everyone was ready for that step. After they did that, they may as well move on to Dragon Bone Hill, many had argued, but there seemed little choice if they were going to hang onto what was left of themselves and each other.
This news could change their outlook—in the short term, maybe longer. “You,” turning back to the skeletal Dugo with his bulging, oversized eyes, “could be wrong about this.”
“I’m not,” his voice with more bass than seemed right for such a short kid. Dugo Martilyo was little more than fourteen and was so underfed, even before the Sweating Sickness, he was hardly one hundred and forty-two centimeters.
“If you are—you join them,” pointing his chin toward the pool.
“You’re still,” Luis Silva asked, “going to...”
“If,” Zesto interrupted, “Dugo’s wrong, there will be no choice.”
“Should we leave them there?” Luis asked.
“Just make sure they’re tied up good and tight.” Turning from Luis and back to Dugo, the young man smiled.
Zesto could not have been twenty—truth was he did not know how old he was. No one in the orphanage had told him his age, and he had run away from the institution when he’d been there only a couple of years—that he could remember. Buldo supposed he’dbeen six or thereabouts, and that was years since. Now he supposed he was near enough to twenty to call it that. Most others were in the same situation as he—no family; no education; no trade; no skills. What remained for them were the streets and Santana. Yet, even now the latter was dying and the former were rapidly emptying.
“Where’d you see him?”
“He,” Dugo answered, “was a couple of blocks north of the highroad near the bank and just south of Squatter Hill.” They all had their own language for their territory no one else shared.
“And he was heading west on foot?”
Dugo nodded.
“How far you think he’s gone by now?”
“Not far—he is moving slow—maybe a block or two.”
“Okay, take some of your best to jump ahead of him a couple of blocks, and we’ll come up behind.”
Smiling, for no reason in particular except to keep Zesto happy, Martilyo ran off into the house to find those who might get the job done.

“He’s seen us,” Francisco grumbled from the gloom of the doorway.
“No. His head didn’t move,” The girl answered.
“Analise, you didn’t watch his body—it got really tight, and his step increased a bit.”
“We can’t go after him—he’s armed.”
“Meant for you to see that—which means he’s afraid of us.”
“Why would he be afraid of us?”
“Doesn’t know how many of us there are.”
“What should we do?” The girl’s voice was tight with fear and sounding as young as her ten years or so made her appear.
“Keep to the houses, or back of these, and follow him while the others catch up.”
There was the sound of scurrying as of rats in the walls, and the girl was gone.
Francisco turned back to the door and watched the back of the man disappear down the street and past the intersection—the rucksack bouncing on his back.

Pym could feel the eyes on him. They’d been on him for several blocks now, and no matter how he twisted and turned up one street and down another, he could not lose them. Occasionally, he jumped through an empty lot or the burnt out husk of a store. When he did, he could feel the perimeter about him flex outward, and as he came back onto the street, this would tighten into the buildings on either side again. Sometimes he would catch a glimpse of a crown, dirty face, or errant hand with smallish fingers. Quickly it became apparent he was being tracked by children, or one of the many adolescent gangs that had taken over many of the city’s neighborhoods following the deaths of their families.
Alone, none of these were dangerous, but bring a half dozen or so together and they were much as locust or piranha. The automatic would give him an edge, but sooner or later they’d swarm, and then how much help it would be might not be enough—if they were desperate, and everyone in the city had become desperate. This, moreover, was just the children—there’d be more out there than them. The kids would lack the strategic sensibility these others would possess, but that did not make either any more or less dangerous than the other.
Again, he flipped down another street and this time through an abandoned motel. Inside he went to ground, attempting to recover some of his strength and force the kids into a move that might help him. This was a risk—it could well turn out they’d have him bottled up and after testing his defenses would swarm. He doubted they had any guns, but knives and spears they could have and might even be good with. Nonetheless, Titus needed to catch his breath and consider what he might do next to get out of this before he ended upcaptured or dead.

