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To my family

Prelude


We probably should have seen the end coming.

As a species, we were practically begging for it.

We had stopped being social creatures long before the world blew up and stopped working together to solve anything that mattered.

There was too much division for that. The gray area had disappeared, and one side refused to listen to the other. There was right, wrong, and no other option. Common ground had become scorched earth in the name of pride.

Everything became black and white. Everything was absolute. If you were pro-life, you were against women voting. If you were pro-choice, you wanted all babies dead. If you wanted more accountability on social programs, you hated the poor. If you tried to help the poor without approval, you were arrested.

If you had money it was because you were greedy and you exploited the workers. If you drove a car, you wanted the world to burn. If you were concerned about icecaps, you were condemned for having a home.

If you thought some people shouldn’t have guns, you wanted the criminals to kill and rape everyone. If you wanted a gun, it was because you had a small penis and the other side had run out of arguments and resorted to third-grade tactics.

Every belief was labeled as extreme. Every ideology was decried as far this or far that.

Everyone else was either a racist, a misogynist, or a homophobe, Islamophobe, or ammophobe.

And everyone was Hitler.

Part of the problem was that everyone was an expert on everything so any chance for debate was quashed by superior credentials such as, “I read it on Wikipedia,” or “the TV station that thinks like I do agrees with me and told me everyone else was too stupid to understand.”

Opinions were treated like concealed weapons, and every time one was offered it was a showdown. Words turned to sticks and stones and hurt people everywhere. People grew afraid of someone who didn’t agree with them. Friendships were called off, family was ostracized, and we all went to our separate corners to gloat and pout.

But even that didn’t help, because the rules of acceptable beliefs within each group became so complex they began to conflict with one another, and it became a choir-to-choir shouting match. Even atheists were trying to prove they were holier than thou.

Irony went completely unnoticed.

There was no pleasing anyone.

In the end it was best if you just didn’t feel anything at all.



- An entry from the journal of the Post-Apocalyptic Nomadic Warrior dated “after”






ONE

The Niagara River poured over the falls outside their window as April stood tucked in his embrace. She kissed him gently on the lips for a long moment. She was happy but exhausted. Never, in all her daydreams or wildest fantasies, had she imagined her wedding being so tiring.

“Won’t you excuse me for a moment?” she asked as she backed away slowly across the hotel room.

He just nodded and smiled at her. It was the same adorable, goofy grin he had worn since he had seen her walking down the aisle earlier that day.

She slinked back across the room, moving slower and more seductively than she ever had before, holding his gaze in hers until she backed into the bathroom doorframe with a clunk.

She shot him the “don’t laugh” look she’d been practicing for married life but had a hard time keeping a straight face herself. He didn’t laugh at all, but his smile grew broader and showed a few more teeth.

She giggled nervously and shot him the look again, but she made it the sexy version as she ducked into the suite’s bathroom. She hugged the entryway and watched his expression as she placed a stocking-clad foot against the frame. She’d seen this move before, and she dragged her foot slowly up the frame like they had in the movies.

In the movies, the woman’s stocking rarely caught and tore on a splinter, ruining the effect. But this was no movie. She cursed and shut the door harder than she intended.

Turning towards the vanity she saw herself in the mirror, and she was beautiful. The dress had been worth every penny. The hairdo had been worth every minute and every painful tug beneath the harsh comb.

Unpinning the do let her dirty blonde hair cascade past her bare shoulders and she grunted. It was going to take some serious brushing. She looked at the door and imagined her new husband waiting on the other side. He could wait.

She had discreetly stowed an overnight bag in the bathroom when they arrived. Now she unzipped it, pulled out a brush, and went to work for several minutes.

Once done, she studied the dress in the mirror and smiled. So much focus had been put on finding the right one. She had searched everywhere for it, she had starved herself to fit into it, and it had taken a team of two to help her into it. She took one last look at the gown in the mirror, smiled, and tried to reach the zipper. She spun around three times before finally finding it with her fingers.

She pulled off the dress revealing the most perfect body she had ever possessed. Dieting. Exercising. Waxing. It had all been for today. Her stomach had never been tighter, her breasts had never been perkier, and he’d better damn well appreciate it because all that crap was over with. She was married now.

She yawned. Thank God the day was almost done.

The bag contained the vestiges of the final wedding tradition. The white satin negligee came in several pieces and she laid them out on the counter to identify them. There were so many straps. Why were there so many straps? Why did the panties need straps?

She picked up the garter belt and pulled on the elastic fastener. It slipped from her finger, snapped back and popped her in the breast.

She yelped.

“Everything okay in there, honey?” her new husband asked through the door.

“Everything’s fine, sweetie,” she said, rubbing the red mark on her breast. “Just give me a minute.”

April looked at the set on the counter and sighed. It seemed like a lot of work for something that wouldn’t be on for all that long.

But, that’s how weddings went. Even the ceremony felt like a blur now. Had it really happened? They had been married overlooking the falls and that had made the ceremony last a little longer than she had expected, but it still seemed quite quick in her memory.

A poet at heart, if not in practice, she had always described their love as a force of nature, and Niagara Falls seemed a fitting metaphor and therefore a suitable backdrop for the exchanging of their vows.

April had even written her vows to correspond to the setting. “My dearest,” she had said. “When I met you I was adrift in a great lake of loneliness. But when I found you I was swept up in a current more powerful than I could ever imagine. I’ve fallen for you completely.”

It had all seemed so perfect in her mind. She had rehearsed it over and over until they escaped her lips as sultry whispers from her soul. But the reality was, appropriate metaphor or not, four million cubic feet of water a minute crashing over the falls created a hell of a racket, and she had to replace the sultry whispers with a more or less loving screaming.

The soft and sincere “I do” that she had rehearsed turned in to a shouting match between her and the preacher who kept asking her to speak up.

The falls weren’t really her idea of the perfect wedding in the first place. She could think of at least a dozen beaches that would have better fit her childhood fantasies. But it wasn’t too long into the planning process that she discovered her special day wasn’t hers at all.

Family had to be accommodated, and the falls were close enough that extended members could make the drive. And there was certainly no shortage of hotel rooms in the area.

She and her husband had chosen to stay on the Canadian side of the river allowing them to tell everyone they knew that they had an international honeymoon, even if it was only a few hundred feet to the north. It was a technicality, but one she would forever exploit.

Aside from the shouting, the ceremony hadn’t been that bad. It was still her special day. And if it hadn’t been for the jackass in the barrel going over the falls at the precise moment she and her husband had shared their first kiss, it would have been a perfect memory.

She had no idea if the man survived the fall, and she didn't want to know. To find out that a man had died at that exact special moment in her life would tarnish it. But she kind of hoped he was dead. Well, maybe not dead, but in traction for a few months, at least. She shook her head. Wishing that kind of pain on anyone was cruel. So she changed her mind back to hoping he was dead but that he didn’t suffer too much.

April stepped into the garter and pulled on the white stockings. She bent over to attach the elastic strap and lost her grip once more. The strap popped her other breast and she swore. She should have practiced this before tonight.

April held up the underwear that came with the set. She turned them around several times and wondered where the back was. She made her best guess and started to put them on before she realized they were supposed to go under the garter straps. Or were they? Under seemed like it would cause a lot of work undoing and redoing things. But, over just seemed weird.

She dug back through the bag. These things should have come with instructions. A simple diagram would do. Step A. Tab B. Furniture came with instructions and it wasn’t nearly as complicated as all this.

She made her decision with the underwear, picked up the corset and held it out in front of her. “What the hell?” This thing was a two-person job at least. There was entirely too much ribbon and it seemed she’d need a degree in crochet or cross-stitch to make it look the way it was supposed to.

She messed with it for only a few minutes before admitting that if she couldn’t figure out how to put it on, he’d never figure out how to get it off. She let the ribbon hang free instead of trying to perfect some sort of bow.

She studied herself in the mirror and had to admit that she looked incredible. She had killed herself to get into the best shape of her life for this day, and it showed.

She also looked incredibly tired. The idea of going to sleep was more seductive than the idea of seducing anybody. But, she had to try. This was important. It was the last thing on the perfect wedding checklist.

It wouldn’t be their first time. But it would be their first time as husband and wife and it was a crucial symbol of their commitment to one another. And, he’d better damn well appreciate it.

The bathroom door opened without a sound and she dangled a leg around the doorframe, minding the splinter. She ran it slowly up and down, cooing in a seductive voice. “Before we do this, you should know I’m a married woman.”

She slinked around the door. The corset ribbon swayed back and forth in rhythm with her hips. One of the garter straps in the back popped free of the stocking and snapped her in the ass.

She squealed and grabbed for it. Halfway through she tried to turn it into a sexy squeal by adding a little giggle to the end, but there was no doubt in her mind that she was tossing this entire getup away when this was done.

He didn’t laugh at her squeal so she assumed it must have worked.

“Well?” she asked. “What do you think? Are you glad you said, ‘I do’?”

His only response was a deep breath followed by a tired snore that she knew would haunt her for the rest of her life.

April stomped next to the bed and snapped on the table lamp that cast a gentle light across half of the bed. There he lay, facedown, asleep in his tuxedo.

She wanted to be angry with him, but she was too tired and only sighed. She would be angry tomorrow. She stepped to the window and looked out over the falls.

Lit in a horrible rainbow of lights, the falls roared on. Placing her hand on the window she could feel the sound vibrating in the pane. She watched in wonder. They were an unstoppable force of nature. Just like she had wanted. Long after she and her husband were gone, the water would rush on.

“They really are amazing,” she whispered to herself.

The colorful lights snapped off and the night swallowed the falls.

“Oh, well,” she sighed. “Time to wake the asshole up.”

# # #

The Great Lord Invictus stood in front of the mirror and lifted the ceremonial armor of Alasis into place across his back. He pulled the strap across his chest to fasten it into place. The elastic strap slipped from his fingers and snapped him in the nipple.

He cursed the armor and rubbed at the red mark that it left. Why did it have to be so complicated? He wished he could have the designer executed, again, but one could only be thrown over Niagara Falls so many times.

He spun around trying to find the strap that had disappeared behind his back before groaning that this was really a two-person job.

His fingers finally found the strap and he fastened the plate into place. The chest plate went on next. Polished to a high sheen, it reflected the mirror’s image back and produced a thousand versions of him that shrunk off to infinity. The army in the mirror danced as he shifted the plate back and forth trying to find some degree of comfort within the metal shell. It caught a hair on his chest and ripped it free. He grimaced and sighed.

Invictus picked up the helmet and studied the bloodstain across the temple. The rust colored smear that trailed behind the bullet hole had started to fade again. He would have to have someone touch it up. It was too important to go unseen. It marked his day of ascension. The day he first stood before his people as their Great Lord. The day they tried to kill him.

The assassin’s aim had been perfect. She had struck Invictus in the temple and pierced the helmet. It should have killed him, but the metal slowed the bullet enough that his head was able to stop the round.

His men had wrestled her to the ground and, as blood ran from his head and down the helmet, he gave his speech to an astonished and fearful crowd. Since that day he had refused to have the helmet replaced or repaired. Instead he insisted on retouching the trail of blood whenever it began to fade. It was an important reminder to his people that he was as unstoppable as the falls.

He set the helmet on his head and backed into the cape. The cape was ridiculous. Crimson fabric draped from armored shoulders twice as broad as his own. He pulled the clasp around his neck and studied his appearance in the mirror. Terrifying. Monstrous. Imposing and perfect. He was the perfect image of power and fear. The Great Lord Invictus turned sideways and shuffled through the bathroom door into the Honeymoon suite.

Lackeys, toadies, aides, and assistants leapt to their feet and showered him with platitudes as he strode across the room. He ignored their flattery. He trusted none of it. Their words were weakened by overuse and drowned out by the roar of the falls below.

Invictus stepped up to the shattered window and listened to the mighty current that swept the river over the falls in the darkness. They crashed in a thunderous mist more than a hundred feet below, their impact made all the louder as the falling Niagara River beat against the hulls of a dozen derelict ships that had succumbed to their power.

He could feel the sound a dozen stories up and he closed his eyes to take it in. This was his true power. The world had come to an end, but the river still flowed, and because of him the generators still turned. He was the man at the switch controlling the comfort of the people of Alasis. Thanks to him, the lights still worked. But, they only worked when he said.

“Light them up,” Invictus said to no man in particular.

Several men in the room shouted his order repeatedly. It was relayed several times to the lighthouse down the river, and the multicolored lights lit the breadth of Horseshoe Falls.

The panoramic illumination showed the true power of the water as it plunged more than one hundred eighty feet into a mist that masked perilous rocks and dangerous eddies. But everyone could see the boats.

In the years since the end of time, the captainless ships had been at the mercy of the wind and weather of the Great Lakes. Pulled by the powerful force of the river, hundreds of ships left adrift would each one day find their way to the base of the falls in a pile of twisted metal.

An even dozen had fallen in the past, and one more now teetered on the edge waiting to join the others in the pile below. This is why they were here.

“How many ride the falls tonight?” Invictus asked.

“There are one hundred and thirty-six, Lord Invictus.”

“And what are their crimes?”

A nearby toady pulled a sheet of paper from inside his shirt. “Mostly Fair Share violations. One for, umm, denouncing your name. And, several for High Treason against the state.” He tucked the paper away.

“And the Prairie Dog?”

The toady turned the paper over several times as if the information would appear. “I ... I don’t see that on the list, Lord Invictus.”

The Great Lord turned his head. It was difficult in the ceremonial garb and the pain entered his voice as anger. “And why would it be on your list?”

“I ... I don’t know, Lord Invictus. I ...”

“Praetor,” Invictus called.

The man that answered the call was built solid and strode through the room confident that every man present would move from his path. He, too, wore a crimson cape, but in a more practical fashion. It hung from a single shoulder and fell only to his waist.

He said nothing as he joined Invictus at the shattered window.

“Is he on board?” the Great Lord asked.

“He is.”

“And he never talked?”

“No. Name, rank, blah, blah, blah. Nothing else.”

“Seems like a perfectly good waste of torture,” Invictus said.

“This should make the other one talk.”

“It had better. I want to know where they’re coming from. They keep sticking their heads up thinking they still run the world. I run the world.” Invictus grabbed a lackey by the shirt, yanked him close and screamed in his face. “I run the world!”

He shoved the lackey into a group of toadies and delighted as they spilled across the hotel room floor. Invictus stepped toward the shattered window and spoke. “Turn it on.”

With this command, a spotlight boomed to life twelve stories below, the cameras activated and the Great Lord Invictus filled a screen thirteen stories tall on the exterior of the hotel.

Beyond the lights, beyond the falls, they were out there in the streets watching and listening. His image was on a thousand screens and his voice was broadcast to every street. When he spoke, his voice drowned out the roar of the falls themselves.

“Loyal citizens of Alasis. We gather tonight to celebrate the passing of the old. What once was teeters once more on the precipice of tomorrow. The old ways are gone. Swept away by a violent progress that has left only the most capable of mankind to continue on. This is good. And so once again we celebrate the passing of the age of ignorance.”

The colored lights on the falls vanished and were replaced by several spotlights that focused on the derelict ship at the top of the falls. Invictus’s image faded from the screen and was replaced by live footage of the ship.

Invictus could not hear them cheer. But they always cheered. Though they didn’t always cheer his policies, and they didn’t always cheer his rule, everyone enjoyed watching a ship plummet over the falls.

It was the same every time. As soon as a ship entered the channel, festival preparations began. Parties would occur all week as scavenger crews captured the vessel and stripped the hulk of any valuables. Cargo, engine parts, wiring; everything that could be used was taken from the ship.

The new “crew” was then placed aboard and it was set back into the current to await its fate at the edge of the falls.

“With this passing comes a new judgment,” Invictus continued. “As you know, the crew of this vessel are men and women accused of transgressions against the new world. Our world. They have chosen themselves over others. They have committed crimes against the greater good. But we are not monsters here. As we all survived the fall of the old world only to rise up and prove our worth to one another, they too shall be given the chance to fall and rise again. For he who survives the fall is worthy of our favor.”

He let his words hang in the air for only a moment before whispering into the microphone. “Let them fall.”

Fireworks exploded over the falls. Bright reds, brilliant whites, and somber blues burst in quick succession as the cannons once used for New Year’s celebrations fired into the sky. Thunder ripped above as each rocket exploded. Then there was another blast that did not belong to the display.

The explosive charge severed the cables that held the ship back from its final voyage and the vessel began to move.

“Give me their terror,” Invictus said to a man behind a control board.

A second later the mammoth screen displayed a close-up of the men and women on the deck of the ship. For many, their first instinct was to run aft. Others clung to the rail as the ship tipped nose first into the horseshoe.

The panic grew as the rear of the ship towered over the bow. Those that had run began to fall free of the deck and into the mist below.

The ship followed and twenty thousand tons, give or take an engine’s weight, dropped into the mist. The bow drove a hundred feet deep into the plunge pool and brought the ship to a sudden stop, causing steel to scream and the hull to buckle.

Those that were left on board were torn from the railings and thrown down to the waters to meet their fates.

For a moment everything stopped and the ship hung propped against the falls as if it was there to stay. But the river always gets its way, and the current built up behind the wreck and shoved the ship sideways. Gravity took it from there as the vessel collapsed into the pool and took its place in the pile of wreckage.

Invictus turned the microphone on and let it give a squelch before he spoke. “We shall now look for the strong.” He turned the mic off again and turned to his director. “Show me the applause.”

The man in charge of the video board hesitated. “Lord Invictus, I ... I can’t.”

Invictus stormed across the room and backhanded the director across the face. “Show me!”

The director hung his head and hit the switch.

Invictus strode back to the window and looked at the board. The crowds were there. But they were not cheering. The raucous applause that naturally followed such gleeful destruction was not there. The masses stood silently with a finger to their lips.

“What is this?” Invictus shouted.

“You know what this is,” the praetor said.

“That fucking librarian,” Invictus whispered. “I thought we settled this. They’ve been told!”

“They have,” said the praetor.

“They carried books so I burned the books. I burned all the books.”

“Do you want us to start burning their fingers?”

Invictus was on the praetor before he could respond. The Great Lord crushed the man’s nose beneath a fist. He grabbed the strap that held the man’s cape in place and dragged him to the open window.

Invictus struck him every time he tried to pull away. “You know what I want. I want that piece of shit here. I want his head in a bucket to show all the people down there that I am not to be challenged.” He forced the praetor off balance and held him from the abyss with a single fist. “And I want a praetor that gives me what I want.”

“We sent men. We’ve offered money. It’s only a matter of time.”

Invictus grabbed the man’s jaw and twisted his head to the right so he could see the silent crowd on the screen. “Does it look like we have time? What about Christopher?”

“We haven’t heard from him since he found the Librarian in Texas. He’ll get him. He’ll bring him. He’ll be here. Please don’t let me go!”

Invictus pulled him back in the window until they were face to face. “Texas is gone! Alasis is all there is! I am all there is! I am the master of our fates!” He leaned the man out the window. “You’ve forgotten too much, praetor.”

The praetor screamed as Invictus opened the hasp of the cape and let him fall to the concrete below.

The room was silent as Lord Invictus stood at the window with the crimson cape flowing in his hand, but the room was not still. The toadies, lackeys, aides, and assistants quietly shuffled around the room. Some moved closer to the man at the window while others inched closer to the door.

When Invictus finally turned, he pointed to the praetor’s second in command and held out the cape.

The soldier stepped forward and accepted the garment and the title, responsibility, and repercussions that came with it.

“It’s time to put this issue to rest, praetor.” Invictus walked towards the door. “Send out the Skinners.”

The orders were given, and within an hour a column of vehicles left Alasis. Battlewagons, War Chariots, Fight Cycles, Stick Ups, Murder Machines, Slug Bugs, minivans, and sedans of all sizes drove out of the city.

Alasis had declared war on the Librarian.

TWO

The Librarian had parked the truck between two upright Cadillacs somewhere in what use to be the state of Texas. Bombs had a tendency to throw things around, so after the world had tried to kill itself, it was hardly worth mentioning any kind of vehicle turned on end. Many were stuck in trees or even set on buildings and were only worth noting if they were being used to give directions. Even then, one would have to be very specific about which car on which roof to make the directions of any use.

These two Cadillacs, however, had not been thrown but placed on end on purpose and were currently saving his life.

It had been a handful of years since the last weather report had been broadcast. Records weren’t available and memories were fading, but most people liked to remember the weatherman saying, “It looks like a great day to get outside.” As the bombs fell and the Earth turned from green to a charred brown, people realized that it wasn’t that nice a day after all and the weatherman had been wrong again.

Had meteorology not been obliterated as an occupation that day, Jerry was sure they’d be breaking into regularly scheduled broadcasts to talk about the maelstrom of sand and lightning that raged outside his truck’s window at the moment. Frightening graphics would fill the screen as the howling of wind, crashing of thunder, and an orchestral score teamed together to terrify viewers at home. A severity scale would be used to compare the deadlier elements of the storm to food items. And some poor bastard from the station would be standing in a raincoat in the middle of the murderous tempest doing his best to out-yell the wind while smiling and secretly hating the assholes that were safely back at the studio.

But with the death of the old world came a new kind of storm, and there had never been a graphics package for what roared outside. Perhaps, before the end, in the depths of the Sahara, lightning had flashed through swirling sand with such intensity that it turned the particles to glass. But not here in the Texas panhandle. Not until recently.

Once covered in graffiti, the Cadillacs had since been blasted to bare steel by wind-whipped sand. In the sun, they gleamed. Their reflections could be seen for miles. But in the storm their metal bodies glowed red as they caught the frequent lightning strikes and channeled them into the ground. They pulsed with heat and barely had time to fade back to steel before they were struck again and again.

The Librarian had been parked between them for more than twenty-four hours watching them pulse with the energy of the deadly strikes and hoping it would end soon so he could be on his way.

The road through Texas wasn’t the quickest route to his destination, but it was the only option when travelling east. Long before the end of pretty much everything, people liked to joke how there was nothing in the American Midwest. They did it in jest with cruel assumptions and dismissive stereotypes. They joked about corn and often broke into the only lines of song they knew from Oklahoma. Then they would get to the chorus and realize they were talking about Oklahoma. At that point the laughter would turn into a discussion of whether or not Oklahoma was in fact a part of the Midwest or the South. That would usually turn into an argument, because that’s what people did when they didn’t know better.

After the war, everyone knew better.

Missiles aimed at other missiles had been the opening phase of the war and America’s heartland took the brunt of the first strike. The locations of thousands of silos buried beneath the elephant-eye-high corn had been programmed into war computers for decades, and once the launch codes were entered, America’s breadbasket quickly became America’s night-light.

Venturing into the region now was one step short of suicide as one could now literally die from boredom.

Knowing the dangers in cutting across the heart of the country, the Librarian made his way across the Texas panhandle faster than he probably should have.

The truck’s engine didn’t protest the speed. The shocks and the rest of the suspension were more than willing to absorb the road beneath him. Off-road tires rolled over the smaller debris left in the road with little problem. But, he was heading full speed into a trap, and he knew it.

For the last three days his instincts had told him to slow down, and for the last three days he told his instincts to go to hell. There wasn’t time for caution. Time was everything. He had begun a day behind.

The truck had needed repairs. And, while they were made as a gift by a grateful kingdom back in the mountains, generosity and haste rarely went hand in hand. The repairs had cost him a full day.

He had torn through what used to be New Mexico in short order, but was stopped by the storm outside of Amarillo. Sand, rock, and God knows what else blew around him reducing visibility to nothing, and he was forced to find shelter in the middle of the desert wherever he could. He spent a full day parked between the two Cadillacs. Their steel bodies had taken the brunt of heat and wind for decades and did all they could to protect the Librarian from the post-apocalyptic weather now. Jerry spent the hours watching the electric blasts dance down the fins and into the sand as nature funneled its wrath through the cars and turned the earth around him to glass.

Every minute he wasn’t moving was torture. He didn’t fear the storm. As long as he stayed in place he would be safe. Stepping outside would result in the skin being stripped from his body in a matter of moments—if the lightning didn’t get him first. But the interruption in his pursuit made him restless. It was impossible to sit still.

The full length of the truck was at his disposal. It had an extended cab and covered bed that he could access through the window. But, sharing the space with a mastiff that didn’t like thunderstorms made it less than tolerable and more than a little rank.

Still, more than the smell, it was the lack of momentum that frustrated him the most. Every minute lost was a minute Erica and her abductor gained ground.

He knew little about his prey. The mysterious Mr. Christopher had plagued them for months, but always from behind the shadow of hired guns. The man in the stupid white suit sought the bounty on the Librarian’s head and had, so far, been denied his prize at every opportunity. The bounty hunter had seized an opportunity during the confusion of war and grabbed Erica in an attempt to turn the tides of his own fortune.

Jerry kicked the truck’s console in frustration for the thousandth time. Chewy whimpered and moved into the backseat of the cab. Setting her massive head on her paws, she sighed and tried to sleep.

Jerry looked at his watch. He swore, tore it from his wrist and threw it across the truck. It hadn’t been five minutes since he’d looked at it last.

Chewy let out a single, low woof, and Jerry looked at the dog. He knew it was her way of trying to comfort him, and he did his best to let her.

“There’s still a chance, girl. If they got caught in the storm, too—there’s still a chance.”

The truth was there were a thousand things in the wasteland that could slow someone down. None of them were good. Travelers in the wasteland weren’t pulling off to the side of the road to read a plaque, stand at the intersection of state lines, or pose with a fiberglass dinosaur so they could snap a selfie and tag it #roaringgoodtime. Raiders, robbers, and rogues plagued the highway preying on anyone foolish enough to let their guard down or let their tank run dry. He prayed that he would catch up with them before they made it to Alasis, but he also had to pray that nothing else had stopped them. The horrible storm was his best chance.

A bolt of lightning struck the Cadillac in front of him. The storm had thinned enough that the flash lit up the cab of the truck. Chewy whimpered and dug her head deeper into her paws as Jerry leaned forward and tried to peer up into the sky.

“Is it finally letting up?”

He stayed perched behind the wheel for another minute as the visibility outside the window increased. Black changed to dark brown. Dark brown to light.

“It is letting up.” He turned the key and the engine rumbled to life. Tires spun on the glazed earth and the truck launched out from between the cars. The highway was close. He dug ruts into the dirt road getting to it. The tires found the asphalt and the truck got up to speed.

He continued fighting doubts as he drove on. Was she still alive? Was she even still with her kidnapper?

He shook these thoughts off. Erica would still be alive. He knew this. For all his annoying traits, Mr. Christopher appeared smarter than the average bounty hunter, and he would know better than anyone the risks of letting Jerry escape again.

As the Librarian, he had a reputation. Jerry had never wanted one. He knew all too well that a reputation could get a man killed. All he ever wanted was to help people. But good deeds could earn you a bad name with the wrong people. The myth of the Librarian had grown too big and spread too far for those in power to let him live. Mr. Christopher would keep the woman alive as bait for his trap for as long as he could.

Erica was too smart to run. Not while they were in the desert. She knew fleeing across the barren stretch would be the same as suicide. She would bide her time and wait until escape led to survival and not just a different, horrible fate.

The light brown air turned to blue skies as he approached Bomb City and the storm faded away to nothing, revealing the defensive gates.

The massive steel doors towered thirty feet above the road and shook the ground as they opened. Two guards looked over the vehicle and waved him through with the point of a rifle barrel into a small paddock where even more guards eyed him with scrutiny before letting him pass into the city.

Amarillo had earned several nicknames throughout its history. It was called the Yellow Rose of Texas after its Spanish translation. It was once called the helium capital of the world when airships mattered. Later came the name Rotor City to honor the Osprey assembly plant. The only name that stuck after the fall of civilization, however, was Bomb City.

As home to the only nuclear weapon assembly and disassembly plant in the nation, Amarillo was just as high on the enemies’ target list as it was on America’s don’t-let-this-get-blown-up list. Guarded by the most advanced missile defense systems, the majority of the city’s infrastructure had managed to survive the apocalypse.

Inside the gates, a service station was still advertising a 64-ounce drink for an even dollar as part of their Gut Busting Bucks promotion from several years prior. Jerry pulled into the station and stopped in front of the pump as if the world had never ended. West Texas oil still flowed into the town allowing Bomb City to emerge as one of the more civilized city-states of the wasteland. This fueling and trading hub could eventually become a center of power if the ruler of Alasis didn’t get its hands on it first.

The massive city up north was spreading its influence everywhere, reaching deeper into the country for supplies and resources. Alasis would make a play for the city eventually. Bomb City’s mining and refining made it a tempting target for anyone with a desire for power. But it wasn’t the oil that made it popular.

Jerry opened the truck door and the smell of steak broke through the storm’s settling dust and filled his mouth. Memories of filets filled his mind and he could feel the texture of the meat on the tip of his teeth. Amarillo had been born a cattle town and would be a cattle town forever. Not even the apocalypse could change that.

No vagabond could refuse to stop in the city. No one could. Not a single vegetarian survived the apocalypse with their convictions intact. Those that had quickly found that food was less about preference and more about availability. Not once in his years of wandering had Jerry seen anyone turn down a meal because it wasn’t on their diet. He hadn’t heard the word gluten in years. The picky eater was officially extinct, and the Bomb City Steakhouse had helped kill it.

The attendant broke into Jerry’s steak-filled fantasy with a less appetizing offer. “Diesel?”

The Librarian nodded and dug into his pocket. He pulled out a gold coin and tossed it to the attendant, adding a little flip for effect. The air was still thick with dust but it gleamed with what little sunlight reached the coin.

The attendant caught it against his chest and let it drop into his palms. His eyes narrowed on the coin in his hand and he looked up with a smile.

“Fill it,” Jerry said as he cracked the window and shut the door.

The attendant paid little attention to the instructions, focusing instead on the coin in his hand. He held it up to the sky as this somehow authenticated the gold. “This is from that place out west, isn’t it?”

Jerry nodded.

“Those folks are crazy.”

Jerry shrugged. “They’re not too bad if you get to know them.”

“A bunch of lunatics dressed up like knights? Calling each other Kings and Queens? What’s there to know?”

“They’re a democracy now. And, their gold is still gold.”

“True enough.” The attendant tucked the money deep in his pocket and peered through the cracked window.

Chewy greeted him with a low growl and bared teeth. The attendant backed away.

“Mind the dog,” Jerry said and turned his attention back to the aroma of fresh grilled meat.

THREE

Inside the restaurant, the smell was even more overwhelming. Richer. Closer. He thought he could hear the steaks sizzling somewhere in the back and imagined the aroma rising up like a sultry hand beckoning him closer.

The Bomb City Steakhouse was all but empty. The storms could last for days and most people responded by shuttering their doors, opening their bottles, and sleeping in. It would be a few hours before the post-weather hangover ended and the streets filled again. Only the truly hungry had made their way to a table.

Two men sat at a table with little else to do but cast a wary eye on the stranger in their town. It must be their meal he smelled cooking. Another man stood behind a long, dark bar shuffling glasses and tidying up.

The Librarian stepped up and slid a gold coin towards the bartender. “I’m looking for a man. He dresses like an idiot. White suit. White hat. Walks like he has a stick up his ass, but also like he kind of enjoys it.”

The bartender smirked and a short laugh escaped through his nose. He looked at the coin but didn’t pick it up. Instead he grabbed another glass and went after it with a dirty rag. “Sounds like an outfit that would be hard to keep clean.”

“But impossible to miss.” The smell of the cooking steak distracted him. It filled the room. His mouth watered against his will. He swallowed it back and continued. “Have you seen him?”

“I imagine it would be more yellow than white. Or maybe a brown,” the bartender said. “Especially after that storm.”

“I think you’re missing the point,” Jerry said and nudged the coin closer to the bartender. “He’s traveling with someone very dear to me.”

The man smiled. “Stole your girl, did he?”

Jerry did not return the smile. “Something like that.”

The man set the glass on a rack and moved farther down the bar. “I try not to get mixed up in other people’s relationships. It’s rude, you know.”

Jerry took in a deep breath. “That steak smells delicious. I’ll bet it’s pretty popular.”

“It’s the best around. Everyone stops here.”

“You don’t say. Then I’m surprised you haven’t seen him. He would have passed through sometime in the last couple of days.”

The man showed him a big smile that Jerry wanted to put a fist through. Instead he slid the coin down the bar. “Cook me up whatever that covers. Medium rare.”

The bartender picked up the coin, nodded, and disappeared into the kitchen without another word.

The Librarian turned to face the room. The two other men sat at the table and continued doing nothing. It said something about the wealth and security of the town that two men could sit around and chat. Or it said something about the men.

The men didn’t say anything. The man on the right was little more than bone and skin. His face hung from his skull, frustrated that it had to be there. Dirt from a life in the wasteland filled the creases in his skin giving him an illustrated look. It was like someone outlined him with filth and shaded him with grime. He was a person defined by heavy black lines and a stupid look on his face. 

The other man was stockier but no less dopey looking. A scar closed one eye almost entirely. This one looked like thinking would tire him.

The men held his stare as Jerry crossed the room and pulled out a chair. He turned it around and straddled it. “What about you boys? Have you seen a man dressed in a white suit, white hat? Calls himself Mr. Christopher.”

“That’s a stupid name,” the one with the scar said.

The skinny one laughed. “He’s got a first name for a last name.” This made the other one laugh.

“It is a stupid name.” Jerry smiled. “But, easy to remember.”

“Oh sure,” the skinny one said. “I’d remember meeting someone like that. Because I’d think to myself, ‘That’s a stupid name.’ But it’s not ringing any bells. How ’bout you, Coy?”

Coy leaned forward in his seat. “This guy you’re talking about ... is he about five ten, kind of skinny, drives a white Jeep?”

Jerry nodded.

“Nope. I’ve never seen anyone like that. How ’bout you, Willie?”

“Nope. I’d have remembered that stupid hat he wore and everything.”

The two men laughed.

Jerry nodded and stepped away from the table. He looked around the room. The bartender was back behind the bar, bringing the total number of unhelpful people in the room to three.

“Normally, I’m a pretty easygoing guy.” Jerry crossed the room to the entrance. “I figure, the end of the world was hard enough on everybody, so why make things harder than they have to be.” He reached up and slid a dead bolt at the top of the doorframe into place. “It’s been a long time since I looked for trouble.” He slid another dead bolt into place on the second door. “But, you see, guys. This prick in the white suit has my wife.” He turned the lock on the door. “And I just don’t have time to be nice.”

This didn’t stop the two men at the table from laughing. It only encouraged them.

“Hey, unlock my doors,” the bartender said. ”Who the hell do you think you are with this Coward of the County shit?"

Jerry had never sought a reputation. They were dangerous. More often than not they made threats no man could keep. A reputation could get you killed for stupid reasons. But they did have their perks. "I'm the Librarian."

The laughter stopped.

"You're him?" asked one of the men seated at the table. “You’re really him?”

The Librarian said nothing. He let the preposterous myths they had surely heard fill the silence. Against his own humility, stories of his time in the wasteland had spread, been embellished and made ridiculous. Now he embraced it all. The Bane of Alasis, the Bulletproof Bounty, the Wasteland’s Most Wanted, the Liberator of New Hope, the Liberator of that other New Hope, and also the Hero of New Hope. No. A different one. He had done bad things to bad men and escaped their revenge a thousand times. He’d let that sink in for a minute. Then he’d ask them again about Mr. Christopher.

“You’re the Librarian?” Willie asked.

“Hell.” Coy elbowed his neighbor. “I told you it was him."

“You were right, Coy. I’ll give you that.” Willie turned and shouted into the back of the restaurant. “It’s him.”

Willie and Coy stood up from the table as five more men emerged from the kitchen. There wasn’t a little man among them. They stood broad at the shoulders and thick-chested. Amarillo offered one of the few diets left in the world conducive to gaining muscle, and each of the men before him had benefited from a high-protein intake.

"Oh," Jerry said as he counted the seven men to himself. “There’s ... there were more of you in the back.”

The men laughed at this as the largest one walked across the room, grabbed one of the heavy chairs and dragged it over to the door as if it was nothing. This monster of a man stood a head taller than Jerry and leaned down to exaggerate the words when he said, “Excuse me.”

“Of course.” Jerry stepped aside as the group of men laughed again.

“Thank you kindly.” The man smiled and propped the back of the chair beneath the doorknob.

“I should have thought of that ... with the chair,” Jerry said. His voice was weak and uncertain. “The chair is a nice touch.”

The man chuckled. “You want to hand me another one?”

“Happy to help,” Jerry stepped over to a table and dragged a wooden chair from its place at the table. He lifted it and spun back towards the man by the door fast enough to make the wooden legs hum.

The chair struck against the giant’s shoulder and the wooden chair cracked like a gunshot before bouncing harmlessly to the floor in one piece.

The group erupted with laughter as the giant man smiled and brushed at his shoulder as if nothing more than dust had settled on it.

Jerry pointed to the upended chair. “That’s about what I figured would happen. It’s never like it is in the movies, you know. They make it look like they’ll just go to pieces, but ...” He shrugged. “There you have it.”

The giant picked up the chair and struck it against the wall. The seat exploded and the various pieces fell to the ground leaving only the outer supports from the back of the chair in his hands. He handed the pieces to Jerry and crossed his arms with a delighted look.

Jerry stared at the pieces in his hands. “Well, would you look at that?”

“This is the guy?” A big man in plaid was pointing at Jerry from across the room.

“Yeah, this is the guy,” Willie said.

“This can’t be the guy,” the man in plaid said.

“This is the guy,” Coy rolled his eyes. The one beneath the scar disappeared completely.

“This is the Hero of Hell’s Gate?” another asked. He had a surprisingly high voice for such a big chest.

Willie nodded. “I’m sure of it, dammit.”

“Hell, it can’t be him,” another man joined in the conversation. He hid most of his head beneath a cowboy hat and most of his stomach behind a belt buckle. “He ain’t big enough. I heard the Librarian once beat three Super Smart Bears bare handed.”

“Yeah, when he was only three,” the high-pitched voice added.

“You’re thinking of Davy Crockett, you idiot.”

“No, I’m not, Larry! And don’t call me an idiot. I heard the story myself from some guy who talked to someone else about it.”

The giant looked down and poked Jerry in the chest. “Stronger than a bear? Faster than a rattlesnake? There’s no way this is the guy.”

Jerry sighed and looked at the pieces of chair in his hands.

There aren’t many upsides to being locked in a library basement for almost a year. Even if you love the smell of old books, the joy fades within a week or so of constant exposure. With little else to do but read, exercise will happen out of pure boredom. But roughly two months in, no amount of push-ups, pull-ups, or jumping jacks can break the monotony. At that point someone may go looking for some other way to stay active. And they may find it in a book about the art of stick fighting. Hypothetically speaking.

The Librarian struck four times before the giant had a chance to double over in pain. Jerry brought his knee up into the man’s face, crushing the bridge of his nose and sending a splash of blood onto the floor. He brought the end of the stick down on the back of the man’s neck and let him crumple to the ground.

He turned to the other six men. They weren’t laughing anymore.

The bartender looked at him and back to the group of six. “I’m going to go check on your steaks.”

“I’m only going to ask one more time.” The Librarian lifted the sticks into a defensive stance he remembered from page 32. “Where is ...”

That’s when the men went for their guns.

Jerry threw the first club across the room and struck Coy above his good eye as the man dug into his waistband for a concealed revolver. Blood ran down the bridge of his nose and he backed away from the group yelling something about his good eye.

The second club hit the man in plaid on the top of the thumb as he pulled a dark automatic from behind his back. It wasn’t enough to get him to drop the weapon, but it forced him to pull his hand back to his chest.

All out of chairs, Jerry dove for the floor as more guns came out. He hit the ground and rolled under a long table, turned and kicked the table up on its side as he dug into his coat for the handle of his own weapon.

The gunfire began and the table quickly proved to be a terrible shield. Bullets tore through the wood leaving nothing but a shower of splinters and dusty rays of light hanging in the air. Jerry thumbed the safety off and rolled to his feet.

Willie was trying to shout over the roar of the gunfire. After several attempts, the room was able to piece together what he was saying, which was, “Do not shoot him in the face, you idiots!”

A faceless corpse was no good to a bounty hunter, and the shooting slowed as the men began to realize they had no idea exactly what part of the body they were shooting at behind the table. Several magazines slid free, and cylinders of spent casing were dumped to the floor as the men reloaded.

“Where’s Mr. Christopher?” Jerry shouted as he squatted behind the table.

“Don’t you worry none,” Coy said. “We’ll take you to him soon enough.”

Jerry popped up from behind the table and fired three times.

The man in plaid and the man with the high-pitched voice went down. The man in the hat took the third shot in the belt buckle, doubled over and fell to his hands and knees while the remaining three scrambled for cover. Once settled, they resumed firing.

The acrid smell of gunpowder and ozone soon overpowered the smell of steak as the sizzle was lost in the raging booms of every spent round.

Jerry grabbed a chair and lobbed it towards one of the men who stupidly tried to shoot it out of the air.

To his credit, he hit the chair twice before it crashed where he had been crouching. The man stumbled back into the open.

Jerry pulled the trigger again, and the man fell backwards over the chair with one more hole in his lung than he really needed.

Willie and Coy both stopped firing and Jerry heard the mechanics of reloading in the sudden silence. It ended quickly and there was nothing left but the gurgling sound of air escaping a deflating lung.

“Do you hear Wheezy over there?” Jerry screamed into the room. “That doesn’t have to be you. I just want to know where Mr. Christopher is.”

He couldn’t hear their words, but he heard the two men whispering back and forth. Their voices never grew above that whisper, but he could tell the exchange became heated before it turned to insults. There was pleading and, finally, a decision.

The two men stood up and screamed, “Screw you, Librarian!” They began to empty a couple of guns each as they ran for the front door.

Jerry scrambled along the floor as the barrage of bullets moved throughout the room.

Willie reached the door first and, forgetting it was locked, tried the handle.

Coy reached it second at full speed and the two men crashed into the street. They were up and running before Jerry could get to the door, and they were around the corner by the time he stepped into the street. The whining engines of two motorcycles faded into the distance telling him he was too late.

The Librarian stepped back into the restaurant. The whistling lung had stopped. Only the groans of the man in the hat could be heard. He couldn’t find the bartender anywhere.

Five minutes later, Jerry dropped a bloody belt buckle to the ground and crossed the street to his truck. He tossed a bag full of steaks into the passenger seat and handed one to Chewy.

“They got caught here in the storm, girl. They’re only an hour ahead of us.”

FOUR

The four-stroke engines whined as Willie and Coy rode hard out of Bomb City. Keeping to the roads for only a short time, they soon veered off on to well-worn trails they both knew well and made for the rendezvous point. Or, as Coy called it, the Meetin’ Place.

Coy knew what rendezvous meant. To him, it just didn’t sound like something he wanted to be doing with another man. It didn’t matter what it really meant. He got uncomfortable when anything French was talked about. It was how he was brought up.

Suffice it to say, Coy wasn’t that bright. And Willie wasn’t much brighter. A great many horrors were unleashed on the world when it ended with a bang. Entire stockpiles of weapons were thrown about. Everything from biological agents, experimental chemicals, and good old nuclear fallout drifted in the winds of the new landscape. Some caused plants to grow wild and become sentient. Others stripped the land of its vegetation altogether. Some even turned dumb animals into brilliant tacticians. But, there never was such a thing as a dumb bomb. Their lack of intelligence had nothing to with the apocalypse. Willie and Coy were simply not that bright to begin with.

If anything, mankind’s decimation had been a boon to their relative intelligence. Once the dumbest men in most any room, they now found most rooms to be much less crowded. By their logic, this increased their odds at being the smartest person in a room as well as making it more likely they would find a seat.

Contemporary conversation also contributed to their newfound intelligence. Prior to the bombs, intelligent conversation had required the participants to have knowledge of current events, political and economic theory, or the latest scientific breakthroughs. After the bombs, one only had to have an opinion of whether or not a rock formation looked like a dog sniffing another dog. And Willie and Coy certainly had an opinion on that.

The two had been friends since they could remember, and they used to spend their days doing a lot of nothing and enjoying every minute of it. They weren’t big on the idea of work. It seemed almost every job they had taken came with a boss that thought he had a right to tell them when to be there, what to do, what to wear, what to say to customers, to wash their hands, or to cover their tattoos and open wounds. That wasn’t the America they were promised. That wasn’t freedom. So instead they went into business for themselves making meth.

At least, that was the plan. They never actually got around to making the meth. Or even learning how to make meth. They did get as far as stealing a bunch of frying pans, but they stole a PlayStation at the same time and never got around to cooking anything.

Just as the bombs had made them smarter, they had also grown more ambitious. The new world was full of opportunity for those willing to go out and grab it. And now that the PlayStation no longer worked, there was no real reason to stay in. So Willie and Coy had gone to work. But they were going to do it their way.

Working eight hours a day to earn a couple of hundred dollars a week was just crazy. Only an idiot would work for that. The smart thing to do was work a few minutes each week to earn hundreds. A little hustle went a long way in the apocalypse. And opportunity was everywhere.

Just the day before, opportunity had appeared before them dressed in a stupid white suit and wearing a stupid white hat. Opportunity called itself Mr. Christopher and had knocked while Willie and Coy were out looking for new career options.

Technically, they were painting a naked woman on a billboard outside of town, but the man in white obviously recognized them as men of ambition and offered them employment. And it wouldn’t have happened if they’d been holed up somewhere instead of out in the world shaking things up.

That’s what hustle was. Making things happen.

Mr. Christopher had hired them to go to the Steakhouse in Bomb City and wait for a man called the Librarian. The boys jumped at the offer. They knew it was a job they could handle. Sitting and eating steak were two of their favorite things. And waiting took hardly any skill at all. This was their dream job.

Hiring the others had been Willie’s idea. He was full of them. He reasoned that if they subcontracted the part of the job that required them to stop the Librarian, then they could focus on the part of the job they were more qualified for—sitting and eating the steak. It was called “delegating,” Willie had said. And it was what all big shot business people did.

Of course, the plan had fallen apart once the Librarian started shooting everyone, but that could hardly be blamed on management. It was a failure on the subcontractors’ part. Every other part of the job had gone smoothly.

The only thing that remained was to meet Mr. Christopher at the Meetin’ Place and collect their money. It was a good thing, too. Because, like all men of ambition, the pair wanted things and they needed money to buy those things.

Coy’s bike, The Coy-o-te, could use a radio. He’d spent the last windfall on a paint job instead, but he didn’t regret it. It you brushed all the dust and mud off you could see that it was brown, just like a coyote. He loved the paint scheme, but some tunes would be nice.

The pair rode for several hours, on-road mostly, but off-road wherever it was either required or something offered up a sweet jump. They pulled off the interstate and followed the rusted signs for a state highway until they saw a grain mill. Willie pointed the landmark out to Coy. Coy nodded back and the pair pulled off the road and rode around the back of a large steel building.

They found the loading door open and rode inside until they reached the middle of the warehouse floor and dismounted their rides. They were alone.

Willie put a hand to his mouth and shouted. “Hey, Chris! The job’s done.”

There was no response from the darkness.

“You think he skipped out on us?” Coy asked.

“He’d better not. He owes us money.”

“I don’t see a body.” The voice came out of the shadows, bounced twice off the steel walls and landed at their feet with a thud.

“Chris?” Willie asked the dark.

“Where is his body?”

Willie and Coy looked around. Trying to pinpoint the speaker.

“Come on out and we’ll talk about it,” Coy said.

Silence followed for a long moment before the man in white emerged from a dark corridor behind them. “I’m only going to warn you once, do not try and double-cross me.”

Willie shuddered as the pair walked across the warehouse to meet him, hoping his reaction wasn’t noticeable in the low light. For such a small guy, their employer sure scared the hell out of him.

Willie smiled. “There you are. Why were you hiding, Chris?”

“Is the job done?” he asked.

“You bet,” Coy said. “We did just like you said.”

“Yeah,” Willie added. “We went to the steakhouse, sat, ate steak, and waited for that guy to show up.”

“And?” Mr. Christopher asked.

Coy nodded with half his body. “And he showed up. Just like you said he would.”

Mr. Christopher rolled his hands in the air to get the story moving.

“Well, then we had a bunch of guys jump him,” Willie said.

“Yeah, six or seven, even,” Coy added.

Willie stammered a bit. “But, um, well, he shot a lot of them.”

“Yeah, six or seven, even,” Coy added.

Mr. Christopher removed the hat from his head and ran his hand through thinning blonde hair. “You failed and still you came here? Why?”

Coy laughed. “To get the money you owe us.”

“I paid you to kill the Librarian and bring me his head!”

Willie held up his hands, trying to slow things down. “Now, I don’t want to get picky. But you said you’d pay us ten gold coins to go to the steakhouse, sit there, eat steak, and kill the Librarian when he showed up.”

“That’s true.” Mr. Christopher placed the hat back on his head. “It will be interesting to see where you’re going with this.”

“Well, me and Coy went to the steakhouse. We sat there. And we ate steak.”

“So?”

“So, that’s like eighty percent of what you asked us to do,” Willie said. “And we did it. So we figure you owe us eighty percent of the money.”

The man in white’s eyes grew wide and he stared at each man for an uncomfortable amount of time. He began to speak several times but abandoned his thoughts before they really got started. He finally settled on, “You two can’t honestly be this stupid.”

“Hey. No one calls us stupid,” Coy said.

“Yeah, we did the math and everything,” added Willie.

“But, I hired you to kill the Librarian!”

Willie held up a finger. “And that other stuff. The stuff we did.”

“I did not pay you to sit down to dinner, you fucking hillbilly.”

“Watch it, Chris,” Willie cautioned. “There’s no need for names. We’re all friends here.”

The man in white was small but quick. With a flash of his arm, he struck Willie across the face with a gun and knocked him to the floor. Then he pointed the weapon between Coy’s eyes and yelled. “You can’t be this stupid!”

Coy was terrified of their boss, but he was more afraid to lose his only friend. He leapt towards the man and grabbed the gun. He put all of his weight on Mr. Christopher’s arm until the weapon clattered to the ground.

Mr. Christopher pulled a knife with his free hand and raised it to strike.

Willie saw what was happening and sprang to his feet. He grabbed the man’s stupid hat and yanked it down over his eyes. He shoved the man back into the darkness of the warehouse and grabbed Coy by his shirt. “Run, Coy.”

The two friends ran through the warehouse and jumped on their bikes. They heard Mr. Christopher screaming as they started the engines and hit the throttle. The sound of squealing tires and gunshots filled the steel building as they raced away from the best job they had ever had.

They didn’t stop riding until they were miles away from the warehouse and in a place where a Jeep couldn’t follow. Willie pulled off the road and Coy followed. The two were still breathing heavy.

“That guy welched!” Coy cast an accusatory finger back to the west. “He’s a welcher.”

“I know, Coy. I know. You just can’t trust people to keep their word nowadays.”

Coy pouted for a minute before sighing. “Well, what are we going to do for money now?”

“I don’t know, Coy.” Willie stared off into the distance. He always believed that’s where really good ideas were found—somewhere off in the distance. That’s where the stars in the movies always looked. It’s where important people in paintings always looked. So that’s where Willie looked. But all he could see was the interstate. A lone truck made up all of the traffic of the once busy road. But, he sure didn’t see any ideas.

Then it was there. The great idea was right in front of him. “I do know what we’re going to do.” He pointed to the truck. “We’re going to catch the Librarian ourselves.”

“What are you talking about?” Coy asked.

Willie pointed in Mr. Christopher’s general direction. “Screw that jerk. If he was going to pay us ten to capture the guy, he’s probably getting at least twenty for him. Right? So we cut out the middle man and collect the money ourselves.”

Coy walked over and stood next to Willie. Together they watched the truck journey west. “You really think it’s as much as twenty?”

“Maybe more. Maybe thirty.” Willie was getting excited. He really liked this plan.

“But he whooped seven of us back there.”

“He’s after Mr. Christopher. We know that now. He’s distracted. We’ll use that.”

“But how are we going to stop him?” Coy asked.

“By using our smartness,” Willie said to the distance.

FIVE

Mr. Christopher watched the two bikes fade into the distance from the steel building’s loft. He cursed the two idiots and marveled at their sheer stupidity. Their failure had cost him nothing financially. But, it may have cost him his lead over his pursuer. The aggravation alone was worth murdering them both slowly.

Mr. Christopher wasn’t afraid of the Librarian. He was afraid of losing him. As long as he was ahead of the wanted man, he was in control, and that’s where he intended to stay.

He watched the horizon wondering if he would see the man appear in his truck ahead of a cloud of smoke. How had he caught up so fast to begin with? Christopher had stopped for nothing until the storm trapped him in Bomb City. How could his prey have made up the time?

He wanted to think that it was impossible. That no man could live up to their own legend, but the Librarian had managed to outwit, outshoot, outfight, and out-stab every man and minion Christopher had hired to take him down.

He’d hired dozens of locals across the wasteland and they had failed miserably to subdue the bounty. This was not surprising. He knew they stood little chance of stopping the target, and he expected most of them to end up broken or dead. He sent them to harass the Librarian and remind him that he would never be out of danger. The constant state of alertness was intended to fatigue his mark and keep him off-balance. But the man had proven surprisingly resilient.

Several bounty hunters of considerable repute had also met their ends at the hands of the Librarian. Mr. Christopher had agreed to split the bounty with men and women of fearsome reputations. Their failure, while disappointing, had spared him the trouble of double-crossing them at a later date.

Many morons had their place in his plans. They were extremely useful. They worked cheap because math gave them headaches. And, often they worked for free if you killed them later. They would believe anything you told them if you made it simple enough. And, if it was too complicated, you just had to make up a boogeyman for them to fight against. Even in the event they did ask questions, they were really stupid questions.

Up to this point every single person had failed him, so it should have been no surprise that the two morons he found vandalizing the sign with pornography had been unable to capture the man. He hadn’t hired them for their brains. But it was still profoundly stupid of them to try and collect the payment.

Their problem was obvious to him. They were too stupid to know how dumb they really were. It was a dangerous type of idiocy that couldn’t determine its own place in the natural order. Most people knew their limitations. If they didn’t excel at math, they would accept this and focus on other areas where they could succeed.

No, these two were just dumb enough to think they could think for themselves. These two morons would blame numbers for being stupid and mock anyone who understood them. They no doubt saw this new world as a land of opportunity free of authority and most likely gave themselves credit for surviving the end of civilization as if they had personally outsmarted the bombs and other horrors unleashed on the world.

Mr. Christopher chuckled at this. It never ceased to amaze him how many stupid people survived the end of the world while so many sensible ones had perished. It was a numbers game, he supposed. Going into the apocalypse the intelligent had been vastly outnumbered. It was only common sense they’d be a minority on the other side of it as well.

The Librarian himself was an anomaly. The man clearly wasn’t stupid. He had eluded the bounty hunter countless times. Escaped every trap. Foiled every plan.

When he began the hunt, Christopher didn’t believe half of what he’d heard about the man. How could he? The stories that spread from town to town were preposterous. They were stories of heroics and rebellion against evil that seemed crafted only to inspire others, like he was some poster child for selfless sacrifice. They were too perfect tales of a compassionate champion that stood for right against wrong, and occasionally bears. Every one sounded as if they had been borne of bards instead of facts.

In each, the man was an underdog. He appears from nowhere to help the oppressed in their most desperate hour. He turns the meek and defeated into an army that stands against a superior foe. And in the end—triumph. Always triumph.

Fairy tales. They could be nothing but fairy tales.

But now, after chasing him for a year, even he, the skeptic, was beginning to believe more and more of these stories. And his legend continued to grow. Somehow the tale of what happened out west only days before had beaten Christopher to Bomb City. And that was one tale he knew to be true.

Regardless of the truth, his bounty was a hero to many. But he had upset the wrong people in Alasis, and that made him the right target for a nice payday. No one paid as well for vengeance as the Great Lord Invictus.

Mr. Christopher turned away from the road and walked back through the warehouse dismissing the incident with the two morons.

The time for pawns was done. The game was drawing to a close and it would take someone smarter to handle the Librarian. He would have to face him himself.

Mr. Christopher reached the Jeep where he had parked it in a dark corner of the building. He moved to the vehicle’s rear gate and inserted the key.

He would face the Librarian, but he would still have the edge. Already he had turned the tide of the chase, and as long as he had his captive, his bounty would grow more and more desperate. And desperate men always made mistakes.

He turned the key in the gate.

As long as he had the girl, he had control of his enemy’s thoughts.

He lifted the Jeep’s gate and said, “Shit.”

The girl was gone.

SIX

Erica ran.

Down a ditch, up the other side and into the woods. Her feet slipped through the wet leaf litter as she struggled to maintain her balance with bound hands. She had managed to free her feet after hours of struggling, but the ropes on her hands were too well tied.

Free of a gag for the first time in days, she took large breaths. The cold stung at her lungs, but the pain didn’t stop her from gasping every time she stumbled.

She had no idea where she was. They weren’t in Texas any more. The trees were too big and the land in front of her rolled too much for it to be what used to be Texas. And, though it was unfamiliar, she was relieved that they were no longer in the desert.

She had worked out her escape days ago. But, running away into the barren wasteland was no escape at all. What good would escape be if she died of thirst?

Here there would be streams and lakes at the very least. Perhaps even a settlement and someone to lean on for help.

She pushed through a growth of brush and tumbled into another ditch. She swallowed the startled scream that rose within her. Her reflexes demanded that she put her arms out to catch herself, but she fought them back knowing that such an action would result in broken wrists or fingers. Instead she rolled onto her shoulder as she hit the ground and slid to a stop.

Then she got up and kept running.

Her legs cramped. Her ribs ached as she fought for breath. She had been folded over in the same position since that bastard had grabbed her in the mountains. Just straightening her legs had been painful enough. Running hurt even more. Her captor had let her out only for necessity and never for more than two minutes at a time. She couldn’t wait to kill the man, but, before she did, she planned on yelling at him while he tried to pee. Just to see how he liked it.

And she would make him where a hood like he did. And she would put him on a leash like he did. And she would make him stand in an anthill while he went. He had never made her do that, but fuck him, she thought. He deserved to piss blindfolded in an anthill if anyone ever had. A fire anthill.

She made the top of the hill and looked around while she took several deep breaths. They hurt, but it felt good to have the gag out of her mouth. The moment she pulled it free, she had felt almost human again. She could close her mouth. She could swallow comfortably. And, she wasn’t drooling on herself anymore, which was nice.

The view from the hill told her nothing, but any direction was better than back, so she took off through the trees again. Branches whipped at her face and the roots did their best to trip up her feet. But trees meant cover. Roots meant water. And water meant food was at least a possibility. It all added up to a chance to survive. If she could just get away.

A root caught her toe and sent her to the ground again. She landed hard on her hand and drove the wind from her chest. Convinced her wrist was broken, she rolled over and gave into a whimper.

Her breath slowed after nearly a minute and she raised her hands in front of closed eyes expecting to see any number of fingers pointing at any number of angles. She grit her teeth and looked at her hands. Somehow they had survived the fall. She decided to risk moving slower. It would be safer and her lead had to be considerable at this point. There had been shooting back at the warehouse after her escape, but the sound had been all but swallowed by distance and the trees.

She thought for a moment that Mr. Christopher was dead and it was a thought that made her happy. It was possible that whoever he was meeting had shot first. But she also knew it was unlikely. He was too cautious. He was too cautious, too lucky, and too slippery of a slimy bastard to be caught off guard by anyone stupid enough to work for him.

Erica stood and started walking towards what felt like south. She could get her exact bearings later. For now she needed to generate more space between her and her kidnapper.

She took lighter, surer steps and listened to the woods around her. It was dead quiet. Winter had put most of the insects to sleep. The birds had flown south. Very little stirred around her.

The silence was comforting. The thought of being alone normally terrified her, but now it was reassuring. If all went well, she should be able to walk a hundred miles without hearing a sound. That’s why she jumped when she heard voices.

They came from nearby.

It wasn’t him. There were several different voices. None that she recognized.

Erica stepped behind a tree and listened. There were men and women discussing something. She couldn’t quite make out what they were saying, so she risked moving closer. But, only a few trees closer.

She stopped behind a pine and listened. The conversation was nothing remarkable. It was a small group of men and women discussing where they should go next. Erica’s heart beat faster. They could help her. Maybe.

Judging people was more difficult in the apocalypse than it had been before. They could very well be decent people. But decent was never far from desperate, and desperation meant danger. This group of strangers could be a bigger threat than Mr. Christopher. At least he needed her alive as bait.

She looked about and saw a path that could take her safely around the group. They’d never even know she had been there. Then she took a deep breath and walked straight toward the voices. She needed help and she, herself, was desperate.

An important part of approaching strangers in the wasteland was not to startle them. An unexpected “hello” at close range could easily be met with the bark of a gun blast. Erica called ahead of her approach. “Hello? Can you help me, please?”

The group’s conversation stopped and she heard the sound of people shuffling about. There were whispers. Frantic whispers. And then there was silence.

“Hello?” Erica pleaded. “Please.”

There was a throng of whispers that finally ended up with someone shouting, “Come out slow.”

Erica held her bound hands above her head and stepped from behind a tree. She walked slowly to the middle of the group’s clearing, keeping her hands where they could see them.

The woman and two men had been sitting around a campfire. They now stood with weapons trained on the intruder.

One of the men spoke. “Who are you?”

It was all she could do to not burst into tears. But in holding back the flood she spilled a rapid-fire explanation of her predicament. “Please, I’ve been kidnapped. I ... I just escaped.” She held her bound hands forward as proof. “You’ve got to help me.”

The group didn’t move. They kept their weapons aimed at her.

“Please,” Erica said. “He’s still out there.”

The woman lowered her weapon first. “You poor thing.” She leaned her rifle against a log she had been using as a seat and rushed toward Erica.

“Careful, Jillian,” one of the men cautioned.

“Oh, stop it, Mike. Can’t you see she’s in trouble?” The woman reached her and helped her across to the fire. She sat Erica down on the log next to the rifle and started working on the ropes. The two men refused to lower their guns.

“We can’t trust anyone, Jillian,” the other man said.

“And we can’t stop trusting people completely,” Jillian shot back. “You know as well as I do there are horrible people out there. Now give me a knife. These knots are ridiculous.”

Mike looked to the second man for his thoughts and received a shrug. He pulled a knife from his belt and handed it to Jillian. The woman took it and began working the ropes.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

The two men spun around to put their weapons on the new voice. Mr. Christopher stood at the edge of the clearing with his hands up.

“Don’t move,” Mike said. “Whoever you are.”

“That’s him,” Erica whispered. “He’s the man that kidnapped me.”

“She’s dangerous, you know?” Mr. Christopher took a step farther into the clearing. “That’s why she’s tied up. I’m really glad you caught her.”

The woman’s voice filled with hatred. “I’ll bet you are, you pervert.”

Mr. Christopher ignored the slight and continued. “She’s a fugitive. And I’m taking her in to answer for her crimes.”

“You’re a lying piece of shit,” Erica said. She wanted to explain it all. She wanted to tell them that he was a bounty hunter and a cold-blooded killer. But she was afraid that her newfound Samaritans would turn into opportunists and try to collect the bounty themselves.

“You three should be commended,” Mr. Christopher continued. “This woman is dangerous and you’ve helped bring her to justice. You’re heroes, really.”

Jillian stopped working on the knot.

“He’s lying.” Erica couldn’t keep the anger out of her voice. “He’s lying,” she screamed at Christopher.

The man named Mike studied her for a moment before turning back to the man in white. “She doesn’t look that dangerous to me.”

Mr. Christopher smiled and lowered his hands. “Now that’s what makes her so dangerous. Do you know not who she is? She doesn’t look familiar to you?”