“Still there, Francisco?”
He nodded without turning back to Zesto.
“What do you think he’s doing?”
“Resting,” Dugo answered, “and waiting to see what we’re going to do—if Francisco is right and he knows we’re here.”
“He’s got glimpses of us several times—he’s good, but I can tell he knows we’re here.” Zesto shook his head but, with Pym he had to have known. They all knew who he was; all had seen him several times going after the security forces and the Cartel. This meant it was important to be careful and capture him alive. The reward for the man was huge, and this would mean food for a long time—they might even ransom him back to the Beluga Fay.
Buldo wanted to do this, but there’d be a lot of risk in that. Still, it would be safer than the government—they’d pay better, but the Santana would be killed afterwards. The Beluga would be a better and safer deal. Others were less certain about what to do. Some were prepared to kill him and take the gun; others wanted to let him go—the stories about Pym and the Fay had spooked the younger ones. Sure enough, they were bad, but letting him go would be worse for them—that family they’d left tied up in the pool demonstrated how low they had sunk. If Zesto could save them from going that route, all the better. After all, once you set off down that road, there’d be no coming back.
“We,” Luis said from behind, “have to flush him out.”
“Any suggestions?” Analise asked, acid etching the sarcasm.
“Offer him a blow-job.”
Analise tightened at the comment but didn’t answer. Young she was, but she’d not been that young for a long time.
“Luis,” intending to punish him for the comment, “take three of your crew and get in as close as you can—then use your spears to flush him out back. Do not kill him.”
Analise smirked at Zesto’s order but did not make a sound.
Luis looked at him a long moment, but when it became apparent Buldo was not joking, picked out three and headed toward the intersection and the motel.

They were that dumb, or were they that desperate? Seemed everyone had become that desperate, and Pym had not seen this coming—too focused on Glenna and the Wall while the city went to hell around him. It was too easy, and because of that, he’d disbelieved it. What happened was, he’d lost his ride and was beyond his support mechanism—that’s where he found himself. Now down in the same gutter as the rest of the city, the world was taking on a new and disturbing appearance. Titus was going to have to adjust to this, and with that, he put the automatic away and pulled the tactical blade. The 9 would have given him an edge, but each round was precious this far from the warehouse, and he could not afford to spend that capital unless necessary.
With the blade in one hand, he wrapped the ratty remnants of a tee-shirt about the knuckles of the other and waited for the kids to find the courage. They were being sent to flush him, which meant out back of the motel there’d be a trap—couldn’t go out that way nor out the front. To his left was the road, but there was a solid wall between him and it, besides that would be too exposed. If he could get to the hallway from the office, then he might be able to skirt the trap. First, though, he would have to leave a bitter taste, giving him enough time to slip down it unnoticed.
Then there were three of them—appearing to be a punishment detail. None seemed convinced of the tactic, and the kid leading from the back, directing the others, seemed just this side of panic. Helpful and dangerous. Fear made people unpredictable but easier to rout. Pym drifted back into the gloaming of the office, but not too far from the door leading off into the first floor hallway and rooms. There, with his back to the reception desk, Titus waited. He had blocked the door opening on the manager’s office, which, in turn, opened on to the rear parking lot where others would be waiting for him. If they heard anything coming from reception, they might rush the motel, and he did not want anyone piling in on his rear.
Still coming, they closed on the ruined glass mouth of the reception office and stopped. They were young, younger than Titus had originally thought—early to mid-teens at best. What he had to do he would still have to do, but it gave him no peace of mind. The leader, in the rear, raised the first of their three short spears, with its throwing tool, and let fly. The weapon clattered harmlessly far to his right—the good news was that none had any idea where he was. With the throw, however, the others screamed and charged, panic cut deep into their faces.
The first of these received the remnants of an office chair full in the face and went down hard. Following this, the other’s advance was staggered, and Titus stepped through the shadow and struck him square in the face—they went down as well. No movement came from the two after this, and Pym turned to the leader who came in carefully, spear raised and cocked. From a distance, this would have been a formidable weapon, if all things were equal, but in the office with its lack of distance and cramped space, the throwing tool would be a definite handicap.
The spearman halted at the entrance and listened. He could not have liked the silence and hesitated. “Seol? Paulsen?” Nothing.
Pym was back by the reception desk again, not moving—trying not to breathe more than necessary. There was still enough distance that the spear thrower could still be of use, if not of optimum value. One of the youngsters moved, the one that had taken the chair in the face, and a shallow groan escaped him. The spearman’s reaction was immediate. The weapon was launched toward the sound. Another plaintive groan escaped as the weapon drove home. Taking his last spear in hand, he charged the contact. With his back to Pym, the man stepped up and with one arm about the teenager’s neck drove the blade into the soft of his lower back.
The blade slipped in with little effort and the kid, hardly mid-teens, gasped and went limp. Not wasting any time, Titus reluctantly stepped over both figures and into the hallway. Beforethe others understood what had happened, he was down the hallway and out the window of the last motel room on the back of the building. Once out, he ducked across the unlit street and into an alley.