The other man spit on the ground. “We’ve been out of the loop of late.”

“That right there is the Seductive Strangler. She lures her victims to their death with her ... charms.”

Erica jumped off the log. “You son of a bitch!”

“She’s killed dozens of men. Sometimes two or three at a time.”

“He’s lying. Shoot him. Kill him!”

“Listen to her,” Mr. Christopher smiled. “She lives to kill. She loves to watch men suffer. But not until after.”

Erica tore at her bonds. She wanted to strangle him. She wanted to watch the life drain out of his eyes. The ropes still wouldn’t give.

“She killed one man in front of his wife. She made her watch the whole thing.”

“Will one of you please kill him, he’s lying. I’m not who he says I am.”

“Well, you go by so many names: the Whore of the Wasteland, the Harlot of the Holocaust, the Nuclear Nympho. And, the Heaven to Hell Killer.” Mr. Christopher let his eyes wander all over her. “I’m sure you can imagine why.”

Erica seethed. She stared holes through the bounty hunter while he just smiled at her. She looked to the other members of the group and could see that they were torn. Jillian looked confused. She had been the first to offer help. The two men had an even more frightening look on their faces. Erica could see in their eyes that the words of one of the first wasteland adages were running through their mind: Never get involved.

It was easier to turn the other way than to take any kind of risk. Why should they help a stranger? She could see them weighing the costs, and she was coming up on the losing side.

Mr. Christopher must have caught the look as well. He let his hands drop to his side and stepped across the campsite where he reached for Erica while addressing the group. “I admire your bravery, and I’ll be more than happy to take her off your hands. If you give me your names, I’ll see that you are honored officially.”

The three strangers exchanged glances. Jillian gave a small shrug. The second man gave an almost imperceptible shake.

Mr. Christopher reached for Erica’s arms. Mike grabbed his elbow and pulled him back a step. “You know, you’re the first cop I’ve run into since the Crappening.”

Mr. Christopher smiled. “Isn’t it great? Things are getting back to normal every day.”

“What kind of cop did you say you were?” the other man asked.

“It’s probably best to think of me as kind of like a Marshal. I pursue dangerous fugitives like Little Miss Murder Whore here.”

Erica shrunk. “Please. Please, don’t let him take me.”

“Right.” Mike looked at his companions and back to the man in white. “You see the problem we have with that is that, just like this girl, we’re running away from somewhere, too.”

“I have no warrant for you so you have nothing to fear from me.”

“Yeah, I wasn’t worried about that. But, you see, we know that not everyone who’s running is necessarily guilty.”

Jillian stepped back over to her rifle and picked it up. She leveled it at the man and stared.

“I can assure you, this woman is guilty. And I assure you I am who I say I am.”

Mike snorted. “Your word’s not good enough, pal.”

“Then I’ll show you my badge.” Mr. Christopher reached into his jacket.

Erica screamed again for them to shoot.

Six shots were fired.

Jillian hit the ground first. The rifle bounced out of Erica’s reach.

Mike fell next and the other man hit the ground a second later.

Mr. Christopher held his gun on each of them to make sure they weren’t getting up. Satisfied, he held his free hand out to Erica. She refused to take it so he grabbed her under the arm and dragged her to her feet.

“They seemed like such nice people, too,” Mr. Christopher said. “So willing to help. You just don’t see that much anymore. The world could use more good people like that. It’s a shame you got them killed.”

Erica held back a sob and forced her lip into a sneer. “At least they put a hole in that ugly suit of yours.”

The bounty hunter hadn’t seen it. Perhaps he hadn’t even felt it, but now he looked down at the bullet hole in his jacket and the blood seeping out of the wound.

“Just perfect,” he said. “Now we’ll have to make another stop.” He shoved her forward and led her back to the Jeep.

SEVEN

They called him Hawk, and he was an outlaw.

For as long as he could remember the law had always been against him. Even as a lawyer, he was always on the defense. But he had always fought with the ferociousness of a falcon and had an eagle eye for details that others often missed, so he adopted the professional name of Hawk and practiced law like a vicious bird of prey with Talons of Justice, Feathers of Freedom, and Bill of Surprising Amounts.

He had always skirted the law, flitting around its edges to ensure that his clients found justice and the freedom to cover his fee. He danced on the edge of contempt more than once, and that’s not even counting the time he appeared in court drunk and tried to make a pass at the judge.

In his defense, she was hot. She’d had a refined look, wore a black dress, and there was a touch of Judge Judy in her voice that he was surprised to find alluring.

He had bent the law, strained the law, and annoyed it a great deal. But he had never broken the law until the Crappening.

Overnight, even decent people turned to their baser instincts to survive. Everywhere he looked he saw looters, murderers, robbers, the worst humanity had to offer and many other potential clients. He hit the streets with a box of business cards and a pitch that blamed their strife on a system that had failed them and their families, and their pets if they happened to have pets.

But then the system failed him as well. Approaching what he could only identify as a “gang” to offer a lenient jury and a big potential harassment settlement should they be caught, he soon found himself surrounded by the less than appreciative group. He panicked and drew his concealed carry. Moments later two of the men were dead and the others had run off. In a court of law he would swear that he was in danger and that the men meant to do him harm. But, the truth was they might have just been looking for food. Or directions. He couldn’t be sure; the one guy kind of mumbled.

So Hawk ran.

He couldn’t report the incident or turn himself in to authorities. There were no longer authorities. He had become what he had always despised. He had become a criminal. He had become an outlaw. And, worse, he liked it.

Behind his degree, he had always been a force to be reckoned with. But, behind a barrel, he was unstoppable. He made arguments that no one would counter and all objections were overturned with the bark of a gun. His reputation spread and within a year he had rallied others beneath him to form the most feared motorcycle gang in the south—the Iron Eagles. He had the debate many times that Iron Hawks would make more sense, but his fondness for the film always prevailed.

The Iron Eagles rode the remnants of the highways taking what they wanted from whoever was foolish enough to travel through their sphere of influence. They were fierce and many more soon rallied to join.

He required only two things of the men and women beneath him. First, they had to swear ultimate loyalty to Hawk, as well as sign a contract before two witnesses and initial several other pages of the document. In triplicate. And, two, they had to have their own Harley.

Knowing the power of branding, Hawk insisted on American iron only. They were the modern outlaws and they had an image to protect. No Hondas, no Yamahas, no BMWs were allowed. And if you showed up on a CanAm, you were sure to be humiliated before you were shot. Due to this stipulation, the gang was comprised almost entirely of former middle-aged dentists. This group of sadists struck fear into the hearts and gums of people everywhere.

Hawk Johnson embraced his role as a feared leader. He shed his tailored suits in favor of road leathers. He let his beard grow and acquired a pet hawk. Naming the hawk Falcor, he designed a perch that allowed the bird to sit on his shoulder. It wasn’t long after that he took to wearing an eye patch because stupid Falcor had pecked out his left eye. But even the patch added to his mystique, and once he had Falcor killed and stuffed, the hawk remained on his shoulder as an ever-present reminder of the gang leader’s vicious nature.

That fact that law and order was no more was only a technicality. Hawk was the wasteland’s greatest outlaw. One of the greatest to ever live.

Now he sat astride his bike watching his road from the interior of a strip mall insurance company. Falcor sat patiently on his shoulder, dead, with his keen hawk vision directed at the freeway.

Hawk heard the engine long before he saw the vehicle. The truck was really moving. Most travelers moved slowly along the roads for fear of running into debris, damaged surfaces, or traps, but the Dodge Ram in the distance was moving without caution. The driver was obviously reckless. He’d been informed that the man was dangerous. Hawk smiled and started his bike. He twisted the throttle three times. He let the revs die down and screeched at the top of his lungs like the predator he had become.

Thunder rolled throughout the shopping center as the Iron Eagles started their bikes. The sound of fifty motors bouncing off the walls of the abandoned complex made the building shake, and Hawk smiled. The men and women under his command tore from their ambush location and turned to follow the truck.

Hawk let them go ahead of him. A proud smile crossed his lips and he puffed his chest with a deep breath that turned out to be more engine exhaust than air. He coughed and put his own ride in gear before leaving a thick tire mark on the insurance office floor.

The gang was fifty members strong and every engine roared as the Iron Eagles cycled through their gears gaining speed and gaining ground on the Dodge ahead. Hawk fell in behind the convoy and screamed with delight. “We are unstoppable, Falcor!”

He hit fifth gear and the hawk’s taxidermy wing came unpegged. It flapped in the wind as if Falcor was trying to take flight and join in the pursuit. Then it shifted and the wing began to beat against Hawk’s face.

“Dammit, Falcor!” Hawk screamed as he tried to stop the wing’s relentless slapping. His bike swerved and took him perilously close to the road’s crumbling shoulder. He finally managed to knock the bird free of its perch. It took flight for moment before spiraling to the ground with a wooden thunk.

Hawk turned back to the pursuit and watched as the Iron Eagles closed in on their prey.

Dr. Pullman pulled up along the passenger side of the vehicle and drew his gun.

The Dodge jerked to the right, engulfing Dr. Pullman’s arm in the open window. When the truck drifted back to the left, Dr. Pullman’s gun was gone and his arm was bleeding. He pulled away to the side of the road.

Dr. Rensch had pulled up to the driver’s window. The Dodge pulled hard left and knocked the former dentist from his bike and onto his face. The bike tumbled after him into a mess of limbs and chrome that sparked and bled as it ground itself into the asphalt.

Several Eagles surrounded the truck. Two rode close behind and drew their weapons to fire. The truck’s rear end bounced. Its brake lights disabled, the sudden bucking was the only indication the vehicle was slowing. Payne and Spits collided with the truck, flew over the handlebars and struck the D and the G painted across the rear gate.

The Ram sped up and began targeting the riders with its grill and fenders. Two more Eagles fell before the rest of the gang decided to give the truck space.

Hawk passed the fallen Dr. Rensch and decided that the man wouldn’t be getting up. And if he did, no one would ever be able to hold a face-to-face conversation with him again.

The gunfire began and the Iron Eagles aimed for the tires. Dead or alive didn’t matter, but the body had to be identifiable. That’s what the two hillbillies had said, “Just make sure you don’t kill him in the face.”

The driver began to fire back, and Hawk had to admit that whoever was behind the wheel was a much better shot than his own men. Hawk swerved around another downed Eagle. He’d lost track of who’d fallen at this point. He was more focused on how his men were pulling back.

Hawk zoomed to the front of the pack and motioned for the lead rider to attack again. The man named Drewel shook his head. Hawk insisted and the former dentist replied with the finger. Hawk smiled, drew his revolver, and put a bullet through the man’s front teeth.

He signaled again for the others to take the truck, and this time there was no hesitation. Ten bikers accelerated and started gaining on the Dodge as it approached an underpass.

Hawk holstered his revolver and was about to join them when an explosion drowned out the sound of his motorcycle gang.

Everything happened in seconds, but his eagle eye saw it all play out in detail. The sound drew his eye up. Concrete turned to dust at the ends of the overpass as it blew out in all directions. The Ram passed under the bridge as the structure fell toward the road. The Iron Eagles passed under the bridge as the structure hit the road. Only two of the ten men avoided being crushed by the rubble. They, instead, were impaled on the jagged concrete and rebar.

Hawk slid to a stop in front of the debris and dismounted his Harley.

One man hung still in the air suspended by the iron bars piercing his body. The other twitched.

Hawk didn’t care if the man was alive or dying. He rushed to the rubble of the bridge screaming, “What the hell was that?!”

EIGHT

“What the hell was that?!” Willie screamed over the ringing in his ears. The blast had gone off before he could cover them, and they hadn’t rung this bad since the last time he and Coy got to see Nickelback.

Coy stood up and dusted himself off. The explosion had knocked him off his feet and several feet back. The detonator was still locked in his hand. “What?”

“He got away!” Willie pointed toward the Dodge truck as it continued down the road without a single piece of bridge on it. “I told you to do it sooner.”

“You told me to do it not at all!” Coy shot back.

Willie nodded and shook his head at the same time turning the gesture into more of a circular motion that hopefully conveyed disbelief and how stupid he thought Coy was. “And when you didn’t listen I told you to do it sooner. Now the library guy got away and our guys are stuck on the other side of the damn bridge.”

“Sure, you act like this is so easy, Willie. You can’t just light the fuse and hope it works. I’ll have you know that explosives is a science.”

“And you suck at science, Coy. Which is why I didn’t want you to do it.”

“I was good at science. I only barely failed it.”

“Do you remember we had to dissect that frog?” Willie asked.

“Yeah.”

“You ate the frog, moron! You suck at science.”

“Oh and you don’t, Willie? You watched like half an episode of Cosmos once and that makes you some kind of expert?”

“It makes me fifteen minutes smarter than you, Coy.” Willie walked up and pulled the detonator from his friend’s hand. “You should have let me do it.”

“It was my turn! You did it last time!”

He watched the Dodge disappear in the distance. “And last time it worked, now, didn’t it?”

“You really do think you’re better than me, don’t you, Willie?”

“Better. Smarter. Better looking. People like me more. And, people say, I generally smell better.”

“You know I have a condition!”

“Well that condition stinks.”

“That’s the condition!”

Willie threw the detonator on the ground and walked over to the western side of the overpass and looked down below. “No, your condition is called stupid.”

“Shut up, Willie.”

Hawk pointed up from the road below and shouted, “You!”

“Oh,” Willie shouted back down. “Hey, Hawk! Um ... how’s it going?”

The biker screamed, “You two morons are dead!”

Coy rushed to Willie’s side. “Oh, man. He looks pissed.”

“Of course he’s pissed. You promised them a cut and their cut just drove away.”

“Shut up, Willie.”

“You were trying to sound all businesslike, throwing out percentages and stuff. You got them all excited and then you took that excitement and dropped a bridge on it.”

Coy was pleading now. “Shut up, Willie.”

“You two aren’t going to get away with this. We’re going to catch you. Prepare yourselves because you will face my talons of justice.” Hawk held up his hand in the shape of some deformed claw and screeched.

“Oh, God,” Coy found it hard to keep his voice steady. “Not his talons. They say he uses them to rip out people’s eyes.”

“They’re just fingers, stupid.”

“But he uses them like talons.”

Willie shouted back to the gang leader, “Uh, hey, Hawk. It’s too bad he got away, huh? He’s a, uh, slippery one,” Willie stammered. “But don’t worry, we’ll get him. And then we’ll all get rich.”

Hawk paced back and forth before randomly punching one of the Iron Eagles in the side of the head. He grabbed another by his coat and shook the man back and forth until he fell to the ground.

“Why is he so pissed?” Coy asked. “We can still catch the guy. I mean, we were just trying to help.”

“Yeah,” Coy agreed. “We can still catch him.” He turned back to Hawk and shouted. “We were just trying to help. We can still catch him.”

“You assholes just killed ten of my men.”

“What?” Willie asked. “How?”

“How?” Hawk punched another dentist in the face. “You dropped a fucking bridge on them!”

The color ran out of Coy’s face. “Oh, shit.”

“We did what?” Willie asked.

“Oh, shit,” Coy ran his hands through his hair, removing several clumps as he did. “Why did we have to hire this guy? This guy is bad news.”

This time Hawk didn’t yell, but his threats carried on the wind and whispered like gravel in the two men’s ears. “You just dropped a damn overpass on ten of my damn men. Now I’m going to need you to come down here and apologize.”

“What did he say?” Coy asked.

“He wants us to apologize,” Willie said. “Down there.”

“No, no. That’s not what he wants. He wants to tear out our eyes with his talons. They say he keeps the eyes in a pouch.”

“Why would ... that’s so dumb.” Willie turned to face Coy. “Why would he keep a pouch full of eyes?”

“They say he’s looking for one to replace his own. Beneath that patch.”

“That is the stupidest thing you’ve ever believed, Coy.”

“It is not!”

“Oh really. So tell me why, if he was really looking to replace his missing eye with another eye, which is not how eyes work by the way, if they didn’t fit why wouldn’t he just throw them away? Why would he keep them in a pouch? That’s just gross.”

“Yeah, but it’s scary.”

Willie looked down the hill at the biker gang. The Iron Eagles were still more than twenty strong. He looked from face to face and saw nothing but angry men bent on causing pain. He felt the would-be pain in his teeth for a reason he couldn’t explain. “I ... I don’t want to go down there and apologize.”

“Well, I’m not going to do it,” Coy said.

“You dropped the bridge on them.”

“It was an accident, Willie. And you know it.”

“Apologize!” Like a second explosion, Hawk’s shout shook the world around them.

Coy and Willie looked at one another and then to their bikes.

“You know, Coy, I do feel like we owe him an apology, but I’d much rather apologize when we have money to say I’m sorry with.”

“Me, too, Willie. I think that would be a much better apology.” Coy slowly backed toward his bike.

Willie looked down the hill. Several of the Iron Eagles were beginning to climb toward them. He shouted to Hawk. “It’s okay, Hawk. We’ll go ahead and catch him for you. He won’t get away.”

“Don’t you cowards run!” Hawk screamed and ushered more men up the hill.

“It’s not a problem. Really.” Willie ran to his bike and jumped on. “We’ll get him and bring him back.”

Coy triggered his engine and was gone down the eastern face of the hill before Willie even got his kickstand up. He switched the key and pushed the electric start as the Iron Eagles made the top of the hill. He screamed as he gunned his engine and soared down the hill after Coy.

NINE

The town was always easy to find because of all the damned flags, and Mr. Christopher noted that they had added quite a few since he was last forced to stop in the former college town.

The flags began in the abandoned parts of town and were posted on either side of the street forming a colorful corridor on the decaying roadways. Several of the flags and banners were from a time before the world blew itself up. Peace signs, trees, and more than a few whales stood against colorful fields that flapped in the breeze. Many of the flags, however, had been born out of the apocalypse itself.

The first strike in the war to end the world had occurred with such suddenness that every news anchor was wiped out with the exception of Brian Williams as he had been doing nothing of note at the time. So, with no reliable new source available, it was never really clear who or what had caused the conflict that ended the world. But, the citizens of the town did not let the mystery stand in their way. They knew exactly who was to blame, and every flag was a condemnation against them.

One flag showed a burning cigarette morphed into a lit fuse that ran down an illustrated trachea before branching off into lungs comprised of sticks of dynamite.

The one next to it depicted the golden arches held aloft the head of an obese clown with a wicked smile. The clown itself was plugged into a dialysis machine that took in blood and spit out piles of money.

A golden field of grain flapped in the wind and appeared normal at first glance, but if one cared to stare at it long enough they would see that the golden field was composed of broken DNA strands instead of wheat.

A blue flag bore the words “Everyday Low Wages” beneath a yellow smiley face that was winking at the viewer.

Multiple shades of green depicted a booming oil derrick on top of an emaciated world covered with blood from the well.

A white apple silhouette stood in front of crossed bones against a black field.

A red banner with white script spelled out the words Cancer-Cola.

A cartoon mouse was curb-stomping a toddler.

A string of dollar signs depicted a jail cell.

And, one just said, “Fuck Sea World.”

At first glance the people of the town didn’t seem to be for much of anything. The flags and banners had a definitive “anti” slant, but if one looked close enough, it did seem they were “pro” a thing or two. But, according to the flags, it was mostly weed, unicorns, and hugs.

Mr. Christopher grimaced as he turned the Jeep’s steering wheel. The bullet had passed through his waist and he had done what he could to clean the wound and stop the bleeding, but he didn’t have the dexterity to stitch himself up. Every turn of the wheel caused it to bleed more. He could find the help he needed here. But, he would have to be careful.

Alasis was on friendly terms with the town’s leadership, but only because it bought the town’s allegiance. Its location wasn’t of any strategic importance, and the town itself produced nothing worth having. Mr. Christopher wasn’t sure they produced anything at all, actually. But, by sending regular shipments of supplies, Alasis bought peace and their citizens were welcomed legally, if not warmly, and granted no special privileges.

The small town fell away as he approached the former college campus. The flags directed him to the main avenue and he brought the Jeep to a stop in front of a gate. Red and white bars taken from a railroad crossing blocked the road between a pair of guardhouses. They weren’t large, there were just enough to keep a guard out of the rain or sun. A man emerged from each guardhouse with a combat rifle across his chest.

They wore no uniforms but each guard examined his car from behind the oversized smile, upturned mustache, and squinty eyes of a pale Guy Fawke’s mask. One circled the SUV while the other approached his door and tapped on the window with the barrel of his weapon.

Christopher rolled the window down and looked into the eyes of the man behind the mask.

“What do you want?” Guy Fawkes asked.

“My name is Mr. Christopher. I am on official business from Alasis and I require medical assistance.” He leaned back and moved his hand to reveal the bleeding wound, hoping its severity would speed things up.

Guy Fawkes looked away and repeated, “Alasis?”

“That’s right.”

He looked back. “Can’t say that I’m a fan.”

Mr. Christopher shrugged but held the gaze behind the mask. He wasn’t too concerned with what a man in a Halloween mask thought. He was only concerned that he was in pain.

“I don’t like the way you treat people up that way.”

Mr. Christopher took a deep breath while deciding just how rude he could be. “But you do like the food we send you.”

It was the guard’s turn to shrug. “I don’t like your attitude either.”

“Then I take great confidence in knowing that it doesn’t matter what you think,” Mr. Christopher said.

A chuckle escaped from the behind the mask. The guard stood up from the window as the second Guy Fawkes finished his circle of the vehicle. Guy One asked Guy Two, “Did you see anything?”

“There’s a woman tied up in the back. But, nothing suspicious.”

The first guard opened the Jeep’s door. “Please step out of the vehicle.”

“I am in great discomfort from an inconvenient gunshot wound, so may I ask why you need me to step out of the car?”

“I’m going to search you and your car for weapons. You see, unlike Alasis, we are a peaceful town. And we don’t want anyone disrupting that peace. So step out of the car before I drag your ass out and beat you to death.”

Mr. Christopher sighed and stepped gingerly from the car driver’s seat. Once he had swung his legs out, the guard grabbed him by his lapels and yanked him to his feet.

Guy One spun him around, pushed him against the Jeep and started frisking him with violent handfuls, squeezing the soft areas until they bruised and paying special attention to Christopher’s wound.

Mr. Christopher bit back a scream and fought the murderous reflex the pain activated.

“What’s with the girl?” Guy One asked as he patted down Christopher’s thighs.

“I told you, it’s official business.”

The guard found Christopher’s weapon beneath his arm and pulled it out of the shoulder holster. He tossed it to Guy Two. “Any more in the car, Mr. Official Business?”

“There’s a rifle in the passenger seat and another pistol under the driver’s seat.”

Guy Two moved into the car to inspect the rest of the vehicle. He located the two weapons and continued to search. A moment later he emerged with a tire iron. He handed it to Guy Fawkes number one and returned to the car.

“I thought you said there was nothing else, Mr. Alasis.”

“What?” Mr. Christopher asked. “It’s a tire iron.”

“It’s a weapon.”

“It’s just a tire iron.”

“Do you have any idea how many people tire irons kill each year?”

“Do you have any idea how many tires they change?”

Guy One tossed the tire iron to the ground where it bounced with a wobbly clang.

Guy Two returned and handed the first guard a screwdriver. “I found this.”

The guard held it in front of the mask’s eyeholes. “A shiv!”

“A screwdriver!” Mr. Christopher argued.

“And who exactly were you planning to screw, Mr. It’s Just a Tire Iron?”

“A man named Philips, I suppose.”

The joke went unnoticed and the screwdriver went into the pile as the second guard went back into the rear of the Cherokee.

Guy One spun Christopher around. “It seems like you weren’t being too truthful with me.”

He felt the force of the spin in his wound. It was getting worse. “Well, I didn’t account for your wild imagination.”

“We’ve got a problem here,” the second guard’s voice was muffled inside the car. He backed out holding a plastic bag full of trash.

Guy One grabbed it and held it in front of Mr. Christopher. “You want to try explaining this?”

Mr. Christopher cocked his head at the bag trying to see what the guard thought he was seeing. He couldn’t see it so he shrugged. “I like to keep a tidy car.”

“This is a plastic bag!”

“Indeed it is. And I am aware of the danger that it poses to infants and pets should they not heed the warning clearly printed on the bag that it is not a toy. But, I assure you it has no nefarious purpose. I intend to suffocate no one.”

“Suffocate nothing. It’s a plastic bag! It’s a blight on our community. Don’t you even care about the planet?” He dropped the bag in the pile. “I’m going to let this one slide, but next time you come this way, you had better be using a reusable shopping bag for your refuse.”

Mr. Christopher winced at the pain in his side and the pain in the conversation in general. “I appreciate your leniency.”

“All right, then,” Guy One stepped back into the guardhouse and emerged a moment later with a sheet of paper. “It sounds like you’ve been here before, but just for good measure I’m going to read the welcome note.”

Mr. Christopher rolled his eyes and climbed back into his Jeep.

The guard held up the note in front of the mask’s slits and cleared his throat before reading. “Welcome to our fair town. Here we value freedom above all else. Here you are free to say, do, and be whatever it is that makes you happy ... or sad. Freedom means different things to different people.

“To ensure freedom for all, Freedom Enforcement Officers will be enforcing the following rules: There are no weapons allowed except for those of the Freedom Enforcement Officers. Anyone displaying a weapon will be arrested.

“There is no fighting. All disputes are to be settled by Freedom Enforcement Officers as they have been trained in conflict resolution. Anyone caught fighting will be arrested.”

“What about self-defense?”

The guard was able to express a surprising amount of frustration through his eyes alone. “Freedom Enforcement Officers handle all defense for the community. Self and otherwise.” He continued to read. “All people will be addressed by the name, title, or pronoun of his/her/hir/hyz/their preference. Anyone addressing a person/pyrsen by any name, title, or pronoun other than the one preferred will be arrested.

“There will be no name-calling. Those caught name-calling will be arrested.

“There will be no physical contact with another person without their expressed written permission. Any person making, attempting to make, or considering making unsanctioned physical contact will be arrested.

“No opinions shall be expressed in verbal, nonverbal, or written form without prior permission from a majority of the town council. Anyone expressing an unapproved opinion will be arrested.” The guard took a breath.

“Is that all?” Mr. Christopher asked.

Guy Two laughed. “Hardly.”

Guy One continued. “Approved opinions are as follows: Puppies and kittens are cute ...”

“Monkeys too, I suppose.”

Guy One stopped reading and stared at the man behind the wheel. “Monkeys are deemed offensive to certain demographics. Any mention of monkeys or any other primate is prohibited.”

“Even if they’re dressed as people?”

The guard pointed a harsh finger at Mr. Christopher. “Especially if they are dressed as people.” The guard returned to the page. “Sunny days are delightful. Nature is good. Greed is bad. Capitalism was the failure of personkind that led to its eventual downfall and those that supported it were heartless, elitist bastards who deserve to burn in a hell of their own making but not the biblical Hell because religion is bad and the Bible was a made-up book of fairy tales. The world is better off without Nickelback. And the weather is nice.”

Christopher blinked hard. “What if the weather isn’t nice?”

The guard looked over the top of the page. “Then don’t talk about it.”

“But ...”

Guy number two shook his head.

Guy One finished reading. “We hope you understand these rules that have been read to you. Anyone failing to understand these rules will be arrested. Do you understand?”

“Yeah, I get it.” Mr. Christopher shut the door of the Jeep. “It sounds like a paradise.”

Guy Two raised the barricade. Guy One waved the vehicle in. “Welcome to Tolerance.”

TEN

It hadn’t been a fair fight. All three bodies had a surprised look on their face. The Librarian examined the victims around the campfire and found two bullet holes in each. A quick walk around the campsite and its outskirts turned up a trail of blood but no casings. So, the attacker had used a revolver and happened to be a crack shot. But the shooter wasn’t bulletproof. The trail of blood proved that.

It could be Christopher, but it could be a lot of people. The apocalypse had forced a gun into almost every hand, and more than a few people had discovered a talent they didn’t know they had. Contrary to popular pre-apocalypse fiction, there was no shortage of bullets in the post-apocalyptic world. There were hundreds of billions of bullets left lying around, and almost everyone that survived the end of the world did so with the urge to shoot something.

He examined the campsite. The party’s gear was still there. The backpacks were left unopened. Nothing had been taken or even ransacked. The bodies hadn’t been searched. They lay where they fell. It wasn’t raiders. It had to be Christopher. But, why?

The campfire still smoldered, and if the killer had a hole in him he couldn’t have gotten far.

Chewy began her own investigation of the site. The large dog sniffed at the bodies and pawed at the gear that had been left behind. Her focus soon became the base of a log the party had been using as a bench. Her tail wagged faster and her excitement grew. She started barking.

Jerry knew she had found Erica’s scent. He looked at the blood trail in the leaf litter and comforted the dog. “We’ll find her, girl.”

Chewy’s excited barks turned to a low growl and Jerry spun back to face the campsite. A young woman stood at the edge of the clearing with a shotgun to her shoulder. Jerry froze. The barrels always looked bigger from this end.

Tears were running down her face, and they had been for some time. Her nose was red from the cold and from the crying. She stammered as she spoke. “Don’t move. Don’t move. Don’t move.”

“We’re not moving.” He signaled for Chewy to sit and slowly raised his hands. “We’re not going to hurt you.”

“Of course not, asshole,” she screamed. “I have the gun.”

Jerry laughed a little. “You make a good point. But we’re not here to hurt anyone. Can you tell me what happened?”

The question brought another fresh round of tears. “He killed them. He killed them all.”

“Who was it? What did he look like?”

She shrugged and shook her head but the barrel never wavered. “I don’t know. Some bastard in a stupid suit.”

“Mr. Christopher,” Jerry said.

“He didn’t give his name. He just killed them all.” She closed her eyes against the tears and the barrel lowered a few inches.

Jerry didn’t move. The woman wasn’t going to kill him if she could help it. He didn’t want to give her a reason to shoot. He held his hands still but looked to the dog and nodded towards the woman.

Chewy stood and walked slowly to her. The large mutt brushed up against her leg and offered her a warm head to pet.

The woman continued to sob for only a moment before lowering the gun and letting her hand drop to Chewy’s head.

The dog nuzzled in closer and woofed the closest thing she had to condolences.

The woman fell to her knees and embraced the dog.

Jerry lowered his hands.

“I was gathering wood.” She laughed a nervous laugh. “It was my turn. I heard voices that I didn’t know so I started coming back. Then I heard a woman screaming. It wasn’t Jillian. It was a voice I didn’t know so I stayed low and moved slowly in case they needed ...” she cried a little harder. “In case they needed my help.”

Her voice was lost in tears for a minute before she could continue. “He said he was a Marshal and that the girl was a criminal, but Mike wouldn’t let him take her. That’s when he ...” her voice faded to sobbing.

Jerry let her cry. What could he say that wouldn’t be insulting? “Everything is going to be okay” was just a bold-faced lie. “Buck up, little camper” was condescending, and “everything happens for a reason” put the blame squarely on the group’s desire to help a stranger. He was about to go with the vague and unhelpful “there, there” when she spoke again.

“I wanted to shoot him. I wanted him dead. I’ve never wanted to kill anyone before, but this was different. But, I ... he was just too fast.”

“If it’s who I think it is, staying hidden was the right decision.”

“You know him? You know the bastard that did this?”

Jerry nodded. “I’m afraid so. He’s been trying to kill me for the better part of a year. Myself and the woman your friends tried to help.”

The woman looked up at him. “He took her.” There was a strange comfort in her eyes. She had someone to grieve with now. She almost smiled but she looked away. When she looked back she was angry again. “That woman is the reason he came here.”

Quicker than Jerry would have thought possible, the woman shoved Chewy away and grabbed the shotgun from the ground.

Jerry grabbed the barrel before she could point it at him. He made no move to take it from her, but he kept the barrel pointed at the ground.

The woman growled as she struggled for control of the gun.

“Please,” Jerry said. “The woman is my wife. I’ve been searching for them for days. He took her from me. You’ve got to understand.”