“Too quiet,” Zesto observed, watching the face of the motel. “Analise, slip around back and find out if Pym’s come out there.” Not looking happy with the order, she darted out into the street and swung far wide of the motel, all the way to the other side of the intersection. Once beyond this, the girl wove back into the street behind it and disappeared. Waiting, Zesto stared hard into the blank face of the building—something had gone wrong, but he could not move until he was certain.
“Buldo!” a panting voice of a young child, hardly more than what he’d been at the orphanage those many years ago. Turning he raised a brow at the bloody face.
“What...”
“Someone’s behind us.” The child’s voice was cracking and gasping with the effort of getting enough air into their lungs. “They,” gasping, “killed Karen and Ricardo.”
“They with Pym?”
“Don’t know—but they were fast. Sucked us in, and before we knew it, two of us were dead.” Zesto knew there was more; he could see it on Rico’s squashed face.
“What?”
“It was fast—real fast.”
“What happened?”
“Ricardo had his stomach opened.” Rico mimed a horizontal wound across his belly. “He was still alive when we found him, but he’d had his throat cut as well—so he couldn’t tell us anything.”
Zesto nodded. “And Karen?”
Rico did not answer, but looked at the sidewalk.
“What happened?” Zesto had not raised his voice, but there was an angry urgency in this.
“They,” Rico hesitated and there was a sickness in their face, “took her head.”
“Cut it off?” A quiet shock ran through the group.
“Took it—I couldn’t find it.” There were a lot of twisted things in their world—especially since the Sweats—but no one had expected this, and everyone, Zesto included, fell into a prolonged, nervous silence.

The mouth gaped and a trickle of blood ran from the protruding tongue. Why had he kept it? Cubeo Panche wasn’t certain at the time why he’d taken the head other than to test out the new khukuri blade. It hadn’t disappointed, but he then took the head and now it bounced and oozed on his hip leaving a gory trail behind, just about anyone could follow that had half a mind to do so. The kids seemed to be interested in just that—which meant he might have found a purpose for Karen’s head. As with Pym, it was going to be difficult for Cubeo to disappear into the city once they had a description of him. Between his height, over one hundred and ninety centimeters, and his grey eyes, and broken nose, he would stand out—probably more than Titus. One of the many reasons he’d been keeping a low profile until he could find a way to get next to his quarry.
This put him at a disadvantage, because chasing them down would take care—if he made any enquiries of the wrong people, he risked being identified, and that meant he had had to eliminate more than a dozen of these since the docks. The gate fiasco had been his first chance since the pair of them had entered this city. It was also the first time he’d gotten close enough, excepting the market, but then he’d had to use avatars, and they weren’t up to the job.
Not many—not any—had been up to the job. This meant what he had been told of the target just hadn’t been true. That, or the client had either been lying or did not know what they’d bitten into—since those early weeks in the city, Cubeo had become increasingly careful of Titus, and had waited and waited for the opportunity to strike. There’d been little enough of these as long as he’d been with the Fay—what Pym had chosen to call the gang (Cubeo was unclear what else to call them, but they seemed more than this) had amused Panche—or the elites.
There’d been a couple of chances with the elites to take him, but Cubeo needed to disappear afterwards, and they would have gotten a clear look at him. His opportunities with Pym meant he would have to kill them all, and that would draw down on him Salazar’s wrath. Martyrdom was not the result he was looking for. So until an opportunity presented itself, he had kept as low a profile as possible, while watching and waiting. This was the first real chance, and he wasn’t going to allow the children to screw it up. He could hit Pym, but there were two problems in this. First, Pym had developed a set of important survival skills since hooking up with the Fay. Second, Cubeo still needed out of the city afterwards. The latter would take some time to arrange, but unlike Pym, he had a plan to get to the other side of the gate.
That’s if the plan worked. It sounded good, but it would require a little bit of luck and guards that were no longer committed to the Colonel in the way they’d been when resources were flush. First he would have to deal with the Santana, which were now trailing him.