Her struggle weakened and she dropped the gun once more. She sat on the log near the fire and hesitated before taking Chewy up on another offer for a pet and a nuzzle.

Jerry tossed a handful of small twigs on the campfire and dropped a log on top. He stirred the coals, watched the flames catch, and sat next to her. “I understand how you feel and I know that there’s nothing I can say to make the pain go away. But please believe me that I have only two goals in life: to rescue my wife and kill that bastard more than anyone has ever been killed before.”

She stared at the growing fire for several minutes without saying a word. Jerry was about to leave when she finally spoke. “You promise?”

He nodded. “I do.”

“How do you know he won’t kill you first?”

“I don’t,” he sighed. “The truth is I’ve never enjoyed killing people. I never thought of myself as a killer. I still don’t, really. I’ve never set out to try and kill anyone. I’ve done what I’ve had to do out here. But, who hasn’t? I guess I’ve killed more than my fair share, but always for what I would call the right reasons. Sadly, I’ve gotten pretty good at it.” He looked long into the fire. It was really catching and he could feel the heat from the flames.

“I never wanted to kill anyone,” she said quietly. “This guy just has that effect on people.”

“Do you know where they went?”

She raised a finger, pointing to the trail of blood that led into the woods. “Mike shot him. Mike, shot him good. Put a nice red stain in that stupid white suit he was wearing.” She pulled her arms around herself. The anger and fear was wearing off and she was starting to shiver against the cold. “He’s going to need stitching up.”

Jerry pulled his jacket off and put it over her shoulders. “Do you know where he would go? Where’s close?”

There was nothing but sadness in her eyes now. She looked away from him and pulled at the collar of her shirt. Beneath the garment, just below her collarbone, she had a mass of scar tissue in the shape of a bold capital T.

Jerry pulled her hand away and let the shirt cover the mark once more. “Well, shit.”

ELEVEN

When she began to wake, the first thing Erica noticed was that she didn’t hurt. Her back wasn’t aching, her legs weren’t cramping. Even the shoulder she had lain on for the past few days wasn’t as stiff as it had been.

The second thing she noticed was the bed. It wasn’t the softest she had ever been in, but it wasn’t the back of the Jeep either. It was like lying in a cloud compared to the back of that bastard’s old Cherokee.

The smell of clean sheets overwhelmed her. She buried her face in the pillowcase and took it in. Even with the cold outside she could tell it had dried on a line. She took a deep breath and was suddenly at her grandmother’s Texas farmhouse in the middle of the summer. It must have been early because it wasn’t ungodly hot yet.

Her grandmother always told her that she dried the bedsheets outside to capture the wind so she could fly in her dreams. But the truth was the dryer had broken years before and she never bothered to get it fixed. This was the fate of many appliances in her grandmother’s home.

She pulled the sheets closer to her face hoping to smell the breakfast her grandmother would be preparing. This is when she became fully alert. Her hands weren’t bound. Her legs were free. She could move.

Erica kicked off the sheets and looked around the room. Sunlight drifted in through a fair-sized window and filled it with light. From the bed all she could see outside was the sky and the tops of a few trees.

The room was white. Thick white. Cinderblock construction had been painted over with a hundred layers of slopped on paint. The floor was bare concrete and the bed was the only piece of furniture in the room.

Erica’s feet touched the floor and the cold made her pull them back. Winter was settling in. She wondered if it would snow here. It was possible. But she wasn’t sure where here was. She braved the floor again and crossed to the window to get her bearings.

Looking out the window didn’t help. What lay before her was hardly an establishing shot of any place she had ever been before. There were no landmarks. No signs that she could see.

She couldn’t see a desert and she was thankful for that. The pine trees outside were green and tall. They had traveled north and east from Texas. That much she could tell. The window looked over a large common area filled with dead and dying grass and surrounded by red brick gothic-style buildings. She turned back to the white cinder blocks and determined she was in a college dorm room. But it didn’t answer any other questions.

Had she been rescued? How long had she been out? Where were her rescuers? And her shoes? Where were her shoes? Her feet were freezing.

She found her socks and shoes in a small built-in shelf and she quickly stepped into them as she crossed to the door. Erica grabbed the lever, pushed it down and pulled on the door. It shook in the doorframe but would not open. She tried again even though she knew shaking things wasn’t how they normally unlocked.

She shook it harder and pounded against the solid door. “Hello?”

There was no response from the other side so she shook harder and yelled louder. “Hello? Please, let me out of here!”

So she hadn’t been rescued. It was clear she was still a prisoner. But that meant there had to be guards in the hall. Why weren’t they answering?

Her pleas turned to anger the more she shook and beat against the door. “Let me out!”

After several minutes a woman’s voice came through the door. “You can’t come out.”

Erica shook harder. The lever began to hurt her hand. “Let me out!”

“You can’t come out,” the voice repeated. “Also, shut up.”

She had their attention now at least. “Where am I? What is this place?”

There was a sharp crack against the door from the other side. A man’s voice commanded her to back away from the door and sit on the bed.

Erica stopped, released the door handle, and backed away a few steps. Far enough for the door to open, close enough to make a break for it if she had the opportunity. “Okay. I backed away.” She stayed close to the door but tried to make her voice sound smaller, farther away than it was.

Chains fell heavy to the ground outside. Dead bolts disengaged. The door opened and two armed men walked shoulder to shoulder through the door and kept coming.

Erica backed up until the edge of the bed met her knees and tried to trip her.

“Move!” It was the woman’s voice and it caused the two guards to spread apart revealing its owner. She didn’t quite come up to their shoulders, but her presence was bigger than both of theirs combined. She wore a maroon, thigh-length wool jacket that looked more like a uniform than a winter coat. Straight brown hair fell to her shoulders from beneath a matching beret. Rich brown eyes framed behind thick-rimmed glasses burned when she spoke. “I said shut up. You need to be more respectful of people’s silence, bitch.”

Erica caught herself before she fell back onto the bed. “Please. I’ve been kidnapped. You’ve got to help me.”

“I don’t have to do anything, bitch.” Even her eyebrows looked angry. “You can’t make me. It’s probably that selfish, bossy attitude that got you here in the first place.”

Erica raised an eyebrow. “Okay? Please, I’m asking for your help.”

“You haven’t been kidnapped, you stupid skank. You’re a prisoner. You’ve been arrested.”

“For what?”

The small, angry woman threw up her arms and turned toward the door before turning back. “For the charge of ‘I don’t give a fuck.’ And if you keep up this ‘help me, help me’ bullshit I’ll tack on some more years for the charge of ‘fuck you,’ do you get me?”

Erica took a deep breath and let it out. “What is wrong with you?”

“With me? You’re the one who wiped out a truck full of hard-working people. Or do you not remember that just like you keep forgetting to shut the fuck up?”

Erica crossed her arms. Her mouth hung open for a moment before she found the words. “You’re talking about the truck full of raiders that came to rape, kill, and enslave my family and friends for doing nothing?”

“Don’t use the ‘R’ word, you bigot. Have some fucking decency.”

“The ‘R’ word? What the ... those men were trying to kill us!”

“Those men were trying to feed their families. And feed the people of Alasis and towns like ours.” There was actual spit flying from this woman’s mouth. “Maybe if you bothered to check your privilege you could see the world through someone else’s eyes, you selfish, privileged whore.”

“So I should have just let them kill me and my friends and take what we had worked so hard for?”

“Oh, me, me, me, mine, mine, mine. It’s just all about you, isn’t it? Twenty-four, seven it’s just blonde bitch, blonde bitch, blonde bitch. You make me sick.”

Erica looked to the faces of the two men. Looking for a little validation that this was even real. Their faces were frozen in a neutral expression. Their eyes were fixed on a point somewhere in a distance that didn’t exist. She looked back to the woman. “Seriously, what the fuck is wrong with you?”

“What the fuck is wrong with me is called caring. It’s called empathy. It’s called being a human fucking being. I guess what’s wrong with me is that I care about hungry people a little more than you do. I guess what’s wrong with me is that I can think about something besides what the world owes me.” The woman spun and stomped back to the door. She ushered the men out of the room and grabbed the doorknob. “Now sit in your cell and shut the fuck up or I will remove your motherfucking larynx with my motherfucking bare hands. You are infringing on my right to a quiet fucking day.”

The door slammed and Erica heard the deadbolts engage. She heard the chain being collected and strung across the door. Over it all she heard the woman yelling at the two guards for letting the prisoner make so much noise.

Erica walked over to the window and stared out onto the campus. “What a bitch.”

TWELVE

“Because it’s a weird place. That’s why.” Willie flung a rock at an old store window and smiled as it formed a whole and collapsed the entire pane. It wasn’t worth as many points as a good solid holer, but it made a much more satisfying sound.

“But that’s where they went. So we have to go there.” Coy threw a rock at another window and frowned when it struck the aluminum frame and fell to the ground.

Willie smiled. He was two points up on this match of Smashy, Smashy, and there were only a couple of throws left. He picked up another rock and selected his target. “But it’s weird.”

“Why do you keep saying that? Weird like how is it weird?”

Willie held his throw and thought for a minute. He chose his example and spoke. “Okay. You know how when you see a pretty girl and you tell her she’s pretty?”

Coy smiled and nodded. “Yeah.”

“If you do that there, they lock you up.” Willie resumed his stance and lined up his target again. He was going to break the window Coy had just missed. It would throw his friend off his game. Most people failed to appreciate that Smashy, Smashy was as much about strategy as it was about smashing things.

Coy screwed up his face and shook his head. “What?”

Willie paused. Coy was obviously playing his own mental game. Trying to freeze him out and spoil his focus. “Yeah, even if you really mean what you said about her. And even if it’s a nice thing. They lock you up.” Coy’s game wasn’t going to work. Willie threw the rock and watched it connect with the window. The glass cracked but didn’t shatter. “Dammit.”

“Just for talking to a girl?” Coy asked.

“Yeah.” Willie sat down on his bike. “And also if you hurt someone, they lock you up.”

“Well, they do that lots of places, Willie.”

“Sure, if you break an arm or a leg or if you knock ’em out, but there you can get locked up if you just hurt their feelings.”

“No way. You’re making that up.”

“I swear I’m not.”

Coy picked up a stone and lined up his throw. He connected with the cracked window and smiled when the rock crashed through. He waited a moment to see if the pane would collapse. When it was obvious that it wasn’t going to happen, he turned to Willie and smiled.

“Dammit,” Willie said. It was a holer. The game was tied. He picked up a stone he had been saving. It was smooth and round. A two-holer would put him over the top, but it was a risky throw trying to put a second hole in a single pane.

Coy pressed the mental game by not shutting up. “So this town is mostly kids then? That should make them less dangerous.”

“No. Full grown adults.”

“No way. You’re lying.”

Willie chuckled. “I swear I’m not.”

“You’ve got to be. If they’re grown-ups, how can you hurt their feelings?”

Willie palmed the stone. He wasn’t going to let Coy do this to him. He’d finish the conversation and then finish the game. “It’s surprisingly easy. Sometimes it’s mean things. Sometimes saying nice things hurts their feelings. Sometimes what you’re wearing can hurt their feelings.”

“How can what I’m wearing hurt their feelings?”

Willie shrugged. “Like I said, it’s weird.”

“But, that’s where the lady in the woods said they went.”

“She would have said anything, for us not to take her back there.”

Willie waited to see if they were done. He felt the smoothness of the stone itching his palm. If any rock could grant him a two-holer, it was this one. Coy was either out of questions or completely confused. Tolerance had never made much sense to him either, but he’d seen it firsthand once, so at least he could believe it.

Coy sat quietly, and Willie took his stance. He lined his shoulders up perpendicular to the window and let his arms fall to his side before shaking them out. He picked his place and pulled back his arm. He envisioned the second hole. He saw the second hole. He took a breath and held it.

“But we have to go, right?” Coy asked. He was playing the mental game better than he ever had before. “Because that’s where they went.”

Willie gasped and held his throw. “Yeah, we do. But if we go, you don’t say anything. We don’t say anything. I don’t want them mad at me.”

“We’ve escaped from jails before.”

“They don’t just make you a prisoner. They make you a slave. Did you see that thing above her booby back there?”

“Yeah. What was that?”

“It was a T.”

Coy didn’t get it.

“For Tolerance, dipshit.”

“Oh.”

“She was a slave. They don’t do nothing for themselves in that town. They make other people do it for them. You’re sentenced to what they call your Fair Share, and they work you until you die.”

“Wait. So they’ll lock you up for saying nice things about ladies. Or wearing things that hurt their feelings. But they have slaves?”

“Like I said ...”

Coy looked away. “Yeah, you said it was weird.”

“Really weird.” Willie spun quickly and let the stone fly before Coy could say anything else. The rock struck the pane in the opposite corner of Coy’s hole and broke through.

The initial crash was followed by a slow crackling.

Coy was on his feet.

Both men watched in silence as the crackling slowed and eventually stopped.

“Ha, two-holer!” Willie shouted. “I win. Let’s go.” He moved over to his bike and hopped on.

Coy stared at the window and muttered. “Damn, a two-holer.”

THIRTEEN

Erica couldn’t break the window. The sound would bring She-Bitch and the Dumb Bastards back into the room for an encore of frothing and screaming.

If the room was closer to the ground she could risk it and make a run for it. But, the room was four stories up and, more importantly, the ground was four stories down. If she was going out the window she would have to take it slow.

A concrete ledge outside looked wide enough and stable enough for her to skirt along if she was careful. She couldn’t see where it led to, but it had to run by another window somewhere. If she could reach an unlocked room or a stairwell, she could get back in and hopefully find her way out of the building and off the campus.

She studied the ledge. And the distance to the ground. It was a six-inch ledge and a forty-foot fall. And not only was the ledge scary, it was wet. She turned and studied the room again looking for any other way out. The ceiling was solid concrete just like the floor. The air vents were no larger than a single cinder block. There was only the one door leading to the hallway and the trio of terrible people outside.

She considered the window option again. Especially the forty-foot fall portion of the plan. It was dangerous, but it was quiet. Falling would probably be a better fate than whatever awaited her in Alasis.

Mr. Christopher’s wound had not been a complicated one. Some cleaning, some stitching, and it wouldn’t be long before she found herself back in the trunk of the old Cherokee breathing the fumes from the busted exhaust system through a gag in her mouth.

The fresh air on the other side of the window seemed like her best option no matter how high it was. She could make it. It couldn’t be that slippery. She could find her way back inside the dormitory, then out of the crazy town and make her way back to New Hope. Jerry would know to look for her there.

Erica took a deep breath and lifted the frame. It refused to move. She pulled harder and got no response. There were no latches holding it shut at the top. She searched the frame for bolts or nails and found nothing holding it closed. She checked the base of the frame and saw the problem. It had been painted shut with a hundred layers of latex paint.

She tried the window again thinking that maybe because she knew why it was stuck, it would no longer stick. But that’s not how things work, and the paint didn’t even crack. She was going to have to scrape it off with something.

The shelf that had held her clothes held nothing else in it. She tried to pull the shelf itself away from the wall but it wouldn’t budge either. She huffed in frustration and examined the rest of the room.

There was only the bed. She pulled the mattress back to reveal the springs beneath. It was made of hundreds of interlocking metal rods. Nothing large enough to swing at a small, annoying woman with much effect, but one would probably be pointy enough to scrape several semesters’ worth of paint from a window.

Erica tested the springs with her hand and found the loosest ones to be in the middle of the bed. She worked quietly but with the confidence that she would have plenty of time to cover her tracks if she heard the door.

A combination of applying and releasing tensions, pulling and twisting, and swearing and cursing finally prevailed and a mattress spring segment came free in her hand. Each end of the metal rod was folded under itself and far too smooth for what she needed.

Erica let the mattress fall back on the bed and sat down. The gap in one end of the rod was wide enough to slide over the bed frame’s rail. She pulled at the end in her hand and slowly worked the rounded end open into a hook. She tested the end by rubbing it over her finger and decided the sheared end would be more than enough to scrape through the paint.

She moved back to the window and tested the small tool. Dragging it across the painted seam produced a thin, rubbery peel of white that curled underneath the hook. Satisfied with the test, she brushed away the strip and went to work.

Years of touch-up paint yielded to the bedspring as she scraped it across the bottom of the frame. The white strips piled up at her feet as she brushed each away. Within a few minutes she could see the original seam and she paused to examine the sides of the frame to see if they would need scraping as well.

The chain outside scraped against the door and Erica jumped. She dropped to the floor and brushed the paint scrapings into her hand before dumping them in her pocket. The dead bolts offered their warning and Erica jumped to the bed. She tossed the tool into the sheets and pulled her knees up onto the bed. She’d been doing nothing. Nothing at all.

The door swung open and the trio walked back in. This time the woman didn’t follow the men. She rushed in ahead of them and began with the screaming.

“Did you really think I wouldn’t think to think you might try to go out the window?”

Erica stood up and opened her mouth to answer but quickly realized she wasn’t quite sure what the question was. “What?”

The woman pushed her aside and tore back the covers until the tool dropped to the ground and bounced across the floor. One of the men picked it up and put it in his pocket.

Erica tried not to show any disappointment.

The woman continued to scream. “You might as well get comfy, whore. You’re not going anywhere until they decide to drag your ass back to Alasis for the trial or beheading or whatever it is you deserve.”

She didn’t raise her voice or shout back, but Erica had to know. “Why are you such a shitty person?”

“Because you’re ignorant and everyone knows you don’t deserve respect if you’re ignorant.”

“Ignorant of what?”

The woman nodded and slapped her forehead with the palm of her hand. “Exactly. You’re so ignorant you don’t even know what you’re ignorant of. You don’t even know what you don’t know. So sit down and be stupid quietly for a change.” The woman turned to leave.

“You know what they’re going to do to me,” Erica spoke in an even tone. There was no pleading with this woman. Pleading would get her nowhere. All she could do was appeal to her humanity. If she had any. “You’re a woman. You have to help me.”

The woman spun so fast she almost lost her beret. “What did you call me?”

Erica had to think back. She was pretty sure she said woman and not what she had been thinking. “A woman?”

“A woman?” She stormed back and put a finger in Erica’s face. “I am not defined by society’s labels, bitch. There are more than sixty genders, and you paint me with one! Why? Because of my hair? Because of my sweetness? You are so damn ignorant.” She sighed and for that brief moment there was silence.

“So you’re a ...”

“It doesn’t matter what I am. How I self-identify is none of your business, you oppressive bigot.” She let out an exasperated gasp. “You know what? When the world first blew up, I thought it was a blessing.”

One of the men opened his mouth to speak, but she held up her hand to stop him.

“You’re right. I misspoke. It wasn’t a blessing because religion is evil and for weak-minded anti-science morons and children. Thank you for correcting me.” She went back to frothing. “What I meant to say was that I thought it was awesome. So much ignorance wiped out in the blink of an eye. It was the only logical conclusion to humanity’s destructive ways. Some of us lived and we had a chance to start over. I felt that intelligent people finally had a chance to reshape the world by doing what was right. But here you are, too stupid to know that your kind of ignorance is extinct. Fucking it up for everyone else. For everyone that functions with the respect and motherfucking civility this world deserves.

“So don’t you dare lump me in with you. I am nothing like you. This is our world now, and we’re not going to let you fill it with your hate.”

Erica dropped her head and looked at the ground. “You’re right,” she said. “You’re not like me at all.”

“Well thank you for that.” The woman began to turn away.

Erica looked up. “I don’t need a man to protect me.”

The woman turned back around. Her mouth hung open, but for the first time, probably ever, no words came out. Her lips moved trying to start several thoughts that never fully formed. The woman in the beret finally shot out, “Oh no you fucking didn’t.”

Erica shrugged, smirked, and looked at the two men in front of her.

It was possible that up until this point the woman had not actually been angry. Now her face flushed red and she screamed at the two armed men. “You two assholes, out.”

The two guards looked to one another, most likely hoping the other would act first. It was a game of chicken no one could win.

The guard on her left spoke first. “But, Carrie ...”

Carrie’s eyes were locked on Erica’s and her voice had grown cold and quiet. She spoke to the guard over her shoulder without breaking the stare. “Get out or I’ll say you were oppressing me.”

The guard protested. “I really don’t think ...”

Carrie turned, reached up and grabbed the guard by the neck. She pulled his face down to hers and screamed, “Fuck. Off.”

The two men backed out of the room and disappeared down the hall.

Erica listened to their footsteps fading away all while holding Carrie’s gaze. Another door slammed and the floor was completely silent.

Carrie screamed. “What have you got now, bitch? Is this what you wanted? Well, you’ve got it. I’m right here.”

Erica took a step toward Carrie who immediately sprung back and dropped into a defensive posture that Erica was certain never existed until that moment.

“I’m going to warn you once.” Carrie held out her arms and made a circle around her as she continued to scream. “This is my safe space. You stay out of it and I’ll let you live. But, step inside,” Carrie reached behind her back and pulled out a large automatic, “and I will fucking destroy you! I will ...”

Erica lunged forward and grabbed the wrist that held the gun. She pushed the wrist down and away, half turned and drove an elbow into the top of the woman’s mouth, knocking the beret off her head and a tooth from her mouth.

Carrie stumbled backwards and relaxed her grip on the weapon.

Erica pulled the gun free and spun the opposite direction, catching Carrie’s cheek with a right elbow. It wasn’t until Erica punched her for a third time that Carrie finally stopped talking.

The woman sneered at her through bloody lips and chipped teeth and screamed something unintelligible and gurgley before charging. Her fingers were curled like claws. Her eyes were the color of insanity. Even her hair seemed to be reaching out and trying to strangle someone.

Erica whipped the automatic like a club. The crack against Carrie’s jaw was satisfying but not as much as the complete silence that followed. Even the gurgling stopped.

Carrie stood and looked at Erica but there was nothing left in her eyes. They were unfocused and remained so as the woman fell face forward to the floor.

Erica delighted in the lack of screaming for a second before stripping Carrie of her jacket. She listened for the other guards but heard nothing. Erica stepped to the door and found where the beret had landed.

She put on the jacket and the hat and slipped into the hallway. The guards were out of sight, but she could hear them talking.

“I haven’t heard Carrie say anything for a minute.”

“Yeah, it’s kind of nice, isn’t it?”

“Should we go check on her?”

“Let’s enjoy it for a minute.”

Erica ran down the hallway away from the guards and found a door to a stairwell. Two minutes later she was outside and making her way through the town of Tolerance.

FOURTEEN

They had to speak at the gates. That wasn’t the plan, but sticking to one word answers got them into the town. Once inside, Willie and Coy did their best not to talk to anyone. The fact that no one wanted to talk to them didn’t make it any easier. Now they were forced to not offend anyone with their looks. And this had been a challenge their entire lives.

They tried not to smile. If compliments could get you arrested, there was no telling what an unwelcomed smile could do. But they also worried about frowning. They didn’t want to give anyone the idea that they were judging them. Willie found wearing a neutral face more difficult than he would have thought and his mouth bounced back and forth between a smirk and a frown giving him the appearance of having a facial tic. One person approached concerned he was having a stroke.

Coy, on the other hand, had his chin nearly straight up in the air while simultaneously trying to direct his eyes to the ground in front of him. This extreme focus caused Coy to subconsciously chew on his lip, which exposed his teeth in a twisted snarl and gave him a lumbering gait.

Willie directed his partner down an empty alleyway and shoved him behind a brick wall that had been built to hide a dumpster. “Coy, what the hell are you doing?”

Coy turned his whole body to answer without taking his eyes off the ground or his nose out of the sky. “I’m doing what you told me to do.”

“I’m pretty sure I never said walk like a retarded Frankenstein.”

“That’s not what I’m doing.”

“It is, though.”

“It’s not. You told me not to look at boobs. This is me not looking at boobs.”

“Yeah, but you’re making it too obvious, dummy.”

“I am not.”

“You are, too. That’s an ‘I’m not looking at boobs’ face if I’ve ever seen one.”

“So what if it is, Willie? You told me not to look and I’m not looking.”

“Yeah, Coy, but you can’t get caught not looking.”

“Why not?”

“Because some women find it offensive if you don’t look.”

“But you told me women find it offensive if I do look.”

“Right.”

“Well how the hell am I supposed to tell the difference between a woman that wants me to look at her boobs and one who don’t!?”

“You moron, they’re the same woman.”

“So you’re saying a woman might get upset if she sees me looking at her boobs. But the same woman might get mad if she sees me not looking at her boobs?”

“Exactly.”

Coy finally dropped his chin and, after a moment of trying to process the new information, shouted, “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Right. So look but don’t look, and don’t look but do look. But whatever you do, don’t get caught.”

“Don’t get caught doing what?”

“Looking. Or not looking. Or both. Or either.”

This confused Coy even more. He sputtered over several questions starting with why, how, how in the hell, and finally gave up. “What the hell am I supposed to do then?”

“Just act natural.”

Coy shook his head slowly and a sad look crossed his face. “Willie, this place makes my head tired. Let’s hurry up and catch the guy so we can get out of here.”

Willie peered out around the brick wall. They had been directed to the square in the middle of the campus. Most people seemed to congregate there. He scanned the crowd for the Librarian. “Don’t worry. I’m working on a plan.”

“Well work faster, would you?” Coy sat down next to the brick wall, leaned back and found a handful of pebbles to toss at the dumpster. “I’m bored and now all I can think about is boobs.”

Coy’s pouting fanned a little flame of rage in Willie’s stomach. Even before the end of the world all the big ideas had been his responsibility. Even the little ideas fell to him. Not because his ideas were the best, but because Coy was the laziest bastard he knew. And he could say that because Coy was his best friend. Everything the pair had ever done that amounted to anything had first been spawned in his head, not Coy’s. Willie finally snapped, “Maybe you’d like to come up with a plan for once.”

Coy looked up with a scowl before a thought flit into his head. “Maybe I will.”

“Fine. Go right ahead.” Willie scooped up his own handful of pebbles and dropped to the ground. “I’ll just be waiting right here for your big idea.” He threw a stone into the corner and watched it bounce off both walls before it dropped to the ground. He smiled and did it again. It was way better than thinking.

From the corner of his eye, he watched Coy think. The strain showed on the man’s face. Coy’s lips moved as he processed ideas, and he squinted and shook his head when they didn’t pan out. A bead of sweat broke out on Coy’s temple.

Willie chuckled. “Not so easy, is it?”

“Shut up, Willie.” Coy got to his feet and began to pace and whisper to himself. He had ideas and he shot ideas down in a series of mutterings. “We could ... no, he’d never fall for that. What if we ... no, that’s stupid. Maybe if ... but where would we find a tiger? If we ... no, no that would be wrong. Maybe if ...” his voice trailed off and he just began laughing.

“Focus, super genius. We haven’t got all day.”

“Shut up, Willie.” Coy paced faster around the brick enclosure, muttered more and then suddenly stopped. “Okay, I’ve got it.”

“Right. Sure you do.”

“No, I really do. Listen. We can set it up right here.” Coy began to gesture with his hands. He ducked behind the wall and began to choreograph the whole plan. “We get the library guy to come around here. Come past the dumpster and stop at this metal door.” Coy paused.

Willie watched a smile grow across Coy’s face. “And?”

“He stops here. Wanting to get in this door. But he can’t. So he shakes it and maybe bangs on it. But he can’t get in.”

“So?”

“So that’s when we jump out of the dumpster.” Coy slapped the dumpster with a bang. “And shoot him with a net gun.”

“Really, Coy?”

“Really, Willie.”

“One small problem. There’s no such thing as a net gun.”

“Sure there is.”

“So where do we get one? The future after someone invents it?”

“There really are net guns, Willie. I saw one on a nature show one time.”

“Bullshit.”

“No, really. And you shouldn’t go around calling me a liar.”

Willie threw up his hands. “Fine, but since we don’t have a nature show host around from which to borrow a net gun ... what do we do?”

“Well, we could use a regular net.”

Willie stood up and threw the rest of the rocks against the dumpster. “Well, that’s a pretty good plan, Shaggy, but how do we get him to the door? Should we maybe draw an X on the ground? Or maybe we fill a bowl with birdseed.”

“I doubt that would work, but we do put some bait in there.”

“What kind of bait?”

“That Chris guy.”

“Brilliant. But, we don’t have a Chris guy.”

“Yeah, but the library guy doesn’t know we don’t have that Chris guy. What if one of us dressed up as him in that stupid white suit and his dumb hat? Then the library guy would think we’re that Chris guy and follow us right to the door. Then,” Coy slapped the dumpster with a bang, “we jump out of the dumpster and catch him in a net that may or may not be fired from a net gun.”

Willie brushed the pebbles from his palms and dropped a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Coy.”

“Yes, Willie?”

“That is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. But, it just might work.”

“You think so?”

“I do. You get to be the Chris guy.”

“Wait. Why?”

“Because it was your idea, Coy. And because the library guy really wants to kill the Chris guy a lot. So it would be better if you did it.”

“But ... but I don’t know how to be the Chris guy. I don’t know how to act.”

“Look, all you have to do is walk around in the crowd in a white suit until someone starts to follow you. Then lead him back here and,” Willie slapped the dumpster with a bang, “I jump out of the dumpster and drop a net over his head. Or, you know, a bag or something if we can’t get a net.”

“Hey,” Coy pointed a finger at Willie. “Don’t you go changing my plan.”

FIFTEEN

Andy Levinson was the best door kicker in the apocalypse. Small and wiry, his rise to the championship was possibly the first Cinderella tale in the new world.

The sport branched off from Breaking and Entering—a popular pastime following the end of the world considering almost everyone participated while looking for food and supplies.

Sure, some survivors resisted for a time, citing moral reasons or the owner might be alive and have a gun reasons, but even the holdouts got into the act out of desperation or pure boredom. It wasn’t long before everyone left alive had an opinion on the best way to kick down a door. And once someone has an opinion it doesn’t take long for some asshole to condemn it. Egos are bruised and sports are born.

Pretty soon the sport had grown in such popularity that people were breaking and no longer entering. More could be made from the purse of a good Door Kicking Contest than could be scrounged from inside the home. Contestants would just move down the street from house to house kicking in each door and moving to the next. And the crowds followed their every move.

Much like NASCAR, the activity grew from its criminal beginnings quickly into a spectator sport. Unlike NASCAR, it was exciting to watch. In this way it was not much like NASCAR.

Fans made stars of the contestants overnight. Though he retired early, Head Banger Hollis was an instant legend despite his short time in professional competition. Bam Bam Barros was so named for a two-fisted approach that shattered the “legs only” strategy of every other contestant. Sweet Talking Shirley was known more for her pregame rituals than her actual contact method. Two-Ton Todd was renowned for a total lack of style. Instead fans loved his energy and aggressive flailing.

But, despite his size, Andy Levinson rose above them all with his Flying Foot technique. It had a flair that was impossible to deny and an effectiveness that was hard to beat. He was inspiration for the everyman.

Soon crowd size made traditional competitions impractical. The events soon moved to an arena atmosphere and, instead of kicking them in, doors were carefully removed from the frames and brought to the kickers.

This, the Librarian figured, was how he made his way to the home’s garage without encountering a single door—kicked in or otherwise.

Jerry found his way to the release cord in the middle of the room and gave it a pull. This produced a pop and a bang from the door springs as the door jumped an inch from the ground. The door lifted with ease despite years of being unused and let the winter sun into the garage.

One bay of the garage was empty. From the disarray of the house inside it appeared as if the occupants had left in a hurry in a single vehicle. The other bay held a car shrouded beneath a canvas cover.

Jerry pulled back the cover exposing the vehicle’s quarter panel revealing a screaming cat logo. He whistled as he ran his fingers over the cat. “This is something special.”

Chewy barked from the truck’s cab.

“Keep it down. I’m coming.” He jogged to the truck and got behind the wheel.

The dog barked again.

“Stop it. I was just looking. I know you like the truck.” He turned the ignition and backed the truck into the garage before disarming himself.

The dog looked at him with a cocked head as he pulled guns and knives from various pockets and then set about removing the holsters and sheaths that held them.

“These people are really against guns that aren’t theirs,” he explained to the dog, who woofed quietly that she didn’t really understand or care. “It should be an easy walk through town. I can’t recall any particular threats. And everybody lives on the campus.”

The pair left the truck and closed the garage door behind them. He was fairly confident the truck would be waiting for them when they returned. Few people passed through this way, and almost no one passed through twice.

As they walked away, he patted where his gun usually sat. He’d considered trying to sneak a weapon in, but figured it wasn’t worth the risk. If he needed one, there was sure to be one he could grab. Besides, he was more than willing to kill Mr. Christopher with his bare hands.

The streets were fairly clear of debris and trash. If one could forget about all the bombs dropped and lives lost, the walk would feel more like a lazy Sunday morning stroll. The trees lining the streets clung to stubborn leaves. Those that had fallen raced along the ground in a gentle breeze.

Chewy sniffed her way along the curb jumping into a yard every now and then if a particular smell interested her. She didn’t bristle or growl at anything on the route. It would be a perfectly safe, quiet little town to live in if it wasn’t for the gathering of dangerous idiots at the campus.

The homes got smaller and older as they approached the old university. The spire of the old administration building rose above the century-old homes and the duo turned towards it down an avenue of flags and banners that snapped against the wind.

Propaganda Way put his nerves on edge. The popping was a constant chaos that interfered with thought, but it was the messaging itself that frayed his concentration. The town was built on hate. They had picked their villains, focused their ire in the name of good on ghosts of the past and refused to move forward. It didn’t matter if their accusations were valid or not. It was far too late to do anything about it. They hung on to past grievances that could never be settled and forced this way of life on any who wandered into their midst. Basically, they were grumpy bastards. All of them. All of the time.

The last flag bothered him the most. The Tolerance flag itself was a conglomeration of people forming the peace symbol while doves and paper cranes flit about with broken rifles in their beaks over rainbow colors filled with an assortment of gender symbols and raised fists. The Librarian had no issue with any of this as a concept, but the design was horrible and, as it flapped about, he was sure it should come with a warning label to prevent strokes. They were idealists, not artists. That much was clear.

The guardhouse stood beneath the town flag and Jerry took the two Guy Fawkes by surprise when he wished them a good morning.

The two guards scrambled to remember where they had put their rifles. They found them and rushed toward Jerry and Chewy. One guard was all Guy Fawkesd up while the other had the mask sitting atop his head.

“Put your mask on,” Guy Fawkes one whispered.

“It is on.”

“Put it on your face, moron.”

“Oh. Hold this.” The guard handed his rifle to the first guard, positioned the mask, and took back the rifle. “Okay. I’m set.”

Jerry could see Guy Fawkes one’s eyes roll inside the mask before they landed on him.

“Halt,” the first guard said.

“We’re halted,” Jerry said.

Guard number two stepped forward. “What do you want?”

“I’m here to do a little trading.”

“We’ll see about that.” Guy Fawkes two stepped up and began to pat him down. “You been here before?”

Jerry raised his arms and allowed the pat down. “Are puppies and kittens still cute?”

“They are,” Guy number one said.

“Did ferrets ever make the list?”

“Missed it by a single vote, last I heard. One of the council members said she found them creepy the way they wriggled.”

The Librarian shook his head. “That’s a shame. It would be such an interesting conversation to have.”

Guy number one just grunted as Guy number two finished the pat down. “He’s clean.”

The Librarian dropped his hands and moved towards the gate when the barrel of a rifle fell across his chest.

“Not so fast.” The first guard tilted his head toward Chewy. “Do you want to tell me what that is around the dog’s neck?”

Jerry looked at Chewy, wondering if the dog was trying to pull something. Nothing looked out of place. Jerry answered the guard. “Her collar?”

“Is it consensual?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Is it a consensual collar? Did the dog agree to it?”

“I never really asked her.”

“Oh, I see. Well, do you have any idea how demeaning that collar is?”

The Librarian shrugged. “I thought it was a pretty nice collar. It’s not like it’s leopard print or anything.”

“Very funny,” the guard responded in a sarcastic tone. “And since you can’t see my face I should probably tell you I’m being sarcastic.”

“No, I got that. Even through the mask.”

Guy number two moved between Jerry and the town. “All collars are demeaning.”

Guy number one explained. “When you put a collar on an animal, you’re telling that animal, ‘you’re mine.’ You’re telling it, ‘you’re my property.’”

Guy number two stepped forward and poked Jerry in the chest. “Do you think animals should be property, pal?”

“Before you answer,” the first guard interrupted, “I’ll tell you. They aren’t property. All animals are born free and they should live free and they should die free.”

“You want me to take the collar off?” Jerry asked.

“That depends. Do you want to be brought up on Animal Captivement Charges, smart guy?” Guy number two produced a pair of handcuffs and dangled them in front of his mask.

“And, before you answer, you do not want to be brought up on Animal Captivement Charges. Unless you want to go a round in the cage. And, before you answer ...”

“Yeah, I don’t want to go a round in the cage.” Jerry leaned down and removed Chewy’s collar. He tossed it to the first guard and turned to the second. “Can we go shopping now?”

“Before you enter it is my duty to warn you that you are entering Tolerance with a potentially dangerous animal. It is your responsibility to make sure that said animal is restrained at all times.”

“But you just made me take off the collar.”

Guy Fawkes number one stepped closer. “I don’t think I like your attitude.”

“I know I don’t like his attitude,” the second guard said.

“Do you want people to get hurt?” Guy Fawkes number two said. “You don’t like people, is that it? Well, people matter, pal. And we can’t have a dangerous animal running around in there. So either control your dog or face the consequences.”

“So can I have the collar back?” Jerry asked.

“Only if you want to face Animal Captivement Charges.”

“Which we already agreed, I don’t want to do that.” Jerry sighed a looked at each Guy Fawkes. He held up his hand and spoke. “I swear that this animal will be under my complete control at all times and cause harm to no one and at no point shall the animal’s free will be restrained in any form or fashion. Should this not be the case, I will accept the consequences of either my or my, sorry not my, the animal’s actions. And can we go in now?”

Guy Fawkes number one’s eyes grew narrow behind the mask. “You’d better check that attitude here at the gate or you’ll be paying your Fair Share in no time.” The guard stepped aside and opened the gate. “Have a nice stay.”

––––––––

SIXTEEN

Erica’s dash across the campus had turned into a hurried walk as she realized that her disguise was more effective than she had hoped. During her exchanges with Carrie, Erica had failed to notice the insignia on the maroon jacket. The citizens looked away at her approach if they didn’t turn around altogether. Whatever Carrie’s position was, it was obvious that people were eager to avoid her.

It had to be the uniform. She refused to believe she looked anything like Carrie herself. But she did try to adopt a gait more like the bitch from the cellblock. She stomped hard with every step, swung her arms with clenched fists, set her eyes hard, and tried to look like she had never smiled, laughed, or found anything delightful in her entire life.

The buildings on the campus were a mix of neoclassical halls that created an esteemed, stately atmosphere of higher learning reminiscent of renaissance forums, as well as newer buildings that seemed to say, “hey, it was the seventies.”

Wide walking paths meandered between these buildings and Erica stomped her way along trying to find the outer boundaries of the town. The directional signage that once helped guide students around the school had been covered with messages encouraging freedom and love and peace or else. This frustrated her escape, but she walked with a purpose as if she knew where she was headed. Looking lost was a sure way to be found out.

The path curved right around a cinder block monolith and then left into the college square where a crowd had gathered. Turning around would make her trepidation too obvious, so Erica clenched her fists tighter, hated things more, and stomped on.

The campus square served as the marketplace. Dozens of booths, all appearing to be the same size, shape, and design, formed a rectangle on the inner portion of the grounds. A mass of people browsed the shops, stood around and talked, sat and ate, and generally loitered in the area. The social scene in Tolerance was happening.

Erica avoided eye contact but studied the people in the crowd. They appeared generally happy and well fed, which was more than could be said of most people she had met. There were genuine smiles and laughter. Their personal grooming even appeared and smelled a step above norm apocalypse levels.

If she focused on the people, it wasn’t hard to imagine that the war had never happened, and for a brief moment, in her mind, the world had returned to normal. Except she couldn’t get over the number of beards.

Their voices blended into a long forgotten din. She picked up on pieces of conversation as she moved through the square. One woman was going on about how much she liked kittens. The man she was talking to agreed with her that kittens were cute and said he found puppies adorable as well. Another group talked about how much they were enjoying the sun that day while others discussed how much they loved hiking through nature trails and how nice it was that almost everywhere was now a nature trail.

One heated exchange discussed the ills of greed, but there was no argument from the other party. The two men just agreed with one another in angry tones about how bad they thought it was.

But, no one complained about starving. No one complained about the war. No one complained about the condition of the world. The only complaint she overheard was something about Nickelback. They were a people without a concern in the world. Happy and carefree.

A man’s voice cried, “Officer.” It was the first voice she’d heard that seemed to have any distress. She stomped a little faster. She didn’t want to be anywhere the local authorities might show up.

“Officer.”

The caller was coming in her direction. Erica turned to a booth selling a surprisingly decent selection of personal care products and pretended to look around.

“Officer!”

The voice was right behind her now. She feigned interest in a loofa and turned it over in her hands several more times than made any rational sense.

“Officer!”

A hand landed on her shoulder and pulled. Erica turned around and came face to face with an angry man with a beard but no mustache, and a face but no chin.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

Erica looked at his hand. “I was shopping for a loofa.”

This upset him more than Erica thought it would. “I’ve been calling you. Didn’t you hear me?”

Oh great. She was a cop. Stupid uniform. “I really needed a loofa,” she told the man.

The man grabbed the loofa and tossed it back on the table. “Are you going to help me or not?”

Erica had never pretended to be a cop before. Would a cop stand for having a loofa ripped from her hand? Had that particular situation ever come up before? Should she yell at the man for assaulting an officer’s loofa? Should she take it in stride? Should she ignore him and go back to looking at the loofa? In the end she figured that police were always helpful and decided to play it nice.

“What seems to be the problem?” she asked.

“Oh, I don’t know,” said the man. “Maybe just everything.”

“Okay, let’s start with when you interrupted me and go from there.”

“Do you know Caroline?” he asked.

Should she know Caroline? Did everyone know Caroline? Would not knowing Caroline give away her cover as a loofa shopping cop? She looked around the crowd for a moment hoping Caroline wore a giant nametag, but did not spot her. Erica looked annoyed and dodged the question. That’s what Carrie would do. “Why don’t you just tell me what happened?”

“Fine. I asked Caroline out and she said no.”

Erica nodded along with the very brief story. She was still nodding before she realized it was over so she prompted him for more. “And?”

The weak-chinned man threw up his arms. “And what?”

“And what’s the problem?”

“Uh, she said, ‘no.’ What do you think is the problem?”

“Well, it could be your beard,” Erica said.

“What? What does that have to do with anything?”

“I don’t know. It’s kind of weird that there’s no mustache, right?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You wanted to know what the problem was. I figured you knew about not having a chin, which is why I assumed you grew the beard, but I think a mustache would go a long way to pulling the whole look together.”

The man gasped a few times and shook his head. “What are you going to do about this?”

“Well, I can’t grow a mustache for you, so I’m not sure what to tell you.”

“Caroline hurt my feelings!” he whined. “What are you going to do about it?”

“Um ...” Erica reached out hesitantly and put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “There, there,” she said and then patted his shoulder twice.

The man slapped her hand away and pointed into the crowd. “Arrest her!”

“Arrest who?”

“Caroline!”

“For what? For not wanting to date a no-chinned crybaby?”

“For hurting my feelings.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s not against the law.”

“Of ... Of course it is. She assaulted my emotions.” The man looked around in frustration. “Who the hell made you Freedom Enforcement Officer?”

She had stepped in it now. No one, no rational person anyway, would blame her, but it didn’t change the fact that this little failed Romeo could blow her cover. She had to stop thinking like a cop. What would Carrie do?

“Are you going to do something or do I have to go find a real cop?”

Erica grabbed the man by the collar with both hands and pulled him close. She didn’t speak loudly, but made sure a lot of spit left her mouth as she berated him. “Listen, Chinstrap. I’m not going to do a damn thing about it. And you know why? Because that woman deservers a prize for just telling you no and not laughing in your ridiculous face. Speaking as a woman myself, I am going to say she was a real humanitarian for even talking with you to begin with. And here’s a piece of free advice for the next time you try to talk to a woman: Most women like men, not whiny little boys that cry about their feelings being hurt or tattletale to Mommy or the police because they’re too stupid to take an honest look in the mirror and realize they look like a retarded Abraham Lincoln wannabe short a stovepipe hat and the balls to take a little rejection. Now I want you to go find Caroline and apologize for being a big whiny douchebag and then either grow a fucking mustache or shave that stupid fucking beard!”

Erica held his terrified glance for a silent minute before letting him go. The man backed away and whimpered, “This was supposed to be a safe space.”

Erica shook her head as he ran off into the crowd. This place was crazy beyond anything she had ever seen, and she knew a group of people that worshipped a tree because one particular squirrel chose to live in it. She had to get out of here before she went crazy with them.

The man tending the booth tapped her on the shoulder. “You still want the loofa, Officer?”

Erica ignored him and started stomping again. She hadn’t taken four stomps when there was a crack and another shout from the crowd.

“You worthless piece of shit!”

Erica turned reflexively towards the voice and saw a man crack a woman across the jaw. The woman dropped to the ground, and before she could think of what Carrie would do, she was running towards the altercation. 

The crowd had cleared around the pair and the man raised his hand to strike again.

Erica dove and tackled him to the ground.

He wasn’t expecting any resistance and her attack knocked the wind out of him. He wheezed as she rolled him over and pulled his hands behind his back. He struggled, but she dug her knee into his lower back and ground it around a bit.

“Freedom Police. Stop struggling.”

“What did I do?”

“Don’t give me that. I saw you hit that woman. Twice.”

“So? That’s not against the law.”

“You’d better believe it is. You might have hurt her feelings.”

“She’s a slave. She’s not allowed to have feelings.”

Erica looked to the beaten woman. For the first time she noticed that the woman was dressed in rags compared to the others.

The woman sobbed and tugged the collar of her shirt down to reveal a branded T on her collarbone. She met Erica’s gaze for only an instant before turning away and crying harder.

“Oh, great,” the man pinned beneath her whined. “You made my slave cry. Thanks a lot.”

The crowd surrounded her and pulled her back away from the man. They helped brush her off and explained that she must not have known the woman was a slave or, surely, a Freedom Enforcement Officer would never have intervened.

Erica backed away as the man rose and collected his property. Every time she ran into slavery, it sickened her. Every place that had it justified it a different way. How could anyone be like this? How could anyone rationalize it? Especially under the banner of freedom and tolerance; it turned her stomach.

The crowd moved in to help the man off the ground and left the woman weeping all alone.

Erica stepped over and offered her hand to help the woman up.

The woman looked at the uniform and crawled quickly away.

Erica wasn’t sure what to do. Every part of her wanted to stand up and tell these people off. Maybe punch a few of them to get the point across. She had a thousand lectures at the ready but knew they would do no good. These weren’t the kind of people that listened.

She looked at the crowd and realized they were all like Carrie. The people here believed they held the moral high ground and there was no more seductive position. They had no doubt convinced themselves that how they treated the woman and other slaves was fair and just. And possibly for the slaves’ own good.

She looked around the crowd and saw for the first time the distinct classes. The well groomed and the threadbare clothes. The broad smiles and cast down eyes. It wasn’t the town of happy carefree citizens. It was a city of monsters. All through the crowd men and women of all races were subjugated.

She also began to notice several more Freedom Enforcement Officers in maroon jackets and berets. They were on their way to check on the commotion. One group of officers was being led straight to her by the chinless man. She turned to find a way out and saw Carrie stomping across the square with the two guards. Behind her, Mr. Christopher held his side, trying to keep up.

Erica ran and the crowd parted for the uniform. She tossed the beret aside and shed the jacket somewhere in the marketplace. Pushing her way through the crowd she finally reached the edge of the market and dashed down the paved walkway around the corner of a building.

She didn’t stop. She turned down an alleyway and ducked up another side street racing towards what she hoped was the edge of the campus. There were fewer people in the backstreets and service ways and she was moving fast enough that anyone who spotted her had little time to react before she was out of sight.

But it wasn’t long before her legs began to tire. The officers’ shouts were catching up to her. She couldn’t see them but they had to be close. She couldn’t keep up the pace.

Another turn brought her to the eastern edge of the college grounds. The boundary was defined by a creek and a tree line forming the edge of a wooded area. It could be a park or preserve. It could be the edge of a national forest for all she knew. She ran as fast as her legs were willing and made it as far as a pedestrian bridge before the gunshots began.

The walkway rails splintered as bullets intended for her buried themselves into the bridge at her feet.

She looked over the rail to the creek below. The water raged. The creek was swollen from a recent storm. A bullet hummed by her ear, and she made her decision. She hit the side of the bridge and swung her legs over, dropping into the frigid current. She took a breath all the way to the water and stayed under as long as she could.

SEVENTEEN

Tolerance’s town square was settling from some kind of commotion when Jerry and Chewy arrived. People were on the ground with their heads between their knees crying into their hands. Others paced back and forth arguing with themselves and losing. Others huddled together talking excitedly.

It was interesting to watch the citizens of Tolerance panic because they all wanted to freak out but did their best not to interrupt one another lest they offend someone.

Jerry took in the scene and immediately assumed someone had died. He scanned the area looking for a body. There would be a group of relatively calm people around it. Paramedics or whatever passed for doctors in the town. He saw nothing but an overexcited populace that didn’t know what to do with itself.

“What do you think happened here, girl?” he asked Chewy.

The dog had no idea.

Several officers in maroon coats and dumb hats were mingling in the crowd trying to calm more excited members. Several people were being questioned by another group of uniformed men and women that were trying to make sense of what happened.

A man started yelling. What he was saying was unintelligible, but there was anger in his shouting. He wasn’t yelling at anyone in particular, but it made a woman nearby cry. One man just sat down, pulled his knees to his chest and started rocking back and forth.

Another man in a maroon coat ran into the square and found the officers that were conducting the investigation. He whispered in one of the officer’s ears which caused that officer to nod and walk to the center of the crowd.

The officer raised his arms and called to the crowd. “Can I have your attention, please?”

The man stopped yelling. The woman stopped crying. The man on the ground kept rocking but gave the officer his attention as instructed. The others stopped pacing and peeled from their groups. They all turned toward the man in maroon.

After the murmurs stopped, he continued. “First of all, I want to assure you all that there is no danger. You are all safe here.”

There was a general sigh from the crowd but apprehension still hung in the air.

“I know that today’s events have been very unsettling. Some of you are feeling scared. And you have every right to those feelings.” He looked around the crowd and made eye contact with many of the individuals. He gave each a reassuring nod. “I also want to remind you that you are not alone. You are never alone here. This is a safe space. However, for any of you that still aren’t comfortable, I’ve just been notified that the Counselor Response Assurance Protocol has been activated.”

With one voice, sobs turned to sniffles. Cries turned to cheers. Woes turned to woohoos.

Jerry tried not to laugh. The last time he had been through town he had witnessed a small slave uprising. Two men and a woman had sat in the marketplace and refused to move much to the consternation of everyone. Once they began chanting about wanting to be set free, the entire town went nuts. All activity ceased. Full-grown adults began to cry. Children asked the adults why they were crying. The children were told to quit judging the adults.

The Freedom Enforcement Officers were called in to crush the rebellion, which they did by arresting the three slaves, but the psychological damage had been done. So the Counselor Response Assurance Protocol had been activated and its agents were sent into the crowd.

The cheers turned to a quiet enthusiasm and the crowd turned together to face what had once been the school’s administration building. Their eyes moved toward the bell tower and they waited. Even the man who had been rocking on the ground got to his feet and held his breath.

The clock tower bells rang. Four loud bongs sounded five seconds apart. As the last peel faded, the doors of the admin building opened and the Counselor Response team emerged.

Thirty men and women filed out into the courtyard and moved into a formation five columns across and six rows deep. They all smiled with sad eyes and each was armed with a teddy bear and the words needed to bring calm to the masses.

They marched in a soothing and gentle cadence, and as they neared the crowd they fanned out into a single line and opened their arms.

Most in the crowd stood their ground and began to weep tears of relief. Others opened their own arms to prepare for the incoming hugs. The man who had been rocking on the ground was not so patient. He ran towards the nearest member and fell into the counselor’s arms and placed his head against the man’s chest. The counselor embraced him and began to rock slowly back and forth.

The crowd cheered at this and others moved forward into the line of CRAP agents. The fears of the crowd were quickly swallowed by hugs and their tears were wicked away by plush animals.

Jerry shook his head at the sight and pulled a woman’s glove from his pocket. He kneeled down next to Chewy and held the glove in front of the dog’s nose. “Are you ready to find Erica, girl?”

The dog barked and sniffed at the glove. Then she began to lick it. She was no scent hound, but he knew that her nose worked better than his, even if she hadn’t been trained for it. “Can you find her, girl?”

Chewy barked and sniffed at the air in all directions. She barked again and started moving toward the crowd.

Jerry tucked the glove back in his pocket and followed.

Even at a walk the mastiff moved quickly on long legs and Chewy was soon well ahead of him. The Librarian kept an eye on the dog but continued to search the people around him. Most had formed in lines as they waited their turn to get a hug from a counselor, but others had begun to wander off. Maybe they had their own stuffed animals at home to console them. Or, maybe not. Not all misery loved company. Or teddy bears.

Chewy barked again and regained his attention. She picked up speed. He began to walk faster. The dog barked again and ran into the marketplace with little regard for anyone following her. He lost her as she disappeared among the tables and booths. Jerry broke into a run and reached the edge of the marketplace. Soon he saw her, head down and tail wagging furiously as she dug her head into a basket of bread.

He couldn’t call after her without drawing attention. He’d have to pull her out of there quietly. He looked around to make sure nobody had noticed the dog. Everyone still seemed focused on the counselors. He looked over his shoulder and saw a figure in white walking along the edge of the square.

He turned and watched the figure disappear around a corner. He knew that hat. Chewy could have the bread.

The Librarian jogged towards the path the figure had taken until he was far enough away from the crowd. Then he ran.

Jerry turned the corner in time to see the man in white take another pathway behind another building. He ran harder. Desperation drove his steps. The man in white knew where Erica was. And he was going to tell him what he knew no matter how many punches to the face it took.

Every turn Jerry took was one behind his target, but he was getting closer. He turned down an alley in time to see the man move behind a brick barrier at the back of a building.

Jerry slowed at the edge of the wall and moved silently along its edge. The man in the white suit stood at the back door of a campus building fumbling in his pockets.

The Librarian charged. He collided with Mr. Christopher and drove him into the steel door. He landed two punches to the man’s right kidney, slammed his head in the door and spun him around while placing a forearm across his throat.

“Who the hell are you?”

The man smiled and chuckled. “Well, if it isn’t the library guy.”

The cut above his eye. The scar above the other one. The laugh. It wasn’t Mr. Christopher. It was one of the cowards from the steakhouse. Jerry raised his fist to strike.

Whatever went over his head was rough and heavy. Canvas probably. It smelled musty and blocked out all of the light. He jumped backwards hoping to collide with the unseen bagman. Instead he tripped over an outstretched leg and stumbled backwards into the side of a dumpster.

The last thing he heard was someone saying, “hithimhithimhithim” before another somebody listened.

EIGHTEEN

“And you said it wouldn’t work.” Coy spat out a glob of blood attached to a tooth and walked over to their bagged prey. He kicked the bag to make sure it wouldn’t move. It didn’t move. So he kicked it again.

“You wanted to use a net,” Willie said as he dropped the shovel he’d used to knock the library guy unconscious. “My idea worked much better.”

“It’s a bag. It’s the same thing as a net. Don’t try and take credit for my plan.”

“A bag is totally different than a net. A net has holes, and if there were holes he would have seen that blow comin’.”

“No he wouldn’t have.”

“Face it, Coy. Your plan, like a net, had a lot of holes in it.”

“Shut up, Willie. We caught him, didn’t we? All because of my plan.”

“We can keep arguing about how my plan was better, or you can pick him up and we can get on our way.” Willie reached for the man’s feet. “Get his arms.”

“They’re in the bag.”

“Just get his arms, Coy!”

Coy shrugged and bent down to grab their catch by the arms. He struggled to get his own arms under the body enough to lift it. He tried to roll the man over for a better grip and ended up twisting the feet out of Willie’s hands.

The feet dropped to the ground, and Willie sighed. “What are you doing?”

“I’m trying to get a better grip.” Coy rolled the library guy on his side and worked an arm behind the man’s back. He grabbed an armpit through the bag and lifted.

Willie picked up the feet again and they began to move. They worked their way around the dumpster before Coy started to stumble. “Hold on. Hold on. Waitwaitwaitstopstopstop.” He lowered the library guy back to the ground.

“What now?” Willie was losing his patience. Coy could see it every time they had to stop.

“He’s heavy,” Coy said.

“No he isn’t. You’re being a wimp.”

“You don’t know. You’ve got the feet. The feet are the lightest part of the body.” Coy lifted the man again. They only moved a few more feet before he collapsed under the weight. “Gah,” Coy gasped as the library guy fell on top of him. “He didn’t look this heavy.”

Willie dropped the feet in disgust. “Well, you don’t look that stupid.”

“What the hell, Willie? It was a good idea. You said so yourself.”

“Well I was wrong. A good idea would have had a wheelbarrow in it, now wouldn’t it? Or one of those carts they use to move stacks of beer around on. Or a skateboard, at the very least.”

Coy threw up his arms and shouted, “So now I have to think of everything?”

“Not everything,” Willie said. “Just a wheelbarrow!”

“You’re just mad because I finally came up with a plan that works. Willie the Wonder Thinker finally has some competition and he can’t handle not being the only one with any smartness.”

“I’m mad because we’re stuck here with a body that’s worth a ton of money that we’ll never see because Can’t Lift Shit Coy can’t lift shit.”

Coy tried to make an argument, but an idea got in the way. He smiled and said, “You’re wrong.”

Willie was satisfyingly silent. Coy let it play out for as long as he could before explaining. “The price isn’t on him. It’s on his head.”

“The head is attached to his body, moron.”

Coy stepped around the dumpster. There was bang and a scrape and he returned with Willie’s shovel. “It doesn’t have to be.” Coy raised the shovel above his head like an axe and smiled.

“Whoa,” Willie stopped him. “What are you doing?”

Coy stopped. “Well, he’s really heavy, right? So we’re going to make him easier to carry. We’re going to cut off his head. It’ll make him lighter.”

“It’ll make him deader too, stupid.”

Coy smiles. “So. All we need is his head. You heard that Christoff guy say that, right?”

Willie smiled and nodded. “He did say that.”

“Now, I’m no doctor, but the head has got to weigh less than the whole body. Right? That’s just math.”

Willie laughed. “I do believe you are right, Dr. Coy. Please proceed with the, uh, procedure.”

Coy laughed and handed Willie the shovel. He began to remove the bag from the library guy. “I’ll pull him out of the bag so you can cut off his head better.”

“Wait. Why do I have to cut off his head?” Willie pushed the shovel back at Coy. “It was your idea.”

“Right,” Coy agreed and pushed the shovel back at Willie. “It was my idea for you to cut off his head.”

Willie pushed the shovel back. “No, you do it.”

Coy pushed it back towards Willie. “I don’t want to do it.”

Willie pushed back. “You do it.”

Coy pushed back. “No. It’ll be gross. You do it.”

Back. “It was your idea.”

And forth. “Well, I’m sure you’ll take my plan and make it better. That’s what you do, isn’t it, Mr. Bag?”

Back. “Well, yeah, but you’re better with a shovel than me. So I think to make the plan better, you should do it.”

And forth. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. How am I better at shoveling?”

Back. “You remember that time we borrowed Old Man Weathers’s truck because we thought he died right in front of us and wouldn’t be needing it anymore, but it turned out he was just sleeping because he had that condition that makes you sleep whenever?”

“Oh yeah, what was that called? Started with an ’N.’”

“Necrofeelya.”

“That’s it.”

“So then we had to bury the truck to hide it. And boy, Coy, you did some really great diggin’ that day.”

Coy smiled as the memory came back to him. “I did. Didn’t I?”

“I’ll say. We could have buried two necrofeelyas’ cars in that hole.”

Coy nodded. “Okay, I’ll do it. Get the bag off. We don’t want to get it bloody. It’s a good bag.”

Willie slapped Coy on the back and dropped to the ground. He pulled the bag from the library guy’s head and backed away. He gestured to the body with a bow. “You take the honors, sir.”

“Why, Willie. You’re such a gentleman.” Coy placed the tip of the shovel at the library guy’s throat. “Now, the secret to good shoveling is all in the angle, see? That way when you jump on the shovel it—”

“Just cut the fucker’s head off, Coy.”

“Right.” Coy took a step back and bent at the knees. He figured one good jump should do it. Just one jump and the head would pop right off.

The shriek of a hawk stopped him before he could leave the ground. Coy couldn’t see what had made the noise from behind the dumpster, but he didn’t need to. He knew what it was. Willie was standing back far enough to see what was happening and his face answered the question Coy was about to ask anyway. “What was that, Willie?”

Hawk’s voice filled the alleyway. “You thought you could escape my Talons of Vengeance, but my Wings of Retribution have brought me here to deliver, uh, a Pecking of Revenge.”

Coy grabbed the bag and spread it out over the library guy before sticking his head out from around the corner of the dumpster.

Willie waved at the gang leader. “Oh, hey, Hawk. Uh, how’s it going?”

“Justice has found you. And it has swooped ... swept ... no, swooped down to hold you accountable for your crimes.”

Willie looked at Coy. Coy could only shake his head in confusion, so Willie asked, “Um ... what?”

“You stand accused!” Hawk said as he began to pace the width of the alleyway.

“You are accused of murder for the deaths of several Iron Eagles.” He reached the edge of the alley and turned.

“You are accused of impeding the Iron Eagles whilst in pursuit of their happiness.” This accusation took him near the wall where he turned again.

“You are accused of using nefarious means to lure, seduce, and or entrap the Iron Eagles into a web of deceit and lies.”

He stopped in the middle of the alleyway. “You are accused of being fucking retarded! How do you plead?”

“Really, Hawk.” Coy tried to sound like he wasn’t whining, but he knew he sounded like he was whining. But, that was what happened when you were more scared than you’d ever been before. “We were just trying to help. Honest.”

“Yeah. Coy’s idea was to block the road so you could catch the library guy. He didn’t mean to kill all your men.”

“Shut up, Willie!” Coy took a step forward. “I didn’t mean it, Hawk. I’m really sorry those guys died but—”

“How do you plead?” Hawk fumed as his men spread out across the alley. Falcor shook on his shoulder.

“Hey, wait a minute,” Willie raised his hand. “Shouldn’t we get a lawyer?”

Hawk yelled, “What?”

“Yeah,” Coy said. “If we’re on trial, we should get to have a lawyer. That’s how trials work.”

Hawk rolled his eyes and sighed. “Fine.” He turned to his men and pointed to one. “Carson. You were a lawyer, right?”

Carson was balding, small, and there was a hunch to his posture. He shook his head and answered, “Orthodontist.”

“Whatever. Now you’re a lawyer.” Hawk pointed to the two men. “Go be their lawyer.”

Carson shrugged and stood next to the two accused.

“How do you plead?” Hawk shouted once the new lawyer was situated.

Carson whispered, “How do you guys plead?”

“We’re innocent,” Coy whispered.

“Yeah,” Willie agreed. “We plead not guilty.”

“Okay.” Carson nodded and turned back to the Iron Eagles. “They plead guilty, Hawk.”

Hawk nodded. “That’s some good lawyerin’, Carson.”

“You’re a shitty lawyer, Carson,” Willie said.

Coy agreed. “Yeah, Carson. You suck.”