“You sure, Dugo?” Zesto asked. They were sitting behind the burnt ruin of an old pickup.
“Francisco saw him go in.” Dugo answered.
“How big?” Zesto was having trouble with this because it was so far beyond anything he’d not only experienced but also had heard of.
“Almost twice as tall as me.” Dugo wasn’t tall but, still, twice his height was taller than anything he’d seen outside a movie theatre. Others had mentioned seeing something in the shadows that was huge, but this was passing belief.
“What about Pym?” Analise asked.
Zesto wasn’t certain if the girl was worried about losing Titus after what he’d done to Luis or whether she was afraid of going after the giant. Whichever it was remained irrelevant—the woman was afraid, and that would be enough to send this whole thing sideways. “Go back and take half a dozen Santana—keep your eyes on him, but don’t get close until you get word from me.”
Buldo had to decide which was more important—Pym, who was trying to escape, or whatever was behind them, someone who killed two of them and left a blood trail. In the end, there wasn’t much of a choice to make—if Zesto didn’t take care of this threat, there wouldn’t be much left of the Santana by the time they’d captured Pym.
“This is just what Pym did,” Dugo again.
“Waiting,” Zesto wondered aloud, “for you to come in and then...”
“Yes.”
“Okay—I’m keeping six with me, but go get a dozen more. They should be about a block east. Don’t take your time—if you aren’t back in ten minutes, I’ll be coming after you.”
Dugo nodded.
“I’m not moving on the giant until you come back, and if you take too long, they’ll disappear—that’ll be on you.”
Buldo needed to make sure Martilyo understood who the Santana would be blaming if he took too long out of fear or laziness. Then Dugo was gone.

Getting the stake to stand up took a bit of work. Cubeo couldn’t stick it in the ground because it was concrete, so he had to gather as much rubble as possible. It took a couple tries to get the balance right, but eventually this was done and he stepped back to make certain all was angled correctly. Stepping behind this, he picked up his bag and slung it over his right shoulder. Stopping behind the stake, he set the metal egg beneath a weighty piece of rubble then attached a narrow but strong cord to this, letting this out as he backed away and up over a small rise of refuse. Settling behind this, about four meters from the stake, he hunkered down—waiting for them to screw up their nerve, or get the reinforcements they would be sending for. Panche wasn’t sure which would get here first, but was hoping for the reinforcements.

“Pick it up.” Dugo was walking behind the others that didn’t seem keen on rushing. Yet again, another casually weaved out of the group as though looking for something by the curb then bolted. Martilyo, who’d been watching, threw a rock catching the kid square in the back and driving him hard onto the sidewalk. “Pick him up.” Pointing to the recalcitrant Santana in front of him; shouldering a short spear from a scabbard of these, he made certain everyone saw what he intended. Dugo lacked the charisma of Zesto; all he had to keep others in line was fear—so he used this. “Another of you bolts gets one in the face—Telleran there gets to be first after the target.” Telleran stuttered and turned but was pushed forward by his guards. What Dugo saw of the look on their face was baleful.

The trip had taken longer than Zesto had told him to take, but when Buldo saw the group, he seemed to understand the problem. Once he had them sorted into teams and had cranked their courage up with dreams of a proper meal and a safe place to kip, Buldo was ready to send the first team—led by Telleran—into the gap. Telleran and his team hadn’t seemed won over by the rhetoric but looked more persuaded by the spear in Dugo’s hand and the quiver of these slung over his shoulder. Others, thankful they weren’t to be the first ones in after the blood trail and the giant, hung about at a safe distance waiting to see what the end result of Buldo’s gambit would be. No one seemed particularly enthusiastic or hopeful. Zesto was aware of that, was also aware this evening would be his last chance to save his position and, perhaps, the Santana.
A moment after the group stepped into the gap, there was a muffled scream, and one of the younger ones emerged from the gloom; Dugo warned them back with the spear. Disappearing back into the darkness, there was some excited, muffled conversation from Telleran’s team then a dampened whumping sound followed with a puff of dust and smoke billowing from the ruin. Following this were several moans and then cries. “Thought so.” Dugo said moribundly and to no one in particular.

The soft thud of the explosion and the shouts, which followed behind him, pushed Pym onward. The noises weren’t close, but they had carried easily through the windy canyon of buildings Titus now found himself between. It was one of the many built-up areas of the city—these were mini downtown cores, constructed to relieve traffic and human congestion. They had worked back when the city was without blight, but they were some of the first to fail with the epidemic. Now the windows were broken, shattered to fine grains of glass in some places; there were scorch marks on the concrete of several of these store fronts as well as the offices above them.
None of the structures had been left unaffected by the Sweats and the disintegration occurring about the city and the collapse of the Salazar government. This was the first time Pym had allowed himself to consider what was happening and what the consequences for life under Salazar would be. Shaking himself from the thoughts and the manner in which they tore him away from being aware of where he was and what was going on about him, Pym looked about. Whatever was happening behind him did not fill Titus with confidence, and he needed, as quickly as possible, to make his way off the broad thoroughfare and toward the minor streets with their low buildings, apartments, and family residences. It took him another several minutes to do this, but he wasn’t entirely certain as to whether or not he’d shaken his tail.
There was no longer that sense of being watched. He’d learned not to dismiss the intuition; learned what one sensed was a deeper sense than the rational mind was capable of and—more often than not—had a deeper and truer sense of what was going on about oneself. Titus had noticed he was giving in to the supposed world rather than the actual world as constructed by social paradigms and the vulgar physicality of the senses—not to mention the feckless modeling of reason. How far he’d come from the man who’d rowed ashore those many months ago was becoming apparent. What this meant for him he wasn’t certain. At the moment, he was still lightheaded from the beating, and there was, on occasion, a raging headache behind and above his eyes. That could have had something to do with the way he was permitting his mind to wander.
To be fair, the movement of his thoughts appeared to be drawn after the damage to his mind in this last encounter nor did he feel entirely himself. What this meant, he supposed, had more to do with the death of Glenna and her friends than it did anything else. Being trapped was a big part of this. Still, he could not shake the feeling that something fundamental had changed or was wrong. What either of these things was would not reconcile or reveal themselves. Stopping by a ruined car and before a gutted and looted dress shop, Titus took a short drink of water. He still had two-thirds of a bottle of water left, but that would have to last him until he reached the warehouse, which was still a long and ugly hump away.
Sticking the bottle back in the side pouch of the rucksack, he heaved this over his right shoulder and stepped back onto the tarmac. The roads of this district had been filled with less refuse than the sidewalks, so he preferred walking down the center of these. Besides this, the ruined storefronts and doors where filled with shadows, and the moon flicked on and off as clouds whipped over the sky making them more threatening than perhaps they were. Approaching an intersection, there was a high-pitched scream then silence. The voice had been that of a child—at first startled, Titus froze in place, and within a heartbeat, they were running for the ruined cover of an abandoned SUV. After a moment, there was the sound of something heavy being dropped on the planks of wood and broken glass. There had been a lot of those noises since Pym had tied up at the dock.
From the broken window of a convenience store, the same place the sound had come from, stepped the giant. Pym didn’t see him as Zesto and Dugo had, but Cubeo was still a big man—maybe ten centimeters taller than Titus. Resting his head against the back bumper of the SUV, Titus could not believe what he was seeing. After a year, he was almost certain he’d left him behind on the ship. There’d been moments, the fish markets for example, when he’d not been certain about having left him back on the Beluga Fay, but that was months ago. Pushing up off the SUV and standing, Pym looked back over his shoulder, and several youngsters stepped out into the street. They were Santana. Were they working for him? Shaking his head, Titus reached for the automatic as he turned back to the man.
“Stanton...” A pain blossomed in the back of his right shoulder as he pulled the weapon. The gun clattered to the ground, and Pym grabbed his shoulder and turned. It wasn’t a spear or an arrow, not even a silenced round. What he’d been struck with was a large rock. Moving toward the gun, Pym was grateful his shoulder was not broken. There was the clatter of one of their short spears on the ground next to this. Pym stepped back and looked at them—several were holding spears. Turning back to Stanton, Pym saw he was holding something out—a head.