Hawk pulled out a monstrous revolver and raised it above his head.

“Hey. How did you get a gun in here?” Coy asked. “They don’t allow guns in here.”

Carson laughed. “What? Did you morons come in the front door?”

“This court finds you guilty as charged,” Hawk said as he lowered the gun and swung the cylinder open. He pulled two massive cartridges from his vest pocket and dropped them into the cylinder before snapping it shut.

Coy felt a tinge of cold in the back of his knees. He had never seen a gun that big. It was more than a foot long and looked like a section of sewer pipe with a trigger attached. Coy jumped behind the orthodontist and wrapped an arm around his throat.

Willie stepped behind Coy and yelled, “Don’t shoot! We’ve got Carson!”

“Don’t worry.” Hawk raised the gun and closed one eye. “This shoots through Carsons.”

Carson shouted as loud as the arm across his neck would allow. “Hawk! You can’t do this.”

Hawk pulled the hammer back. The click was the loudest Coy had ever heard.

Coy spun Carson around and reached into the orthodontist’s coat. He found the Iron Eagle’s gun under his shoulder and pulled the trigger as fast as he could.

The bullets ruined Carson’s jacket and sent the rest of the Iron Eagles diving for cover.

Coy shoved Carson away and turned to tell Willie to run.

Willie was way ahead of him.

NINETEEN

She couldn’t stop shaking and somehow she knew getting out of the water would be worse. Erica pulled against the current to reach the shore and dug her hands deep into the mud.

The earth fell away from her hand and the current pulled her farther downstream until she caught hold of a tree root and snapped to a stop.

Gasping, she pulled herself up the bank and shuddered as the breeze drove the cold further into her body. Her hands were numb. Her feet were numb and wouldn’t listen to her. She slithered up the shoreline through the mud and into the woods.

Her limbs shook as she pulled herself to her feet and began to move. It was awkward at first. Her feet felt foreign to her. They felt so far away. But the more they moved, the more they listened and she moved deeper into the woods using her hands and the trees to keep her upright.

Her plan had not changed. She would make her way through the woods, get her bearings, and make her way back to New Hope. It was a simple plan only complicated a little by the potential hypothermia and the fact that she was beyond lost.

Her feet were working well enough now that she could keep her balance without bracing herself against the trees. She wrapped her arms around herself and rubbed what heat she could into her chest. It didn’t help the least little bit. She couldn’t see them, but she knew her lips had to be blue.

She stammered for breath and every lungful just added to the cold as she worked her way deeper and deeper into the forest. Her breath exploded from her lips in white clouds. She couldn’t hear anything over her own panting.

Had they followed her into the stream? Was the current fast enough to give her a head start? Did they have dogs? Would they even need dogs?

She barreled on, favoring speed over stealth until her breathing began to return to normal. She stopped against a tree and tried to take slow deep and quiet breaths. There were no shouts, no barking. For a minute there was nothing. Then a man said, “And, if we’re being honest, I hate kittens,” and several people laughed for a good long while.

Erica dropped to the ground as the laughter trailed off.

A woman said with a smile, “You don’t really hate kittens.”

“Sure I do. Kittens grow up to be cats, and cats are evil.”

“No, they aren’t. That’s a horrible thing to say. My cats were always sweet.”

“It’s true. When you sat there with your cat, petting it, loving on it and it looked into your eyes, you probably thought it loved you back.”

“It did love me back,” she said.

“No, it was wondering what your eyes would taste like.”

There was another round of laughter from the group and then the smack of a gloved hand hitting a padded jacket.

“It was not wondering that,” the woman said, but there was a smile in her voice.

“If a person dies,” the man continued, “at home alone with a cat, the cat will eat the eyes first. Science proved it. If that’s not evil, I don’t know what is.”

The group chuckled, and another man spoke up with mock condensation. “Don’t let the Freedom Police hear you say that. They’ll have you in the cage so fast. Remember kittens and puppies are cute.”

The man groaned. “I’m so tired of being told what to think. I shouldn’t have to come all the way out here to express my true feelings about the evil nature of cats.”

The second man continued, “Yeah, but what are you going to do? Things are as good in Tolerance as they are anywhere else. Better, probably. You’ve got food to eat. They keep the bears out.”

“I don’t know,” the first voice said. “There’s got to be somewhere to go where you’re not always fighting for your life and you can still hate cats.”

Erica knew a place like that. She could help them. She could tell them about New Hope. She could take them there if they’d help her. They could help her, and they could hate cats. It was win/win. She took a step toward the group and stopped. They sounded sincere about leaving. But, could she convince them to leave?

Another woman laughed. “Where is this Utopia you speak of?”

The group laughed and the cat-hater spoke again. “Ah, shut up. Don’t tell me you guys don’t feel the same way. You hate this place as much as I do.”

“Sure,” said the second man. “But it’s not worth the risk. Hell, I’ve been here so long I’m starting to believe their bullshit. You know, last time I saw the counselors come out I almost went for a hug myself?”

“Bullshit.”

“Swear to God.”

“Don’t let them hear you say that either,” the woman said. “Or you’ll be paying your fair share.”

The man laughed. “I could totally see you as my slave. I would make you do so much disgusting shit.”

The group laughed again and Erica made her decision. She stumbled into the group and said, “I know a place where you’re allowed to hate cats.” It probably wasn’t the best opening line, but she was pretty sure her brain was frozen.

There were three men and two women in the group sitting around a small fire. She spooked them and they all stood and backed away when she entered.

“I know a place,” she continued. “And I can take you there. Please. I can take you there.”

“Oh my God,” one of the women said as she pulled off her gloves. “She’s freezing.” She pulled off her jacket and draped it over Erica’s shoulders. She led her over near the fire and rubbed her shoulders before speaking to one of the men. “Christian, give me your jacket.”

“But, it’s cold out.”

“Do it, wimp.”

“Fine,” the man stood up, took off his jacket and gave it to the woman.

She put on the coat and resumed rubbing Erica’s shoulders. “Are you okay? What happened?”

“I know a place,” Erica said. “It’s a safe place. And it’s free. You can think whatever you want. Say whatever you want. We can go there.”

“Just calm down,” Christian said. “Why are you wet? Why are you so scared?”

Erica didn’t say anything else. She just shivered inside the jacket.

Christian pointed into the woods. “You’re running from Tolerance, aren’t you?”

She was too afraid to admit anything. But, they wanted to get away; she could convince them to get away. “The town I’m from. They don’t tell you what to do or what to hate, I know several people that hate cats. You’d love it there.”

“Actually,” the other man said, “I’m the cat hater.”

“She’s a runaway,” Christian said. “We’ve got to take her back.”

“No,” Erica said as the woman stopped rubbing her shoulders. “You can get away. Come with me. We can go there. No cages. No slaves. No bears. You can hate cats. Please, let’s go hate cats.”

Christian looked around the group. “You’re not listening to her, are you?”

Erica spoke to him. “You come out here because you hate it back there, right? Why would you go back?”

“For one thing,” the man said, “the dorms have heat.”

“If you take me back, I’ll tell them what I heard. I’ll tell them what you were doing.”

Christian shrugged and the woman rubbing her shoulders clamped down on Erica’s arms and spoke. “Let’s take her back. If we turn her in they’ll probably reward us.”

Erica turned and looked her in the eyes. She had seen people do terrible things in the new world. But never so easily or so consistently as she had seen in the last few days.

The woman must have seen the surprise in her eyes. “Sorry, hon. Better you than me.”

Erica lunged forward and knocked the woman off her feet. She heard the men scrambling behind her, but she was already out of the clearing and into the trees before they had gotten to their feet.

She worked her arms into the jacket sleeves and slid down a ravine. The men tumbled in after her as she climbed up the other side and continued to run. Panic grew quickly. She was exhausted, freezing, and had no idea where she was going. They were going to catch her and she didn’t have it in her to fight anymore.

A hand grabbed her shoulder, but she was able to slip out of it and duck around a tree. Then she tripped and tumbled down a small hill onto an old hiking path. A foot grabbed her ankle and she grabbed a rock.

She turned over and Christian was on top of her. He grabbed her arm and pinned it to the ground. But it was the wrong arm.

Erica swung the rock into his face and kicked him off of her. She got to her feet again and ran down the path farther into the woods.

It hadn’t been used for years. Saplings grew in the middle of the trail, and she was forced to weave around them as she ran. The path curved and began to descend. She could hear water ahead.

Another swim could kill her, but it was a chance. The footsteps behind her had faded. They had probably stopped to check on Christian. She may have killed him. She couldn’t be sure. It was obvious that he wasn’t as tough as he tried to sound. The rock to the face proved that, as they often do.

She reached the edge of the stream and stopped, terrified to get back in the water. She looked behind her and saw no one on the path. Now was her chance. They wouldn’t expect her to risk the river again. If she could get in before they saw her they would just keep following the path. She took a deep breath and decided to risk the swim.

But there was a bear.

The brown beast rose up from the water’s edge where it had been drinking and stared right at her. Highly intelligent bears had been a threat in the new world for years, and Erica froze as the creature rose onto its hind legs and sniffed the air. It was almost impossible to distinguish a Super Smart Bear from a regular bear just by looking at it. A person had to pretty much just wait for it to do something super smart to tell the difference.

The bear growled and Erica became less curious whether it was an SSB or not. She turned and ran back up the hiking trail towards her pursuers. Smart, dumb, or of average intelligence, she knew she could never outrun any bear. But she also knew she didn’t have to.

Her legs had found new life because bears will do that to legs, and she came around the hill as fast as possible. Christian and the other man were still chasing her, and she dashed between the two of them before they could react.

They slid to a stop and turned to follow but, well, bear. The beast roared its surprise as the men shrieked their own. Three quick swipes of a couple of paws knocked one man to the ground where he did his best to curl into a ball.

Christian was the faster of the two men and he even made it several feet before the beast charged into him and knocked him to the ground.

Erica heard the roars and screams of pain but dared not turn around. She followed the path up a hill as she imagined the creature bearing down on her. A path less worn split to the left and ran through a thick cropping of trees. She took that path and weaved through the tight cluster of trees, hoping the bear could not follow.

The path turned steeper and she remembered they couldn’t run uphill as fast as they could down. Or it was the opposite. She wasn’t sure. She hoped it was up, but, if it wasn’t, at least she would be on a hill and she could turn around and run back down to correct her mistake.

The top of the hill was more than a defensive position against bears. The path led to a cabin that looked weathered and old and was almost certainly the home to an axe murderer or terrorist hermit. But it was also sturdy, and right now she’d happily hide behind any door she could find.

The area in front of the porch was flat and worn. She crossed it quickly and leapt up on to the porch. She collided with the door and crashed into the cabin. Erica jumped back to the door and slammed it shut with her shoulder, risking only a glance outside to see whether the bear had followed her or if it had been content eating her pursuers instead.

She held the door shut with both hands and looked for a latch, a crossbar, or anything to put between her and the outside world. A large board served as a sliding dead bolt. She rammed it into place and collapsed with her back against the door.

Then she screamed because there were bears in the cabin, too.

TWENTY

Something smelled awful and Jerry wasn’t sure if it was the dumpster or the dog.

He wasn’t sure how long Chewy had been licking his face, but it was long enough to allow a puddle of slobber to form under his cheek.

Jerry opened his eyes and found himself staring under the dumpster. His head rocked back and forth in rhythm with the dog’s tongue and dipped his cheek into the puddle of drool with every stroke.

“I’m up. I’m up.” His voice was weak at first but grew stronger with every lap.

The licking persisted. Turning his face would get a mouthful of tongue so he did his best to sit up without angering his head. That proved difficult. The shot to his skull had given him no particular point of ache. It killed all over. There was no way to move it, bend it, or think about without it hurting like hell.

After finally sitting up and brushing off the dog’s affections, he felt the back of his head and found the lump that had put him out. It hurt to touch, but the headache was worse. He used the dumpster to help him get to his feet using it for support as he found his legs again. They were the two wobbly things under his ass.

Chewy nudged for attention at his free hand and he scratched her behind the ears. “How long have I been out?”

The dog barked a useless response that Jerry interpreted as a question. Obviously the dog wanted to know how his stupid ass got knocked out in the first place.

“It was those idiots from Bomb City,” he said. “I can’t believe I fell for that. Yeah, it was the oldest trick in the book, but who would have ever thought those guys had read a book?”

He risked moving from the wholly supportive dumpster to a comfortable-looking concrete step and sat down. He looked around the alley and, for the first time since coming to, realized he was alone. “I wonder where they went.” He pointed at the burlap sack next to the dumpster. “I remember the bag. Obviously, they were trying to grab me. But what happened? Why didn’t they finish the job?”

Chewy sat down in front of him and offered absolutely no help in unraveling the mystery of the missing morons.

“You’re no help. At least Scooby Doo would find me a sandwich.”

Chewy wagged her tail at the thought of food. This created a distinct jingle as the dog wiggled back and forth across the concrete. It sounded like an ordinary collar. But this was Tolerance and there were no collars allowed.

Jerry stood up and examined the ground behind the dog. He picked up the brass casing Chewy had sent rolling with her tail and smelled it. The pungent odor of freshly spent powder confirmed his suspicion. A quick search of the alley turned up nine more casings. He sat back down and tossed the brass case across the alley. “I must have really been out. How does someone sleep through an entire gunfight?”

Chewy barked and it hurt every idea in his head.

He closed his eyes and grunted, “Did you find anything besides food?”

Chewy dropped her eyes and put her head down on the ground.

The Librarian scratched the dog’s head as he thought about Erica and her captor. “He couldn’t have gotten far. He might still be here. Somewhere.” He looked at his watch and tried to determine how much time had passed.

Chewy moved forward and put her head under the outstretched hand.

“I get it. You’re not giving up. And neither am I. We’ve chased him this far. We’ll catch him soon. But first I think I need to throw up a little bit.”

Fifteen minutes and a few hurls later he was back on his feet with reasonable stability. His steadiness returned as the pair walked out of the alley and made their way back to the marketplace at the center of the campus.

The crowd had thinned considerably and taken a lot of the emotional overreacting with it. Of those that remained in the square, the panicked screams had turned to a muted sobbing. The counselor brigade was still out, but there were fewer members than there had been initially. Those that remained sat and rocked the ones hardest hit by the day’s excitement as the plush animals soaked up the remaining moans, tears, and snot.

Freedom Enforcement Officers continued to take statements from witnesses and Jerry watched a pair of the constables shoving a man down one of the pathways. One officer held a black leather jacket in his hand. The patch on the back was unmistakably a screeching eagle with an iron beak.

This put a brief hesitation in Jerry’s step, but he hid it well and kept his stride. He moved toward one of the administration buildings and stepped into the nook of a stairwell. Suddenly he desperately wanted a wall at his back.

That was definitely one of the bikers that had attacked him on the road to Tolerance. Had they followed him here? Those two morons from Amarillo had. They were here somewhere.

He watched as another biker was stripped of his jacket and escorted through the courtyard in cuffs.

The gang’s presence in town might explain the shell casings in the alleyway, but it didn’t explain why he had been able to wake up without being dead. They were all looking to collect the bounty on his head just like everybody else. He was lucky to still have it.

He knelt as if to tie his shoe and, after pushing Chewy’s tongue away from his face, searched the courtyard. On the other side of the clearing, a Freedom Officer sat on a low brick wall with a bloody arm as another official from the town worked from a first aid kit to dress it.

Not far from this scene a biker lay dead or really, really sleepy. Either way, he wasn’t getting up, and a couple of townspeople stood over him kicking at his head to make sure.

The cops were on alert. Mr. Christopher was probably in town somewhere getting stitched up. The gang was here to collect the bounty. And the morons were likely somewhere plotting another ridiculous booby trap. He hated himself for falling for their stupid trick. He was outnumbered and had let himself become reckless in his pursuit of Mr. Christopher. It was a stupidly dangerous combination.

He took a deep breath and vowed to be more discreet. He swore to move with more caution. He took off running across the square as the man in the stupid white suit stepped into view on the other side of the market.

It was Christopher. He knew it. Jerry could see his face and it needed to be punched immediately.

He closed the distance to the market in no time and leapt over a table scattering jars of beard oil and mustache wax across the campus grounds as the owner of the Face Place dove out of the way.

The Librarian slid across another table breaking records at the Deep Cuts booth and sent a stack of flannel shirts into the air at the Plaidipus as the owners shouted for the authorities.

The shouts drew the attention of nearby officers, but Jerry kept running. He knocked over a booth full of knit hats, scarves, and cardigans as the shopkeeper of Knit Shit tried to stab him with a pair of needles.

He cleared the market, leaving shouts from the authorities, vendors, and counselors behind, and closed in on Mr. Christopher who was deep in a shouting match of his own with a small, obviously angry woman on the steps of the former English building.

From what Jerry could tell, the woman was winning the match. She yelled so loud that Jerry was on the steps before they saw him. Mr. Christopher barely had time to turn before Jerry tackled him through the glass door and knocked the stupid white hat from his head.

The two men spilled into a hall of higher learning and slid across the marble floor in a mosaic of broken glass.

Jerry could feel the cuts on his hands but smiled knowing that Christopher had gotten it worse. He landed on top of the bounty hunter and punched him right in the eye. “Where is she?”

Mr. Christopher said nothing.

The Librarian had begun to punch again when the small, angry woman grabbed his arm and tried to pull him off the bounty hunter.

She screamed, “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

Determined to punch Christopher in the face again, Jerry followed through with the swing.

The woman refused to let go and flew across the foyer, swearing the entire way.

Mr. Christopher drove the heel of his palm in to Jerry’s chin.

Jerry backed away from the strike, but it gave the pinned man enough leverage to wriggle free. The Librarian fell away and caught a foot in the chest that sent him back into a pile of broken glass.

Mr. Christopher ran and the Librarian followed. The woman swore at both of them and called for the police all in a single breath.

Jerry caught a handful of the white jacket as his prey rounded a corner. “Where is she?”

The weasel slipped from his jacket but twisted himself off balance doing so. He careened off the wall, ducked into a lecture room, and slammed the door shut behind him.

Jerry dropped the jacket and crashed into the door. And instantly bounced back. Locked against him, he threw his shoulder into the door twice more and did little more than bruise his shoulder in two places.

A stream of swearing erupted from the other end of the hall where the small woman was getting back to her feet. The war had wiped away countless cities, lives, and social norms, and it was true that swearing seemed more prevalent than ever before after the world blew up, but the string of obscenities from the woman’s mouth was enough to draw his attention away from the door. She composed a string of profanity that was both obscene and strangely beautiful. Like an undisputable master of art, one could find objection to her work but they could not deny her genius at that craft. She said terrible things. Horrible things. Sexually impossible things, but she did it all with a love of her craft that had to be applauded.

A crash drew his attention back to the door. A window had shattered on the other side and Mr. Christopher was making a break for the outside. The Librarian surrendered to the classroom door and rushed for the exit doors a little farther down the hall.

Exploding from the doors, he sped down the steps as Mr. Christopher landed outside the window and tripped over the desk he’d put through it.

An arm closed around Jerry’s throat and began dragging him backwards. He grabbed the hand and spun. Lifting the attacker’s arm over his head, he wrenched the wrist back before punching the Freedom Officer right in the beard.

Mr. Christopher made the most of the attack and ran off into the campus grounds towards the front gate.

Jerry released the officer’s broken wrist and pursued. The fuzziness in his head had faded with rage and he gained quickly on the bounty hunter. He caught him quickly in a small commons dominated by a massive sculpture that had been in place before the end of the world.

Steel girders implanted in the ground looked less like intentional art and more like an industrial accident. Abandoned and left to rust, they would have been a liability lawsuit in waiting, but they had been painted red and given the name “Aspiration” so it was art instead.

The people of Tolerance had co-opted the space to create their own artistic displays. Banners strung between the girders declared “peace will rule” and “violence is not the answer.” On the ground, they flew the same flags that welcomed people to their town.

The Librarian dove and caught Mr. Christopher by the ankle, sending the bounty hunter stumbling through a flag and eventually to the ground wrapped in a banner bearing a dead cow that stated, “I’m not loving it!”

Jerry scrambled back to his feet as Christopher untangled himself from the fabric and grabbed the broken flagpole from the ground.

The bounty hunter charged, splintered end first, towards the Librarian, screaming as he came.

Jerry jumped behind a “Love will set us free” flag and intercepted the thrust with the fabric. He wrapped the flag around the end of the makeshift staff and struck at Mr. Christopher with a right cross.

The man in white tried to pull away from the punch, but with his arm entangled in the flag, he caught it with his shoulder and twisted to the ground. Rolling away, he freed himself from the banner and got to his feet before grabbing a “Nothing is stronger than love” flag and snapping the post into a replacement weapon.

He came at the Librarian again swinging broad strokes that Jerry managed to dodge several times as he backed away farther into the field of flags.

Jerry pulled a “hugs are the strongest weapon” flag post from the ground and swung back.

Hugs and Love collided in a flurry of strikes and blocks, and it was quickly apparent that Mr. Christopher hid behind others as a matter of convenience instead of necessity. The man was quicker and more capable than Jerry had assumed. In every encounter with Mr. Christopher, the man had been surrounded by hired muscle. It was easy to think the man was a coward and incapable of fighting his own fights, but that wasn’t the case at all.

Jerry intercepted an overhead swing and swept Christopher’s legs out from under him. The man might be good with a club, but, excepting a tremendous coincidence, he knew the bounty hunter had not spent several months swinging a broomstick around a library’s fallout shelter out of pure boredom.

The battle continued, and it wasn’t long before Jerry’s knuckles were bloodied, his arms were bruised, and the two combatants were surrounded.

“They’re desecrating the Pavilion of Peace!” the small angry woman screamed. “Get those motherfuckers. I want them in the cage.”

Several Freedom Enforcement Officers responded to the swearing and rushed into the flag garden with outstretched hands.

Jerry blocked a strike from Mr. Christopher, backed away, struck one officer in the neck and sent another to the ground with a twist of the Hugs stick.

Mr. Christopher took the opening and knocked Jerry off-balance. He followed through with a shove that sent the Librarian to the ground and raised the Love stick above his head to strike.

One of the officers stepped in front of the man from Alasis and ordered him to stop.

The flagpole shattered over the officer’s head and knocked the man to the ground on top of the Librarian.

With his opponent pinned, Mr. Christopher pointed the shaft at the Librarian’s throat and whispered, “Finally!” He raised the stick above his head with both hands and prepared to spear his bounty when an officer dove into him at full speed. Two more rushed in to help subdue the man in white while three more jumped on the Librarian and forced his hands into cuffs.

TWENTY-ONE

Erica’s scream faded when she realized the three bears were seated at a large wooden table in the center of the cabin around a woman with unkempt gray hair who didn’t seem to be freaking out at all. All four were staring at Erica, but not one of the bears, or the woman, made any attempt to maul her.

“Hello, dear,” the older woman spoke with a soft British accent. “Is everything all right?”

Erica gasped for breath while she thought of where to begin. Her story of her kidnapping, her escape and the chase through the woods seemed to pale in comparison to the fact that she was now in a wood cabin with three bears and a woman who didn’t seem in the least bit phased to be in a cabin with three bears.

Erica began to answer the question and quickly derailed. “I was kinda—I got—there was a bear—now there are three bears—why are there bears here? How are you not being eaten by bears?”

“Oh, my poor thing.” The woman stood from the table. The bear on her right began to get up as well. This caught the woman’s attention. “No, Paddington. Stay.” She rattled a silver bowl in front of the bear. “Eat.”

Erica gasped as the bear settled back into place at the table.

The older woman walked around the table. She grabbed a throw hanging on the back of an empty chair as she went. “You seem agitated. Please come in and have a seat. Are you in trouble?”

“There’re three bears here.”

“Yes, dear.” She placed the throw over Erica’s shoulder and guided her to an easy chair near a wood stove. “Sit here and I’ll get you something warm to drink.”

The cabin had only one room, but it was larger than it had appeared from the outside. She tried to look around the cabin, but it was hard not to focus on the bears. It wasn’t until she sat down that she realized they were all wearing some article of clothing. One had a hat, one had a vest, and the other had a flower on its chest. For their part, the bears seemed disinterested in her. They remained focused on the food before them.

“I don’t have to ask if you’re in trouble,” the woman said as she removed a kettle from the wood stove. “Anyone soaking wet and out of breath in these woods is in trouble. But you don’t have to worry. You’re safe here.” She tipped the kettle and poured the steaming liquid into a cup.

Erica took the mug and realized for the first time that her hands had begun to shake. The cup warmed them and she looked inside at the brown liquid. She could not identify it by sight and a quick sniff didn’t help either.

“It’s rabbit broth, dear,” the woman explained. “It sounds like a terrible idea, but it’s really quite delicious. And it will help warm you up.”

Erica smelled the drink again and took a sip. She felt the heat hit her stomach and took a larger drink. “That is good. Thank you.”

“I thought you’d like it. I like it. And the bears never complain.”

As the heat returned to her body, she suddenly realized how cold she had been. Erica took another sip and leaned back into the throw as far as she could. “Can I ask about the bears?”

The woman laughed and one of the bears turned. Her soft voice took on a stern tone. “Focus on your food, Paddington.”

“Paddington? He must love marmalade.”

She smiled. “I don’t know. Never had any out here. But I doubt he would. He’s my picky eater.”

Erica watched the bear turn back to a plate of food and grunt. The woman paid no attention to it. “How are you doing this?” Erica asked.

The older woman stuck out her hand and shook Erica’s. “I’m Martha Rainford. I am an ursinologist. I was out here studying these marvelous creatures for years before the world went to shit.”

“Were you out here alone?”

“Oh yes, I always quite liked being alone.” She laughed. “I never had much use for people until all the people were gone. It wasn’t until after the war that I actually began to even feel loneliness.” She gestured to the bears. “They must have felt it to. Not long after it all happened, they moved in. We’ve been keeping each other company ever since.”

“That’s incredible.”

She shrugged. “It’s shot my work all to hell. I can’t really be an impartial observer of nature when I have to use the toilet in front of it every morning, now can I?”

“I ... I guess not.”

“But it’s all for the best. It wasn’t easy teaching them manners, but once we got past that, things have been pretty simple.”

Paddington turned and grunted again. This grunt was gentler. It almost sounded like a question.

“Did you clean your plate?” Martha asked.

The bear grunted again.

“Then, yes, you may be excused.”

The bear stood up from the table and crossed the room to the kitchen. The massive paws worked a pump over the sink until a stream of water began to flow. Paddington ran his paws under the water for a moment before dragging them across a towel.

“That’s incredible,” Erica said.

“It’s a friggin’ miracle is what it is,” Martha said. “I usually have to remind him several times to wash his paws. He always fights me on it.”

Erica just shook her head and the woman laughed. She stood up and pointed to the bear in the kitchen. “That, as you surely know, is Paddington.” She walked over to the table and put her hands on one of the bear’s shoulders while it ate. “This is my Winnie.”

Erica smiled.

Martha moved around to the other side of the table and put a hand on the largest of the three bears. The one in the hat. “And this ...”

Erica giggled. “Let me guess. That’s Fozzie.”

“No, dear. This is Murderbear.”

Erica felt the heat run out of her again. “Why do you call him Murderbear?”

“Because he likes to murder things, dear. A lot.” She scratched Murderbear on the head and adopted the voice of a doting mother. “Donchoo, Murderbear? Donchoo like murdering things? Yesh. Yesh you do.”

Erica pulled her legs up into the chair with plans to hide under the blanket if Murderbear should act up. “You’re ... you’re training Super Smart Bears.”

To Murderbear’s dismay, Martha stopped scratching his head and turned to Erica with folded arms. “Oh, no. You’re one of those people.”

“One of what people?”

“Idiots, dear.”

Erica felt the room grow colder despite the blanket and the rabbit broth. “I don’t understand.”

“Idiots usually don’t, dear. That’s why they’re idiots.” Martha smiled warmly, gave Murderbear one last scratch, and took a seat across from Erica. “I don’t mean to be cruel, dear. You’re obviously quite intelligent. It’s just that we ursinologists, well, any of us that are left, I guess, get our hackles up when we hear that term.”

“I didn’t mean to offend you. Or Murderbear.”

Martha patted her knee. “Of course you didn’t. You didn’t know any better. And that’s the problem. You see, there are no Super Smart Bears. No such thing. Now some bears are dumber than the average bear. Some are smarter. But most are just as average as the average bear. But there is no such thing as a super smart bear.”

“But people have seen them doing such amazing things.” Erica had seen them do such amazing things.

“Of course they have, because bears are amazing creatures. Let me ask you this: how many bears did you run into before the world ended up in the shitter?”

“Not very many.” Erica thought about saying she’d seen them in the zoo before, but Winnie was giving her an odd look that made her decide it would be a bad idea. “None, actually.”

“Right. And most people are just like you. Your ursine interactions were profoundly limited. All you knew of these magnificent creatures was what you saw on television or read in books or heard in the lies that the Forestry Service propagandized to you all throughout childhood through that bastardization of nature.”

“Smokey?”

“Yes,” Martha spat. “That’s the bastard I’m talking about.”

As Martha’s anger grew visible, Erica bit back the Pavlovian urge to spout out how only she could prevent forest fires.

Martha forced a smile. “But the truth is, bears have always been remarkably smart. They are far more intelligent than people ever gave them credit for ...” She turned to address a noise coming from the kitchen. “Paddington! I’ve told you to stop chewing on the plunger.”

Paddington growled a protest, but dropped the plunger and sat down on the kitchen floor with a huff.

Martha turned backed to Erica. “Many people had never seen a bear until they were forced out of their precious cities and tossed back into nature.” She shrugged. “They’re just bears. Doing things bears have always done. And people have gone on being stupid just like they have always done.”

Erica didn’t know what to say. As far as wasteland threats had gone, Super Smart Bears were a constant concern. Knowing that they were just bears didn’t make her worry any less about an encounter. But, it did make her feel like more of a coward. They had just been regular bears all along.

Martha continued. “At first I thought the bombs would wipe out all the bear ignorance in the world. Oddly enough it just made it worse. The only thing it ruined was my career.”

“Your career? But you still get to work with bears.”

Martha smiled. “Of course. They are my passion. But, dammit, if I wasn’t this close to being the Jane Goodall of bears. I spent years blending in with the bears, and I was only weeks away from launching my YouTube series: Bearly There with Martha Rainford. Do you like the name?”

“Um, sure.”

“It’s a pun.”

“I got the pun.”

“Oh. Well, it was about to launch and make me famous and then Meryl Streep would have played me in the movie. But instead, I’m here. Living with three bears and, dammit, Paddington, put down that plunger.”

Paddington roared and continued chewing on the red rubber.

Martha stood and stomped into the kitchen. She grabbed the plunger’s handle and yanked at it, but Paddington yanked back. Martha pulled again and a brief struggle ensued. The older woman finally wrestled the plunger away and struck the bear with it. “Bad Paddington. Bad. Bad.”

Paddington whimpered and wandered to the far corner of the cabin to sulk.

Erica joined Martha in the kitchen. “So they aren’t really dangerous?”

“Don’t be stupid, dear. Of course they’re dangerous.” She threw the plunger into the sink. “They’re still bears.”

TWENTY-TWO

“They’re going to make you fight a bear,” Mr. Christopher said like he was threatening to tattle to Mommy. “Trial by bear. That’s what they call it. It’s going to be hilarious watching you get eaten by a bear.”

The Librarian said nothing.

“Don’t feel like talking, eh? What’s the matter?”

“Don’t say it.”

“Bear got your tongue?” The bounty hunter smiled.

“And here I was thinking I couldn’t hate you more.”

Mr. Christopher shook the bars of his cell. There wasn’t so much as a rattle. “They build a better prison than they do a society, don’t they? You’re not getting out of this one.”

It was only because he was in a separate cell that the man from Alasis was able to speak at all. Jerry had only gotten in a few good hits during the flag fight, and it wasn’t enough to satisfy him. Every word from the man’s mouth made the hatred grow.