“They’re working for me now, Bob.”
“Still love theater, Elton?”
“Supposed I do, but it turns out you kill the leader you become the leader. Simple political structure but an effective one for the times.”
Pym nodded and waited. No one spoke. He waited some more and Elton lowered the head, dropping this on the road with a subdued meaty thud. Not moving; not drawing a weapon; not making a move or an indication, Elton stood staring at Pym.
“You’re a hard man, Bob...”
“Titus Pym. It’s Titus Pym now.”
“I’d heard. Mine is Cubeo Panche.”
“You’re real name?”
“About as much as Pym is yours.”
Titus nodded and waited for Panche to make the next move, or Santana. The kids, however, didn’t seem in a particular rush, and Titus looked back to Pym. “They will hold you from getting away or using the weapon, but that’s it. Seems they have a rule about this sort of thing—we’ll have to sort it out.”
“We’re not allowed weapons?” Titus asked.
“Seems not, but that suits me. You?”
Pym shrugged noncommittally; privately he thought it romantic drivel, but what was the point of irritating any of them?
“You still interested in collecting your fee—after all this time?”
“I will leave when we’ve finished—still intend to work, and I need your file closed before I can do that.” There was something mechanical in the reply, but something matter of fact as well. This was Panche’s world and the one he’d stumbled injudiciously into back home.
Sighing, Pym stepped forward and away from the weapon. “This is all about them?” speaking lowly and motioning back over his shoulder with a chin.
Cubeo nodded. “Once finished here, they will be useful.”
“For what?”
“Getting out.”
“Thought you’d slip out as you’d slipped in.”
Cubeo shook his head. “The gunboats are too good—too frightened. More risk than reward that way. Heading North.”
“The Wall’s not so easy.”
“You were using fools—you’d have been better off going alone.”
“Wasn’t so easy.”
“Not then, perhaps, but with the death of your girl and the collapse of the Federals, it will be much more so now.” With that, Cubeo charged. Though a big man—considerably larger than Pym in weight and reach—he was also slower. Slower because of his bulk but slower, also, because he looked wasted about the edges. The flesh was hanging loose, and there were bags under the eyes. Besides these, there were a few more scars than he remembered and pain-lines about the cheeks.
At the last moment, Pym stepped aside, and the tactical flashed—slashing at Panche’s lower back on the left side. Twisting about, the back of the man’s hand caught Pym hard on the cheekbone, and he was certain this cracked as he flew backwards. Landing hard, he rolled and was on the move almost immediately. Coming up, Pym could see Panche reach for the wound and pulled a hand back—there was red, but it didn’t appear deep enough. As the blade had slid down the back, there was still plenty of muscle to deflect the tactical. Smiling, more a grimace really, Cubeo pulled the khukuri. “Hope blades are okay?” Pym smiled, but felt no humor in the observation.
“They’re not stopping us, so I suppose they are,” charging again as he finished. Pym knew he’d not survive anything close to a fair fight with the giant, so he used what he had—speed and a willingness to fight dirty. When he’d fallen, he’d come up with a large rock. As Cubeo sailed by a second time, he brought this down hard on the side of his head. This staggered the man, still he twisted, again, but this time with his blade and caught Titus on the left side over the ribcage. The wound was superficial, but there seemed a lot of blood. Not willing to give up the advantage, Pym pressed the attacked and struck with the rock again and again on the giant’s head. The second blow staggered him, and the third dropped him—the fourth appeared to have rendered him unconscious. At this, there was a scream from his side and a blur launched itself at him.
Stepping back, Titus held out a foot, and the Santana sprawled over Cubeo. It looked to be a girl, but he had not waited to see. Racing back for the rucksack and gun, he dodged most of the spears but caught one in his right shoulder in the front and another sunk deep into his left thigh. Not stopping to pull these out, he stooped, pain shooting through his shoulder and thigh, for the automatic and came up firing; the Santana disappeared. With a moment to assess the damage, he pulled the spears, fit the pack on his back, and turned back to Cubeo—the Santana girl was sprawled over him, holding the khukuri and hissing—language seemed to have left her.
Swinging wide around the pair, Titus slipped down an alley next to the convenience store and disappeared—all the while heading west, or what he took for west because the vertigo and headache had returned.
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