Mr. Christopher laughed. “This is going to end up being a really bad day for you, you know? They don’t like violence around here. Unless it’s their idea. And when it is ...” he laughed again, “... they are really good at it.”

“You don’t seem too concerned,” Jerry said.

“Why should I be? I’ve got a get out of jail free card. They’re not going to do anything to me if they don’t want the food shipments to stop. And, trust me, these people don’t want to do a damn thing for themselves.” He let go of the bars and walked to the back of his cell and sat down. “Probably couldn’t if they tried.”

Jerry sat and studied the cell as he had for the last hour. It was solid. The bars were bolted into the doorframe. The doorframe and the rest of it was made of cinder blocks. There were no windows. What light there was came from the hallway outside.

Mr. Christopher stretched his legs out and put his hands behind his head. “Nope. All I have to do is sit here, watch them kill you, and take your head back to Alasis in a bag. I don’t think you’ll mind one way or the other, but do you have a preference of what kind of bag you’d like me to use? To tell you the truth, I’ll probably just go with plastic in the end, but I figured you should at least believe you have some say in the matter.”

“You seem pretty sure of yourself.”

“And why wouldn’t I be? Do you really think you’re going to get out of this?”

“We’ll see.”

Mr. Christopher laughed. “I love your optimism. Even now you’re stupid enough to believe in yourself.”

“Me? Were you always this big of an asshole, or is your ego some kind of special mutation?”

He laughed again. “Do you want to know what I did before the Crappening?”

“No. I withdraw the question.”

Mr. Christopher laughed at this and then leaned against the cell door. “What do you think I did before the end of the world?”

“I’m guessing you annoyed people.”

“I’ve always found it fascinating how the end of the world transformed everything. I’m not just talking about the cities and the bears. I’m talking about how it really changed people.”

Jerry turned away from the cell door and moved to the back of his cell. The philosophies of psychopaths were never simple. This was going to take some time.

“It’s quite amazing really,” Christopher continued. “If you think about it, there was probably no time in history that mankind was least prepared for an apocalypse. We had risen to such levels of genius that we had made everyday skills obsolete. Technology, infrastructure, commerce, all of it had become so advanced that once removed from the system we were more ignorant than a serf in the Middle Ages. We had outsmarted ourselves. We were useless. We had no right to survive this, you know? We were doomed.

“That’s why I find it interesting to hear what all of these survivors did before. Because everyone out there has found a way to overcome their ignorance. And do you know what?”

“Don’t care.”

“It doesn’t matter what a person did before it all ended. Not one bit. The apocalypse was the great leveler, Jerry. I came across this town once that had the best garden. The most delicious fruits and vegetables I have ever tasted. You’d think the man behind it all would be a farmer, or at least one of those hipster urban gardeners. But, no, he was a tow truck driver. Never touched a plant before he had to.”

“You’re still talking.”

“Every now and then you run into someone still plying their old trade. Nurses and doctors mostly. But what use is a stockbroker now? Or a marketing executive? They were suddenly useless. They had to figure it out.

“My favorite is the people who thought they were someone beforehand thought they would still be someone after it all. They thought they still ran things. They never lasted too long. They were either run out of town or put their hands in the dirt like everyone else. If they wanted to survive they had to figure it out.”

Jerry closed his eyes and imagined a world where ears had eyelids.

“I was a nobody before. I was a hard worker. I played by the rules. I never hurt anyone. And I never got anywhere. Others made their living off my efforts. When I had a chance to start over, I wasn’t going to let that happen again. I’m the one that takes advantage of people now. Because I figured it out.”

“So you were a loser before and now you’re a dick. Got it,” said Jerry.

“You never figured it out, Librarian. The good guy always gets fucked. That’s one thing that didn’t change. You’ve run all over this wasteland doing good, helping people, watching them benefit from your pains. And now you’re going to die for what? For helping people that wouldn’t help themselves? What a sad end. This is what doing good gets you. So you shouldn’t judge me too harshly when you’re the one that’s too stupid to get it.”

Jerry shrugged. “Yeah, you’ve got it all figured out, but all I know is that you’ve been trying to take my head for over a year. That’s longer than anyone else I’ve ever met. But my head’s still here, which means you are the worst head hunter I know.”

“Persistence pays out in the end.” Mr. Christopher smiled. “Pity I won’t have the woman’s head, too. But it’s mostly you they’re after anyway.”

“Where is Erica?”

Mr. Christopher crossed his arms and looked toward the ceiling as he speculated. “You see, now I have to decide. I could easily tell you she’s dead. Which would probably destroy you emotionally before the bears destroy you physically, which I would enjoy, I think. But I could also tell you that she’s still alive and hoping for you to save her. Which will make you feel worse when you’re about to die, and I’d like that too. I can’t decide which I’d enjoy more. I guess I’ll have to decide which sad look would go better on your severed head.”

“You might think you can keep a secret. But your ego never could. Since you’re not gloating, it’s easy to know. She’s alive and it’s bugging the shit out of you that your plans are unraveling. Your perfect plans that got you stuck here in a cell. Instead of out there in control.”

The bounty hunter laughed and produced a slow clap. “I guess we’ll have to go with option two then. She is alive, Librarian. She ran off into the woods because these idiots couldn’t watch a Tom and Jerry cartoon without something getting by. She got out and jumped in the river. A really cold river. Half the guards are after her. But, don’t worry. If she’s not dead, I’m sure they won’t kill her. Some lucky guy will get to buy her and put a brand on her.”

“Ever since I first saw you,” Jerry said. “I wanted to punch you. When you first came out from behind your minions I wanted nothing more than to punch you in the face. At first I thought it was because you were trying to kill me. But, it’s not that, is it? You’re just really, really punchable, aren’t you?”

“You can think whatever you like of me, Librarian. It doesn’t change the fact that you’re going to die soon and then everything will be fine.”

“Do you really think killing me is justice?”

“I don’t really care.”

“Do you think I was wrong to protect those people from a life of slavery or death at the hands of your tyrant?”

Mr. Christopher stood up and moved back to the cell door. “Honestly, Jerry, I don’t think anything about you. Or your girlfriend. I don’t care about either of you. In the quiet moments all I think about is the money and nothing else. You mean nothing to me.”

“Oh, that hurts. I’ll have to find a way to make you think about me more.”

“I’ll make you a deal,” Mr. Christopher said. “When I give them your head and they give me all that money—I’ll try to think of you then.”

“How could you assholes lose an entire biker gang?” The angry woman’s voice sounded worse in the bricked-in basement. Tinnier. Angrier. It carried all the way down the hall and into the cells.

“Sorry, Carrie,” a man responded.

“It’s like you make up new ways to give me the red ass,” Carrie said.

Another man jumped in. “We ... we didn’t meant to give you the red ass—”

“Shut up!” she screamed. “You don’t get to talk about my ass! It’s disrespectful, you fucking retard.”

“Sorry, Carrie,” he said.

Carrie and four armed men stepped in front of the cells. She turned to Jerry. “So, you’re going to die. For crimes against the peace and tranquility of the state of Tolerance you will face trial by bear where you will face almost certain death by bear.”

“Almost certain death?” Jerry asked.

“Oh, you’re going to die. But, in the very slim chance you live, you’ll earn your freedom ... as a slave.” Her laugh could kill hopes, dreams, and probably children.

“Uh, Carrie.” One of the armed men tapped her on the shoulder. “We’re supposed to call them life assistants.”

The woman turned slowly to the guard that had corrected her. “Did you just say something to me?”

The guard looked away. “No.”

“No? That’s funny, ’cause I could have sworn you said, ‘Carrie, I want to fight a bear today.” She screamed, “Didn’t you?”

“No. I didn’t say anything.”

Mr. Christopher interrupted the stare down. “I for one am excited to see justice served. Now if you’ll just release me, I’d love a front row seat to the trial.”

She smiled. “We’re happy to oblige you. In fact, you’ll get bear-side seats to the whole thing.” She snapped at the guards, “Get them out of here.”

Christopher backed away from the cell door. “You can’t possibly—”

“Oh, I certainly do possibly,” she said as she mocked his pompous posture with an exaggerated swaying at the hips. “You broke the peace too, asshole. You two committed the crime together, so it’s only fair that you face the same punishment.”

The man from Alasis protested, “If you put me in there you can kiss any sort of agreement you have with my people good-bye.”

Carrie made a kissy face. “Mwahh.”

“You’re being foolish, woman. Without the aid of Alasis, your people will starve. Without our protection you will cease to exist.”

“Without you we’ll be fine.”

“How can you say that? Your people are so lazy and they can’t even handle an insult without the need of three months worth of counseling.”

“Well, Mr. Concerned, we figured we’d just kill you and not tell Alasis about it. We hate to make them worry about you.” She barked at the guards, “Didn’t you hear me? Get them out of there.”

The guards opened the cell doors and dragged the men into the hallway. Carrie smiled as she held up a single pair of handcuffs. “Crime together,” she said as she slapped a cuff on Jerry’s left hand. “Die together.” She locked the other bracelet on Christopher’s right wrist.

Mr. Christopher held up his wrist to examine the shackles.

“Where’s that confidence now, Chris?” the Librarian asked.

Mr. Christopher grabbed at the cuff and tried to pull it off his hand. “Oh my God. Oh my God. What are we going to do?”

The Librarian smiled and punched Mr. Christopher in the face.

The man tried to run, reached the end of the handcuffs, bounced back and took another blow to the face. This continued until one of the guards stepped in and put a hand on Jerry’s wrist. “You’re going to want him conscious.”

Carrie shook her head and turned to leave. “Men,” she said as she walked away with disgust in her voice.

TWENTY-THREE

Erica closed her eyes and let the hot water wash over her face. It was gravity fed from a solar still on the roof, but it was a hot shower nonetheless. It was hardly steaming hot, but it was enough to finally warm the chill from her body.

She shut off the flow of water and dried off with a towel Martha had warmed by the stove. Then she dressed in the shower behind the privacy of the vinyl curtain. Modesty had gone out the window with the end of the world, but hiding behind the curtain gave her a few more minutes to pretend that she wasn’t locked inside a cabin with three bears and a woman who, though she seemed nice enough, was obviously batshit insane because she lived in a cabin with three bears.

Leaving the safety of the shower curtain behind, she took a deep breath and stepped into the cabin just in time to see Paddington, Winnie, and Murderbear sitting down to dinner. The three bears were seated back at the table while Martha was in the kitchen spooning up bowls of what could only be described as gruel.

The slop was lumpy white and appeared to be more chalk than liquid. It hit the bowl with a wet smack that made Erica’s stomach jump from across the room. It didn’t even look like food. It may have been papier-mâché; she couldn’t be certain it wasn’t.

Martha looked up from the ladle. “Did you have a nice shower, dear?”

“I did, thank you. What you’ve done out here is nothing short of amazing. I mean, hot water ... out here?”

“Nature gives us most of what we need. And what it doesn’t,” Martha held up a bottle of wine, “the bears can steal for me.”

Erica laughed and nodded at Martha’s invitation to share the bottle.

“Come sit down. Dinner is ready.” She set the bowl of gruel on the table in front of Paddington. “And, don’t worry, it’s not this.” She returned to the kitchen and pulled a foil covered casserole dish from the oven.

Steam burst from the dish as Martha pulled back the foil, and the cabin quickly filled with a smell that delighted every ounce of hunger Erica had. Potatoes, peas, carrots, and some form of meat she decided to enjoy first and ask about later.

Martha pulled out a corkscrew and set to work on the wine. She poured two glasses and gestured to the table. “Please sit, dear. It’s been a long time since I got to serve proper company.”

Murderbear grumbled at the comment.

“Oh stop it,” Martha said. “We don’t often get guests. Mind your manners.”

Murderbear grumbled once more and turned back to his gruel.

“Don’t mind him, dear. Have a seat.”

Erica sat opposite the three bears and thought nothing of it when Martha joined her at the table and set a steaming plate in front of her.

Paddington sat before his dish but wouldn’t touch it. He just stared at the bowl of gruel and gave a low growl.

“Hush, Paddington. We have company.” The older woman poured a glass wine for each of them. “Cheers to you.”

“Thank you. For everything,” Erica said and tapped her glass to Martha’s.

The older woman took a long sip and savored the taste for a moment before setting the glass down. “So, what is the plan? How do we get you back to safety?”

Erica dug into the food with an uneasy balance of ravenous hunger and manners. She was careful not to speak with her mouth full because Paddington was staring and had barely touched his gruel. “I have to make it back to Texas. If I can get home to New Hope, I’m certain my husband will find me there.”

“A husband? Isn’t that wonderful. I didn’t see a ring.”

“It was a rather quick on-the-run kind of ceremony.”

“And you’re certain he’s trying to find you?”

“I am.”

“Because some men are horribly selfish cowards, you know. I’ve known my fair share of men, and I can’t think of many that would risk an adventure across this godforsaken countryside to save anyone but themselves.”

“This one is different.”

“Aren’t they all? Or they appear to be at first, don’t they?” Martha smiled warmly. “I’m sure he’s wonderful. But, what makes your man so special?”

Erica smiled to herself. She had fallen in love with him for the man he was, not the man the world knew him as, but for the first time she realized she was with one of the few celebrities left in the world. She’d never been able to tell anyone. They’d been hiding for so long from their fame because it was the kind of famous that brought trouble. But, she knew she could tell Martha. “He’s the Librarian.”

“Oh that’s wonderful, dear. Not many towns have a library anymore. Very few made it through the first winter. The paper was a little too tempting, I suppose. Makes great tinder and, if you roll it tight enough, it can burn for quite a while.”

“No,” Erica chuckled, “he’s not a librarian. He’s the Librarian.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand, dear.”

Erica knew she’d feel foolish explaining it at this point. “It’s ... it’s just what some people call him.”

“I see. Well, there are worse things to be called.”

“No, it’s a ...” Erica chuckled. “It’s no big deal. I just thought you might have heard of him.”

“Well, I don’t get out much except to walk the bears, and as you can imagine not a lot of people come running up to me looking to gossip.”

“No, I imagine it would cut down on the small talk.”

“It really does.” Martha nodded. “Murderbear hates small talk.”

Erica stared into her casserole for a long moment. “Jerry is a good man. I have no doubt he’s looking for me right now. But I don’t know how he’d ever find me here. If I can make it back home ... he knows that’s where I’d go.”

“That’s a long way.”

“I know. But I’ll make it. I have to.”

Martha grabbed Erica’s hand and gave it a comforting squeeze. “We will do everything we can to help.”

Winnie grunted and shoved an empty bowl across the table. Erica smiled as the bear picked up a napkin and dabbed at its face.

Erica laughed. “Are you sure these bears aren’t at least a little above average?”

“No, dear. Anyone can seem smart if they practice enough. Problem is most people don’t want to put the time in. Especially when it comes to things like manners.”

Paddington growled again and pushed away a full bowl. The gruel slopped onto the table as it threatened to spill.

Martha pushed it back in front of the bear. “Clean your bowl, Paddington.”

The bear growled louder and shoved the bowl away again.

She set the bowl down once more. “Don’t be that way, Paddington. You don’t hear Murderbear complaining.”

Indeed, Murderbear’s entire attention was focused on getting the gruel out of the bowl. His paws dripped with the white mixture and he licked at the drippings.

Paddington let out a fierce roar and swiped the bowl from the table. It smashed against the wall and shattered, leaving a splat of dripping gruel to run down the wall.

Martha sighed. “Do you still think they seem intelligent, dear?” To Paddington she said, “Fine, now you have no dinner. Are you happy now?”

The bear was not happy. A massive paw reached out for the dish in front of Martha.

The woman slapped Paddington’s paw.

This drew a startled bark from the bear.

“You’ve forgotten your manners, young man,” Martha lectured. “We do not reach!”

Paddington roared.

Martha roared back, but it was not enough to cow the beast.

Paddington stood and knocked the table on end, clearing the area between the bear and the older woman. Gruel and casserole flew across the cabin.

Erica leapt from her seat and rushed to the cabin door.

Winnie was unfazed as she continued to wipe her face.

Murderbear growled and went searching for his displaced bowl of gruel.

“That is enough, Paddington! We have a guest here, and you are being disrespectful. This behavior is unacceptable. Go to your corner!”

Paddington lunged forward and tackled Martha from her seat. Within moments the woman was dead.

Erica wanted to scream but was afraid to. She slid the bolt from the door as Paddington roared and shred the vest the woman had made for him.

The other two bears seemed calm enough, but one dead woman and one fierce bear were enough to send Erica running into the woods.

TWENTY-FOUR

The two morons walked through the deserted streets of the town back towards where they were pretty sure they had left their bikes. The two hadn’t said much since fleeing the campus, mostly for fear of being discovered, but more mostly because their flight had left them panting for quite some time.

Their confidence grew the farther they got from campus. The bikes weren’t far now, probably, and they had proven time and time again that once they were on their bikes nothing could catch them.

Growing up with access to miles of backwoods trails and little parent supervision, the two had grown up riding all the dirt they could find. If it was hot, they rode in sweat. If it was wet, they’d ride in the mud. If their bikes needed a part, they’d fix it. If they couldn’t afford gas, they’d steal it.

There was no hill they couldn’t climb, no jump they couldn’t clear, and no chance in hell a bunch of weirdo hippies were going to catch them once they hit the throttle.

As they approached the building where they remembered storing their rides, Coy broke the silence. “It sure was a good idea you had running Hawk’s boys past those vegens, Willie.”

Willie rolled his eyes, lost his temper, and slapped Coy on the shoulder once for every syllable when he said, “It’s pronounced vegans, you idiot.”

“Ouch,” Coy jumped back from the assault. “Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure.”

Coy nodded but argued his point anyway. “But I thought they only eat vegetables.

“So what?”

“So, shouldn’t it be vegens?” Coy said. “For vegetables.”

“But it’s not. It’s vegans.”

“But that’s stupid. Why is it vegans and not vegens?”

“I don’t know, Coy. They do a lot of things that make no sense. Like only eating vegetables.” Willie sighed. “But, don’t ask ’em unless you really want to know. Because I’m sure they’ll tell you the whole damn history.”

Satisfied, Coy nodded for real this time. “Well, either way, it’s a lucky thing they hate leather.”

Willie couldn’t argue with that. Coy’s surprisingly quick thinking and the militant action of picky eaters was the only reason that they made it out of Tolerance alive. Between the bikers and the lunatics running the place, they should be dead by now. But, the more he thought about it, he did have an argument to make.

“It wasn’t luck, Coy. It was fate telling us to get the hell out of there. It was fate telling us to go home and leave this whole stupid thing alone. Fate tellin’ us to keep out of trouble from here on out. Don’t you think?”

“I don’t know, Willie. I don’t speak fate. And I didn’t know you did either.”

“I know a sign when I see it. Ever since we took this job, fate has been playing us for suckers. But we were foolish and went up against fate, and we have nothing to show for it but a list of new enemies and a belly full of steak. And even at that, we paid for the steak so that was more on us than fate. But there you have it. We should be dead and we’re not and we’d be idiots to go looking for more trouble.”

Coy nodded, “I still think it was luck.”

“Call it whatever you want. We got a second chance. Now, we just need to stay out of trouble, or we’re just begging to get killed.”

They turned down the street and dozens of cars and motorcycles filled the road. There wasn’t a discernable model among them. Every one, be it a sedan, coupe, or truck, had been turned into a nightmare of steel, razor wire, and pain. The imperial crest of Alasis adorned the hood of each vehicle and a menacing driver sat gripping each steering wheel like it was an extension of his very soul.

Several others, no less insane in appearance, stood around the parked convoy talking to one another.

Coy and Willie cast a quick glance at one another and turned around to leave. But not before they were noticed.

“You there.” The voice could have come from any of them. Every man and woman in the group hid their face behind a horrific mask of some fashion. Some were painted like skulls, others like wild beasts, and not cute wild beasts. Gorillas, lions, vipers, and savage wolves were all represented. No one had gone with a chipmunk. Not one.

“Get over here,” the voice came from a mask that was either a rabid Saint Bernard or a tribute to Teen Wolf. The airbrushing wasn’t the best.

“What do we do, Willie?” Coy asked out of the side of his mouth.

“We run, Coy.”

Both men turned to flee as the vehicles rumbled to life. Each screamed with unrestricted breath and the walls along the street began to shake. Willie and Coy made it only a few steps before what may have once been a driving school’s Jetta, now covered in chicken wire and rusted body panels, pulled across the street, blocking their escape.

The pair turned and ran for a narrow passage between two buildings. It wasn’t wide enough for any of the vehicles to follow, and they tore up the ground with their feet trying to reach the safety of the next street.

Freedom was only a few feet away when a former postal truck blocked their exit. The door slid open and the driver stepped into the narrow passage holding a cumbersome rifle that split into four prongs at the end.

Coy recognized the weapon right away and slid to a stop. “He’s got a net gun!”

Willie and Coy barely had time to turn before four blank cartridges launched a safety orange net into the air. They heard nothing as the webbing entwined them together and brought them to the ground.

“See, Willie? I told you net guns were real.”

“Shut up, Coy.”

The men with masks were on them in seconds, punching and dragging the net back into the street. Several minutes later they were untangled and forced to their feet, since it takes a lot longer to untangle a net than it does to tangle it.

Willie found himself staring through a serpent’s face into dark and hollow eyes that were more than a match for the paint job on the vintage goalie mask. Willie hated snakes because, honestly, who liked the damn things anyway? The way they moved without any legs at all was practically inhuman. Willie recoiled as the voice behind the mask began to hiss.

When it finally began to speak, the voice was rough and gasped for breath between each word. “Why ... did ... you ... run?”

Willie felt weak in his knees. No, that wasn’t true. He couldn’t feel his knees. All of the feeling in his body had moved to his bladder. It was all he could do not to wet himself. “Because you’re scary as shit, sir. I mean, you’re dressed like a fucking snake.”

The voice continued to hiss, “We ... just ... have ... a ... few ... questions.”

Willie nodded. “Okay. We’ll talk. But, do you have anyone that talks faster? Because I might piss myself before you get through the first question. Sir.”

The serpent leaned in closer but did not hurry. “We ... are ... from ... Alasis. And ... we ... are ... looking ... for ...”

“Oh God. Are you really going do this the whole time?” Willie asked. He could feel his bladder control going. He wasn’t going to make it through any kind of interrogation.

The man’s fist buried itself in Willie’s stomach and Willie doubled over trying not to pee. He felt a hand under his chin. It was soft—the hand of a woman. It lifted his eyes up into another terrifying mask. A simple skull would have been fine, but this one had been imagined with photorealistic maggots burrowing in clumps of rotting flesh. Her eyes, though, were pretty. But her voice was just as hard as the serpent’s. Thankfully, it was faster.

“We’re looking for some people,” she said. “A man they call the Librarian and a woman named Erica.” She snapped and another monster handed her a sheet of paper. Mrs. Skullface shoved it in his hands. “Have you seen them?”

Willie looked at the page and recognized the man in the photo immediately as their prey. He didn’t recognize the woman, but suddenly understood why the Librarian was so insistent on finding her. Willie gave no sign of recognition and shook his head. “I haven’t seen them.”

The woman turned to Coy. “How about you?”

Willie held his breath hoping that Coy was smart enough to follow his lead. They needed to get away. They needed to convince this gang that Willie and Coy were the two most useless people on the planet. And if Coy was too dumb to get that, they were dead. Unfortunately, he was usually that dumb.

Willie studied his friend as he looked at the wanted poster. Coy had a dumb look on his face which was a good start but not so different than normal. Coy opened his mouth to speak and Willie closed his eyes. He braced for the beating that would follow Coy’s admission. He decided that if he had to be beaten he would rather get it from Mrs. Skullface than the serpent. It would hurt either way, but she did have really pretty eyes.

But, the beating never came. Coy came through when he said, “Never heard of them.”

The woman folded the page into a square and shoved it in Willie’s shirt pocket. “We’re also looking for a man that goes by the name of Mr. Christopher. I suppose you haven’t seen him either.”

Coy spoke first. “No, ma’am. I’d remember a weird name like that.”

She looked to Willie.

He shook his head and tried not to let the relief he was feeling show.

She grabbed Willie by the collar and pulled him closer. She was a head taller than him. Her eyes were hard behind the mask and possessed such a beautiful evil that he was thankful for the barrier between them.

“You two look like you’ve had a lot of practice playing dumb.”

“Thank you. It’s our best game,” Coy said before he processed the insult.

She looked at him and shoved Willie away. With a wave of her hand the rest of the group returned to their vehicles with the exception of the net gun guy who was still trying to get the net back in the gun.

She shouted over the sound of revving engines. “You’d better hope you’re dumb. If we find out you were lying, we will find you.”

“We are dumb, ma’am,” Willie said. “Promise.”

“As dumb as they come, ma’am,” Coy added.

“If you see those people, tell them to pray. The Skinners are coming for them all.”

Willie went white and stumbled back a few steps until he came to rest on the fender of a car.

The convoy began to break apart as the cars moved out. Willie jumped forward as his seat lurched. Coy danced about the road avoiding the machines as the drivers aimed for both of them  in a playful, but very dangerous, manner.

The man with the net gun frantically tried to sort the net out before finally saying, “Fuck it.” He scooped up the safety-orange netting in both arms and rushed back to his post-apocalyptic postal jeep.

Dust continued to settle and exhaust continued to billow for several minutes, but Coy and Willie were alone. Coy rushed to Willie’s side. “Holy shit. That was a close one.”

“Did you hear what they said?” asked Willie.

“Yeah, something about some Skinners. You look like you almost shit yourself when she said it. What are they?”

Willie waved his hands around the now vacant street. “They’re Alasis’s worst killers. They never let them out of the city unless they are really, really pissed off. I can’t believe we’re still alive. They kill for fun. They skin their victims alive. They eat their victims alive.”

“Like while they’re skinning them?” Coy asked.

“What? I don’t know. What does it matter?”

“Well, I don’t think they could do both. Wouldn’t skinning someone kill them? And if they were dead you couldn’t eat them alive.”

“It doesn’t make a damn bit of difference, Coy. If they sent the Skinners after that Chris guy, do you know what that means?”

“Yeah, we should run away faster. The bikes are over here, I think.” Coy led the way.

“Wait.” Willie grabbed Coy by the collar and dragged him back. “It means they want him dead. Alasis wants Mr. Christopher dead.”

“So what? I hope they kill him. That guy was a dick. And that stupid hat.”

Willie put a hand to his chin and began to mumble. His lips moved when he thought. They always had.

But for the first time, it worried Coy. “No. You’re getting an idea and it has something to do with all of this and I don’t want any part of it. I want to go home and I want to be drunk and I mean so drunk that I don’t remember any of this.”

“What if we killed him first?” Willie asked.

“What?”

“What if we killed him first? Alasis is the most powerful place around and they sent their meanest, murderousest killers after this guy. If we kill him—well, I bet they’d be pretty thankful.”

“No,” Coy said. “How thankful? Money thankful?”

“Hell,” Willie said. “I bet they’d make us citizens they’d be so thankful.”

“I hear they have the lights on up there.”

“They do. And they have all the food you could ever want. And women, Coy. There are so many women there, I hear the odds are so good even you could find a girl.”

“That’s just mean, Willie. Do you mean it?”

“Sure. Why not? Look, we already know none of the girls in Texas will have you. What do you have to lose?”

“My skin, apparently,” Coy said, rubbing his arm. “I don’t know, Willie. That Chris guy almost killed us once. That Library guy is going to be pissed we knocked him out. I think maybe we should just stick to the runaway plan.”

Willie stared into the distance and his lips moved quickly. “No, this is perfect.”

“What is?”

“The girl.”

“What girl?”

Willie pulled out the wanted poster and unfolded it and pointed the woman out to Coy. “The girl that Mr. Christopher guy had with him. The library guy’s girl. Think about it. The Skinners are going to keep both of those guys busy. If we could get the girl, we could use her to catch either of the other two.”

“I don’t know, Willie.”

“Are you afraid of a girl, Coy? I thought you were more of a man than that.”

“I’m not afraid of any girl.”

“If you are maybe I should start calling you Coyrina.”

“Don’t you call me Coyrina.”

“Well, if you’re afraid of a girl, that makes you a girl.”

“That’s not how gender works, Willie, and you know it!”

“Calm down, Coyrina.”

“Fine.” Coy snatched the paper from Willie’s hand and shoved it in his pocket. “We get the girl, we catch one of the guys, we kill that guy, and you stop calling me Coyrina.” Coy turned and stormed off towards the bikes.

“I knew I could count on you, Coy.”

“Shut up, Willie.”

TWENTY-FIVE

Erica had never traveled much growing up. Some families could make a long-distance vacation out of a three-day weekend, but her family rarely left town. It’s not like you could call what they had done a staycation either. Holidays and vacation days came and went without much more than the cursory celebration.

Even her days away at college had been spent mostly on campus choosing to focus on her studies instead of the beer fueled road trips of her classmates. Her most extensive traveling had occurred in the last several months. But, it was hardly typical: fleeing her town, then fleeing New Hope under an assumed name, avoiding what stood for authorities, and looking over her shoulder were all things most travelers never did.

She had always heard, from those that traveled extensively, that the one thing you discovered, no matter where you went, was that people were essentially the same. People of all lands shared the same hopes and dreams. They all wanted nothing more than a degree of comfort. They all wanted to smile more than they cried. They all wanted their kids to do better than they had done. They wanted normal things. Or so they said.

It wasn’t clear if the end of the world had broken people or people had been broken before and were just able to hide it better. But, the bombs had blown the cover off crazy and exposed people for what they truly were.

She had seen a city built on force and slavery. That wasn’t normal. She had seen people living in a feudal state in the mountains as peasants and kings. That wasn’t normal. And now she had seen a woman living in a cabin with three bears with stupid names dressed in stupid hats. Which certainly wasn’t normal. So she ran.

She ran away from the cabin, away from the town that enforced tolerance, away from everything she had seen so far. She ran, hoping there was something else, anything else ahead of her. A road, a rail line, anything she could follow south to some sense of normalcy. She ran for home.

The trees weren’t helping. Or the hills, or the rocks. Or any sound that the forest made. Every twig snap was another bear, or a guard from the city, or that small, angry bitch, Carrie, come to take her back. Or it was Mr. Christopher and another ride in the back of the Jeep to God knows whatever fate the sick bastards in Alasis had planned for her.

Erica began to sob as she ran. She knew she was tough. She had survived the end of the world. She had done worse things than walk in the woods. But she was also tired. Physically. Emotionally. Every part of her cried out for a rest. By the time she reached the highway she was in tears. She wanted to go back. Back before the world had changed to a time when you could revel in the dull and boring normal of everyday.

This is why she smiled when she saw the minivan driving down the road toward her. It wasn’t covered in spikes. It didn’t have a turret mounted to the roof. Its headlights worked. Both of them! It was even beige. Boring ass beige. She was so happy she began to laugh through her sobbing.

It was the most boring vehicle she had seen in years. And the people inside were probably boring, too. They had to be! She knew she should dive for the ditch and hide, but instead she stepped into the road and waved her arms above her head.

The driver saw her right away and began to slow down. And they did it from a safe distance. The van crept along and stopped fifty feet in front of her. No squealing tires. No power slides. And then the most incredible thing happened. The van activated its hazard lights. That was normal.

Maybe too normal.

The sun bounced off the windshield and Erica strained to see the driver behind the wheel. She couldn’t make out anything but the vague shape of a person with their hands on the wheel at ten and two.

The passenger door opened and her common sense got the better of her. She ran down the ditch, back into the woods and hid. She cursed herself for being so stupid. Now the people in the van knew she was here. They were probably killers. The world was full of them. Some people just killed for fun. Most had a reason, but it was never a good one. Why should these people be any different? Just because they had a boring van? They had probably killed the original boring owners and used its beige siren song to lure victims to it.

There was a faint voice from inside the car that she couldn’t make out. A woman’s voice followed. It was much clearer. “I don’t know. She just ran off into the woods.”

The indistinguishable voice said something Erica couldn’t make out. It was a question. She could tell from the inflection. 

“Well, I don’t know. You probably scared her with your reckless driving.” The voice didn’t sound like a killer’s voice. It sounded concerned.

The voice in the car turned grumpy in tone but said little as Erica peered around her hiding tree. The clear voice belonged to an older woman that was approaching the side of the road.

Erica had tumbled into the ditch and run farther back behind the car, but she could see the woman looking into the woods where Erica had disappeared.

“It’s okay to come out. We’re not going to hurt you.” It was a pleasant voice. Normal. Erica wanted to rush to it, but she stayed hidden behind the tree and studied the woman. She was dressed as if the world had never ended. Her hair was kept and cut as if they were on their way to church instead of traversing the wasteland in a beige minivan.

The older woman turned back to the van. “She won’t come out, Henry. I think she’s scared.”

Erica heard the driver’s door open and close before an elderly man joined the woman’s side. He had to be the woman’s husband. He just had to be. The pair had the comfortable look about them that only comes from a lifetime of companionship. He was slightly taller than the woman and dressed in a button-down shirt and tan slacks. He pulled a blue and gold Navy ball cap from his head revealing a clear scalp which he began to scratch. “Well, that’s just stupid. What does she have to be scared of?”

It was definitely her husband because the woman rolled her eyes in a way that only comes from a lifetime of companionship. “Raiders.”

Henry scanned the tree line while he grumbled his answer. “Well, yeah, there’re raiders.”

The woman continued. “Mutants.”

Henry agreed. “And that too. But most mutants don’t really drive, so I don’t think that’s what scared her off.”

“Super Smart Bears,” the woman added to her list.

Erica rolled her eyes. Sure there were bears, but she knew the secret to their intelligence.

“A lot of those around,” Henry said. “But again they don’t really drive. Unless they’re super duper smart bears.” Henry’s eyes swept past her hiding spot. If he had spotted her, he gave no indication.

“Cannibals. Crazies. Car Boys. Rapists. Fatalists. Road Warriors. Motorcycle Gangs. Savages. Ruffians.”

“But, we’re not any of those things!”

“I know that, you crazy old man.”

“Well,” Henry said. “Did you try telling her that we’re not any of those things?”

“Of course I did, Henry.”

“Hmm.” Henry put his cap back on and rubbed his chin. “And she still won’t come out, you say?”

The woman gestured to the empty road. “Not at all.”

They were grandparents playing hide and go seek, and Erica suddenly felt foolish squatting behind the tree. What did she have to be afraid of?

“Well, if she won’t come out, then I guess we can’t help her.” Henry turned back to the car. “We might as well be on our way. It’s still a long way to Texas.”

Texas. That’s what did it. Erica stepped out from behind the tree and walked up the embankment to the road. She stood there saying nothing, just staring at the elderly couple.

They smiled at her and made no sudden move for a gun or knife or any other instrument of murder.

They could have been her grandparents. They could have been anyone’s grandparents. The woman smiled at her, and Erica’s tears began an unstoppable flow. 

Empathy grew across the woman’s face, and with outstretched arms she waved Erica to her. “Come here, sweetheart. It’s okay.”

Erica did. Like some relieved child, she stepped into the woman’s embrace and felt safe as the arms closed around her. The woman spoke softly. “Everything is going to be okay.”

Henry slid open the rear door on the minivan and asked, “Where are you headed, kiddo?”

Erica pulled away from the woman’s embrace and wiped the tears from her cheeks. It took a second to find her voice as the crying faded. “Texas.”

“Texas?” Henry smiled and waved her into the car. “Well, isn’t that lucky?”

TWENTY-SIX

For decades the student body had gathered in the coliseum to cheer on their basketball team and snore through graduation ceremonies. Affectionately called the Pit, in equal part to its sunken architectural style and an unfortunate proximity to the town’s landfill, students often found their way to its hallowed halls for lack of other entertainment options in the town.

Notorious for its poor acoustics, the crowds had set records for raucous chants, chaos-inducing cheers, and ear- shattering rabble rousing made all the more impressive in the fact that the school never once had a team worth cheering for.

Instead they screamed for the noise and set records for decibel levels, sustained screaming and general noisiness because they had nothing better to do.

Many had walked down the tunnel to the court to a roaring audience. They had been escorted by cheerleaders and welcomed by fans screaming their support. And they had arrived in the arena champions of the crowd. The Librarian and the man from Alasis were escorted as convicts by a small, angry woman to a crowd that chanted for their death.

From their cells in the locker room the two prisoners had been prodded down the tunnel towards the arena with guns, threats, and more than a few curse words from Carrie.

As they moved closer to the arena, the shouts grew wilder and turned from a dull roar to specific insults and death wishes.

“You suck,” was common.

“Die screaming, you violent motherfuckers,” was less common but shouted with passion.

“I can’t bear to watch,” made no sense but seemed to resonate with several small clusters within the crowd.

“I hope the bear mauls your balls,” which, while much more specific, was vulgar but had to be given at least a few points for the rhyme.

Others growled and held their hands up like bear paws. Others spit and held their middle finger up like fuck you. Many more booed, but none were silent.

The crowd wanted blood. They wanted suffering. They wanted brutal violence and would provide it themselves if the trial did not live up to their expectations by killing everyone involved.

Soon Jerry could see beyond the end of the tunnel. Chain-link fence surrounded the court. It was twenty feet high and topped with barbed wire directed inward to keep the accused from scrambling over the top.

The two men were pushed toward the court. Spit and insults rained down on them from above and their escorts liked to linger in the shower of hate and bile. At the end of the tunnel they were pushed together with a group of three men in black leather jackets bearing the Iron Eagle patch.

These men, unlike Jerry and Christopher, weren’t bound together by handcuffs. That seemed to be a special punishment for just the two of them.

Carrie shouted over the noise. “You assholes are accused of disturbing the peace, promoting violence, and desecration of a safe space. You may now enter your plea.”

“Not guilty,” shouted Mr. Christopher.

“Not to me, asshole.” She opened a gate near the corner of the cage. “You plead to the bear.”

The men were shoved through the gate. The bikers went first. Each resisted with a tough word that was met with a gun butt in the stomach, shoulder, or face. The three gang members stepped into the court and Jerry followed without protest.

There was a jerk at his wrist as Mr. Christopher braced himself against the entrance and refused to move.

“This is madness,” he yelled. “You are all insane. My people will find out about this and there will be repercussions.”

The guards worked to pry his hands from the chain-link, but he stubbornly held on.

“This is your last chance to set me free. Do you understand me?”

The guard finally smashed Christopher’s fingers with his rifle and shoved him into the cage. They slammed the gate behind him and locked it shut with a padlock.

“Let me go,” Mr. Christopher squealed through the gate. “Let me go!”

The guards turned their backs and moved into the crowd to find a seat.

“That was very dignified,” Jerry said.

“This is crazy. Crazy! How are we going to get out of this? What are we going to do?”

The Librarian shrugged. “It looks like we’re going to have to fight a bear.”

“You can do that, right? I mean, you’ve been around. You’ve fought bears before, right?”

“Yes,” Jerry said.

“Oh, thank God.”

“But they weren’t real bears.”

“What do you mean?”

“It was some people in bear costumes.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“It’s kind of a long story, and I don’t think you’ll have the patience for it. But, in the end I did beat the people in bear costumes.”

“That doesn’t help us!”

“No, I didn’t think it did.” He examined the court. The hardwood floor was still there but it no longer resembled a playing field as it had been filled with obstacles. Wooden blocks, fabric walls, and even a few inflatable obstacles filled the court floor giving the condemned a place to hide and await their fate.

The gang members spread throughout the arena floor and soon found weapons scattered amidst the obstacles looking for a place to hide if need be. One man ran straight to the fence and began to climb.

Weapons hung all along the cage wall. Bats and bars, knives, swords, and the occasional gun were mounted high above the floor. The event may have been their warped sense of justice, but the trial was still the bread and games of Tolerance, and it wouldn’t be a sport without something to give the condemned a fighting chance.

The man passed by the weapons and made for the top of the fence. Barbed wire slowed him down, but it was the crowd on the other side that stopped him. As soon as it was clear he was trying to escape, they released a barrage of glass bottles, bricks, and other debris toward him until he was forced to let go and drop back to the floor.

Applause erupted on the opposite side of the arena. It rolled from the back toward the court as something in the opposite tunnel stole the crowd’s attention.

“What is that?” Mr. Christopher asked.

“We don’t have much time,” Jerry said as he tugged at the cuff. “C’mon.” He started to move to the right.

Mr. Christopher pulled to the left. “I think we should go this way.”

The Librarian punched him in the face.

“Fine. Your way.”

The pair ran down the sideline as a much larger gate opened on the other side of the court. Even with the barriers scattered through the arena, Jerry could see the massive brown-furred hunch of the bear as it lumbered into the arena.

The crowd, though arguably already crazy long before entering the stadium, lost its collective mind as the bear rose up on its hind legs and roared. It towered above the obstacles and its voice stopped the bikers in their tracks. The sound filled the poor acoustics and shook the rafters for thirty seconds before the beast finally closed its mouth and dropped back to the ground.

The audience exploded.

“Did you see the size of that thing?” Mr. Christopher asked.

The Librarian nodded and watched the brown hump lumber onto the court as the bikers scrambled to take shelter behind the wooden structures, squatting behind the sturdiest ones they could find and peeking constantly around corners to keep track of the beast.

The monster roared again and the two men moved as one to find their own shelter. They ducked behind a wooden box and Jerry scanned the walls of the cage, looking for a weapon.

“What do we do?” Mr. Christopher fidgeted in place as he struggled somewhere between fight and flight.

“First of all,” the Librarian said. “It’s important to remember that he’s more afraid of us than we are of him.”

Another roar was followed by a startled yelp, some footsteps, a crashing, and then dying screams of intense agony.

Mr. Christopher ducked farther behind the barrier. “I really don’t think that’s true.”

“No. Probably not.” Jerry had spent the beginning of the apocalypse reading book after book to kill the time. There had been a book on bears in there somewhere. “The other thing we’re supposed to do is make noise so it knows we’re here. We don’t want to startle it.”

Cracking wood sounded like a gunshot as the beast destroyed one of the wooden structures somewhere in the arena.

“I’d feel better if it didn’t know we were here.”

“I’m going to agree with you on that one,” Jerry said.

“What else is there?”

“If it does see you, try to appear as big as you can so it doesn’t want to pick a fight with you.”

“That one actually makes sense,” Mr. Christopher said.

There was another roar and another scream as the beast located another biker. The trampling and crashing took longer this time, but it ended with the same terrifying screaming.

The final Iron Eagle used the distraction to make a break for the fence. The crowd reacted with bottles and boos and drove the man back to the floor again. Doomed to face the bear, the biker grabbed a spiked baseball bat from the cage wall and ran back into the middle of the court to hide once more.

Mr. Christopher closed his eyes against the weakening screams of the bear’s last victim. “What else is there?”

“That’s pretty much it,” Jerry said.

“Well,” he held up his right wrist and rattled the cuff. “At least this will help us look bigger, right?”

“Yeah. It’s a blessing.” He finally found what he was looking for on the cage wall. He stood up and pulled Christopher to his feet. “Come on. We need that axe.”

“You’re going to fight it with an axe?”

Jerry raced to the bottom of the fence and began to climb. He quickly reached the limits of the cuffs. “Get up here, you moron.”

Christopher climbed up just far enough for Jerry to grab the axe and drop back to the floor.

The pair turned to find another hiding spot when several gunshots rang out in the stands and quieted the audience. Within moments there was only the fading ring of the blasts and the growling of the bear.

Jerry looked into the stands as several armed warriors in animal war paint made their way through the crowd shoving or beating anyone that got in their way.

Mr. Christopher saw them as well. “Oh shit. Not them.”

“Who are they?”

“They’re out of Alasis. They’re with the Skinners.”

“You don’t seem happy to see them.”

“No one is happy to see them.”

Carrie stood up and began swearing at the men and women in the painted body armor. She rushed up the stairs to yell at one man and soon found herself sliding back down the stairs with a black eye.

“We are from Alasis!” the man that punched her boomed. He pointed to the cage. “These men are now our prisoners. Anyone who says different will be killed.”

There were no arguments from the crowd. The Freedom Enforcement Officers made no move toward their weapons.

The man in the painted mask pointed to another of his group. “Get them out of there.”

Mr. Christopher dragged Jerry back behind a box. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

“Oh, okay. Good plan.”

“The bear is nothing compared to these people,” Mr. Christopher said. “You’ve got to get me out of here. Get me out of here and I swear I will do everything I can to help you find the girl.”

Jerry felt his grip tighten on the axe handle.

The bear roared once more, but this time it was a scream of pain as the biker with the bat had taken the offensive.

His offense didn’t last long as a wet smack and painful screams followed.

The men from Alasis were making their way to the gate.

Mr. Christopher was panicking. “Get me out of here, Jerry. I can help you find her, and then you’ll never see me again. I promise. Like I said, I’ll forget all about you.”

“I’m not sure I want that.” Jerry stood and dragged the man to his feet. The Librarian slapped his left hand on top of the wooden box. Christopher’s right went with it. He pulled the chain between the cuffs taut and set the axe head on the links.

The bounty hunter squealed. “What are you doing?”

Jerry raised the axe above his head. “Don’t move.”

Mr. Christopher took a deep breath and closed his eyes. Waiting for the blow. A second later he opened them and yelled, “Wait! Don’t!”

The Librarian brought the axe down through the bounty hunter’s wrist.

Mr. Christopher screamed and clenched his brand new stump against his chest as blood poured down the man’s stupid white suit and turned it red.

The Librarian pulled his hands back. The severed limb dangled from the handcuffs. He pulled it free and dropped the severed limb at the bounty hunter’s feet. “I’ll bet you remember me now.”

Mr. Christopher swore through his cries of anguish but was in too much shock to make any move toward his former prey.

The men from Alasis reached the gate and shot the lock from the door.

Jerry stood and waved his arms. “Hey, bear!”

The call and gunshots drew the bear’s attention. It stood. Reaching nearly ten feet in the air it could clearly see over the obstacles in the arena. It spotted the man and roared before dropping back to its paws to charge.

Jerry ran towards the tunnel on the opposite side of the court keeping the wood and fabric structures between himself and the animal. If everything worked out it would be reaching the one-handed man about the same time the men from Alasis did.

He reached the other gate quickly and bashed the latch open with the axe.

The crowd above him screamed at this infraction of the rules but made no move to stop him.

He swung the gate open and rushed into the tunnel.

It smelled horrible.

TWENTY-SEVEN

The inside of Henry and Lynn’s minivan was everything Erica hoped it would be. It had ugly tan cloth-covered seats. There was well-worn luggage peeking over the backseat. There was a cooler full of cold drinks and a bag of snacks so they wouldn’t have to stop. There was even a compass on the dash held in place by a suction cup.

“I love your van,” Erica said.

“This old thing?” Henry asked with both hands safely on the wheel. “I think it’s a little dated, if you ask me.”

Erica smiled, “I think it’s perfect.”

“We were looking to get a newer model,” Henry said. “But then the world blew up.”

Erica laughed at the first dad joke she’d heard since the apocalypse.

“It’s just as well,” Henry said. “I hate dealing with car salesmen.”

“Don’t get started, Henry,” Lynn said.

“I’m not starting anything, woman.”

“You don’t want to get your blood pressure up.”

“I’m just saying I don’t care for their attitude, is all. They think they know everything and that you know nothing. But, I know. I know all their tricks. There’s the making you wait trick. And the talking to the manager trick.”

“Henry,” Lynn chided.

“And their coffee. Ugh. Their coffee is the worst.”

“Well, it’s just as well then, isn’t it? We don’t need a new car.”

“I don’t know.” Henry pulled off his Navy cap and scratched his bald head. “I’ve been thinking about trading it in for one of those newer models. I saw one on the showroom floor the other day that had a jet engine on the back and a metal plow on the front. And big old spikes on the hood. That sure would get those lousy pedestrians out of the way.”

Erica giggled as if her grandfather himself had told the joke.

“Stop it, Henry,” Lynn smiled. “You’re being terrible.”

“I am not. It would serve them right, too. They’re always trying to walk down my sidewalks.” Henry looked at Erica in the rearview mirror and winked.

Erica genuinely laughed knowing full well what he was saying wasn’t funny in the least. It was just good to see someone so relaxed that they could go on like he did.

“Don’t you encourage him,” Lynn scolded in a playful tone. “He has this terrible condition where he thinks he’s funny.”

“I was seeing a doctor about it, but the world blew up.”

Erica laughed again.

Lynn rolled her eyes. “Oh, he’s never going to stop now.”

“I’m sorry,” Erica said. “This is all just too perfect. You two are perfect. This van is just perfect. It reminds me of the one my family used to have. Captain’s chairs in the middle. No guns on the roof. No flamethrowers. No spikes.”

Lynn made a point to shudder. “I can’t stand guns. They’re horrible, wicked things. Nothing good ever came from a gun. But the whole country went gun crazy just before the end. It’s no wonder we’re in the position we are now.”

Erica nodded. Out of necessity, she had become very comfortable around guns. In fact, she had become quite proficient with one. But she would happily go back to a day when the world was a safer place and they weren’t needed to survive. “I know. It’s terrible how necessary they’ve become.”

“Oh, I don’t think they’re necessary at all,” Lynn said. “The only people that have a gun are criminals, plain and simple. There is no good reason that anyone should ever have a gun. Not now. Not ever.”

Erica understood the sentiment, but with the reality of the world as it was she found it difficult to believe the couple hadn’t found a need to have some form of weapon around. “How do you protect yourself if you don’t have a gun?”

“I’ve got a Henry.”

Henry tipped his Navy cap to the rearview mirror. “At your service.”

Lynn turned around in her seat and leaned closer to Erica. “He may not look like much, but he’s a mean son of a bitch.”

Henry laughed. It was infectious and the two women joined in. When the laughter faded, she said, “No really. Listen to this. Henry, do your tough voice.”

Henry went from jovial to stern with a twitch of his bushy eyebrows. He launched into a stern speech. The words of which didn’t matter. It was the tone. It was the voice of the humorless neighbor telling off the neighborhood children. It sounded as if John Wayne had kids on his lawn and he was explaining to them with no amount of patience the laws pertaining to private property and the requirements of basic lawn maintenance. It was a voice that made you listen. And it made you uncomfortable, because you knew that, whatever it was saying, it wouldn’t be over anytime soon. There’d be a moral to the lecture and a quiz afterward followed up by a conversation with your parents.

By the end of Henry’s example, Erica felt ashamed. She felt embarrassed and more than a little frightened. And it wasn’t until Henry smiled that the feelings abated.

Erica gasped. “Wow, Henry! Look at you go.”

He tipped his cap once again. “Thanks, I used to get a lot of practice. I’m worried I’m slipping.”

Lynn brushed away the comment with the flick of her hand. “It’s always been good enough. We’ve driven from one side of the country to the other in the last few years and we’ve never had a problem that Henry’s Old Bastard voice couldn’t solve.”

“You’ve traveled that much?” Erica asked.

“Oh, yes,” Lynn said.

“Were you looking for family?”

“No. Henry is all the family I have.” Lynn looked out the window and gestured to the scenery. “We just wanted to see the country. We figured it was finally time.”

“It was the off-off season,” Henry added. “Everywhere.”

“Henry doesn’t like crowds,” Lynn said.

“What about you, kiddo?” Henry spotted some debris in the road ahead and used his indicator before changing lanes to avoid it. “Are you looking for someone in Texas?”

He settled into the new lane and left his blinker on.

“No,” Erica answered. “But someone will be looking for me, and he’ll know to find me in Texas.”

“Henry,” Lynn said. “Your blinker’s on?”

“My what now?”

“Your blinker’s on,” she repeated.

“It is not.”

“It is so. It’s going clickity, clickity, clickity.”

“No it’s not.”

“You can’t tell me you don’t hear it going clickity.”

“You’re the one going all clickity.”

“Very funny. Turn it off. It’s going to confuse someone.”

“Who in the bloody hell is it going to confuse, Marilynn?”

“Just turn it off, you grumpy old man.”

Henry smiled and reached for the turn signal. He glanced into the side mirror out of habit. “Now what’s this monkey shit?” He turned the indicator off as the other passengers turned to see what had caught his attention.

Two men on motorcycles were approaching from behind. There weren’t enough of them to be considered a gang, but there were enough to make Lynn tap Erica on the knee. “Maybe you should get down, sweetie.”

Erica unbuckled and dropped down between the captain’s chairs.

Lynn tossed a blanket over her and told her to stay still.

Lynn straightened up in her seat and took a deep breath. “Get your glare ready, Henry.”

The two riders caught up to the minivan quickly. They split and each rode along one side of the van, peering in as they passed. When the riders reached the driver’s side window, Henry furled one half of his brow and raised the other. He stiffened his lower lip and put a look on his face that said he had something to say and it was going to take a while to say it.

The man on the bike saw this look and twisted more gas into the bike’s engine. The two bikes pulled away and sped off down the road.

“They’re gone,” he said as his face returned to normal.

Erica emerged from the blanket. “That’s some glare you’ve got, Henry.”

Lynn smiled, “I told you my man was a mean son of a bitch.”

“You never did like my mother,” Henry said and signaled to move back into the slow lane.

TWENTY-EIGHT

Halfway down the tunnel, Jerry met two guards rushing to investigate the gunfire. Dressed in Freedom Enforcement red, it was clear from their panic that they weren’t expecting anyone to come from that end of the tunnel.

They yelled at him to halt, and Jerry didn’t. He caught the first off guard with the haft of the axe and drove him back into the tunnel.

The second man yelled and went for a gun at his waist.

Jerry slid to the right and jabbed him in the face with the axe head. The guard’s nose broke and made a bloody mess of his uniform.

The first guard recovered and lunged for the Librarian.

Jerry swung the axe around and cracked the guard’s jaw with the blunt end of the head. This sent the man to the ground.

The second guard backed away and grabbed for his face while he continued to raise the gun.

Jerry placed a kick to his chest that sent the guard back against the concrete wall with enough force to shake the gun free. He poked him again with the blunt end of the axe and the guard dropped to the ground. All motion stopped.

The Librarian picked up the gun, turned, and ran to the end of the tunnel. It terminated in a hallway filled with cages.

He could hear a commotion coming, working its way down the tunnel from the arena. He didn’t have much time before any number of lunatics were on him. Jerry looked at the cages once more, tucked the gun into his waist, and took the axe in both hands.

He worked his way down the cages, bashing the latches from the cell doors and pulling the doors open. He set several of the caged animals free before running deeper into the complex.

He rounded a corner before the screaming began. His would-be captors were startled to find the bears roaming the hallways. And it wasn’t wise to startle bears.

There were screams and snarls, gunshots and growls. But the gunshots ended long before the growls, and he figured he had bought himself more than a few minutes while his pursuers dealt with the new threat.

He risked a glance around the corner and was surprised to see the bear charging down the hall. The beast wasn’t as large as the one in the arena, but it was big enough to make Jerry run. He wasn’t convinced the creature was coming for him, but he wasn’t one that believed he had to be sure of everything.

Jerry turned a corner ahead of the bear and pulled open the first door he came across. He pulled the door shut behind him and pulled against the handle even though he knew for a fact that bears didn’t have enough thumbs to work a door.

He heard the creature rush past the door without so much as a sniff. It probably wanted its freedom as much as he did.

A groan alerted him to another presence in the room. He let go of the door and spun around to see another prisoner of Tolerance.

The biker was slumped forward in a chair with his hands tied behind his back. The groan was the first indication he was coming to. The second was the string of threats he muttered as he tried to raise his head. He mumbled through swollen lips making most of the words hard to make out. It sounded like he was trying to say talons, but that couldn’t be right.

Jerry crossed the room and stood before the prisoner. He put a hand on his shoulder and shook him until he looked up.

The man raised his head and smiled through broken teeth. He stared at Jerry for a moment and laughed. “You’re him.”

“I am?” Jerry asked.

“You’re the guy.”

“Which guy is that?”

“The guy that everyone is after.”

“And who are you?”

“The name’s Hawk. I’m one of the guys that’s after you.”

Jerry spotted a leather jacket dropped across a table next to a stuffed bird and put it together. “And how’s that working out for you?”

“Ah, don’t be like that, man. It wasn’t anything personal. I don’t even know who you are.” His mouth was going dry as he spoke.

Jerry found a bottle of water on the table and helped him drink. “That was probably your first mistake.”

Hawk drank until the bottle was empty and nodded his thanks. “Nah, my first mistake was trusting these two morons I met.”

“I think I’ve met those two morons as well.”

“No, these guys are a special kind of stupid.”

“Yep. That’s them.” Jerry tossed the water bottle back on the table.

Hawk laughed again. “So, who the hell are you, anyway?”

Jerry shrugged. “I’m the Librarian.”

Hawk’s jaw dropped. And some blood streamed out. “No shit? You’re him?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re really him?”

“Really yeah.”

“Holy crap, man. Everybody is looking for you!”

“We’ve covered that.”

“No, I mean everybody. What is this all about, anyway?”

“You know those big rigs Alasis uses to raid settlements?” Hawk nodded as Jerry crossed back to the door. He cracked it open and peered into the hallway. There was less screaming and roaring, but a moving shadow caused him to close the door. “I destroyed one.”

“Oh, that is sweet! I hate those things. Nothing runs on my roads unless I let it. Except those. Even the Iron Eagles don’t mess with those. And you took one out. That’s nice work, man.”

“Yeah. Nice work. Ever since, they’ve been after me and the woman I love. So we tried to hide, then she was kidnapped and now she’s escaped, but I don’t know where, and I’ve got Alasis, the lunatics of Tolerance, a motorcycle gang, two idiots, and a bunch of bears after me.”

“Sure you kicked over a hornet’s nest. But you knew that would happen, right? You can’t fuck with Alasis and expect anything different, can you?”

“I guess not.”

“So why’d you do it?” Hawk asked. The question wasn’t sarcastic like it probably should have been.

“They were hurting people. They had to be stopped.”

Hawk smiled. “Just like that?”

Jerry nodded and cracked the door again. The hallway was empty. “Just like that.”

Hawk was silent for a moment. Jerry expected him to laugh or gloat. But the man simply said, “I really admire that. Like you were fighting for justice. Real justice.”

“Yeah, it wasn’t my best idea.”

“Don’t be like that. What you did was important. Just because some powerful people want you dead, doesn’t make them right. You seem like a genuinely good dude, Librarian. I hope you find your girl.”

Jerry sighed. He closed the door and stepped behind Hawk’s chair.

“What are you doing?” Hawk asked.

Jerry untied the rope that bound Hawk’s hands and walked over to the table.

Hawk pulled his hands free and rubbed some feeling back into his wrists. The look on his face was more than surprise. He was looking for an answer. “But, I was trying to kill you, man.”

“Yeah,” Jerry held up the axe and set it down on the table next to Hawk’s jacket. “But it wasn’t anything personal.” Jerry checked the door once more and stepped out into the hallway.

TWENTY-NINE

“You got to do it last time.”

“Right, which means I’ve had more practice.”

“Practice at screwing shit up, you mean. You didn’t need any practice at that.”

“I’m not going to screw it up, Willie. Stop yelling at me.”

“Coy, this is our last stick of dynamite. If we blow this then, well, we can’t blow anything else up. And then the girl gets away. And the guy gets away, and our money gets away.”

“Shut up, Willie. This isn’t like last time. You saw how slow that old guy was driving. There’s no way I can mess it up.”

“Give me the detonator, Coy.”

“No. I’m going to do it.”

“Give me the detonator, Coy!” Willie lunged for the detonator in Coy’s hand and a brief game of keep away ensued.

At first, Coy tried to hold Willie back with one arm while keeping the detonator outstretched in the other. Willie tried to reach across this barrier without looking stupid which was rather difficult to do with his arms flailing the way they were. Before long he gave up and tried to work his way around to Coy’s other side. This also proved difficult since Coy’s other side was always moving.

This went on for a minute or two with Willie trying to run around Coy and Coy turning away from Willie, and it didn’t end until Coy twirled himself up in the detonator cord, fell over, and landed on the plunger.

This, in turn, set off their last stick of dynamite that was planted on a tree trunk at the base of the hill. The trunk disintegrated and the massive pine tree toppled across the highway just as the minivan came into view.

“You moron!” Willie shouted. “You did it too soon!”

Coy rolled onto his back and began untangling the detonator wire from around his ankles. “I’m sorry, Willie. I didn’t mean to blow it up.”

“Didn’t mean to? That doesn’t make it okay! ‘Didn’t mean to’ doesn’t undo what you did. It doesn’t unblow up things. You screwed the trap. Again! Now they’ll just turn around and they’re going to get away. Again!”

Coy threw the wire away from his feet and stood up. “Shut up, Willie. I feel bad enough as it is.”

“Well, you’re about to feel a lot worse,” Willie raised his fists.

Coy laughed for only a second. “Are you serious?”

“Oh, I’m serious.”

Coy put his own fists up. “Fine. If that’s the way you want it, let’s do it.”

“Oh, it’s on, moron.”

“Good. I’m sick of you always calling me stupid. Saying I’m dumb. I’m tired of you making fun of me.”

The two men approached one another with their defenses up and began to circle. Then they each took a deep breath and started swinging.

Willie threw a right cross.

Coy jabbed with his left. 

Willie threw two quick jabs with his left and followed through with a right.

Coy ducked low and came up with a right uppercut.

Every single punch missed. Nothing was blocked, nothing was dodged, there was absolutely no parrying, and no one was hurt in the least.

Willie took another swing and said, “I’m going to hit you so hard it’ll make your head spin. And then your head will be on backwards and you can watch me kick your ass.”

“Oh yeah,” Coy said. “I’m going to put my foot so far up your ass that it’ll give your face athlete’s foot. And that will be an improvement.” Coy kicked and missed.

“I’m going to punch you into tomorrow so when I wake up in the morning I can kick your ass back to today and you’ll be caught in a never-ending loop of an ass kickin’ time machine.” Willie swung and missed.

“I’m going to kick your ass so hard you’re goin’ to walk funny, and when people asked what happened, you’re going to have to tell them that you got a Coy-lonoscopy.” Coy swung with his right and connected with Willie’s face. “Oh, shit, Willie, I’m sorry.”

Willie backed away holding his jaw. “Dammit, Coy.”

“I’m sorry, Willie.”

“That does it!” Willie ran at Coy and dove for his midsection. He tackled him to the ground and the two men rolled over the crest of the hill. They tumbled faster the farther they went until they rolled apart.

Coy fell naturally into a horizontal rolling style that made him dizzy but slowed his descent compared to Willie’s diving somersault approach which got him to the ditch faster but with considerably more pain.

The world spun as Coy stood. This was inconvenient, but he kind of enjoyed the lightheadedness. He ran a crooked line to his friend’s side and bent to help him up. “Willie, are you okay?”

Willie groaned and slapped Coy’s hand away as he rolled over onto his back. He got to his feet and found his balance.

“Did you break anything?” Coy asked.

“Shut up, Coy. I can’t believe—” Willie pointed to the road. The van was still approaching. “Holy shit, they’re still coming. Get down.”

“What?”

“I said get down.” Willie grabbed Coy and pulled him back into the ditch with a little more force than was probably necessary.

# # #

“Now what the hell is this?” Henry said as he slowed the minivan to a stop in front of the fallen tree. The pine blocked the entire south-bound lane.

“Back up, Henry,” Lynn said. “I don’t like this.”

“You’re the boss,” Henry reached his arm behind her seat and turned to back up. “Now would you take a look at these idiots?”

Erica turned to see two men standing behind the minivan covered in dirt, bruises, and a little blood. They each held a weapon that was aimed through the van’s rear window.

The taller of the two men yelled, “We want the girl. We know you’ve got her.”

“Yeah,” the shorter one yelled. “Bring her out so we can give her to the Skinners.”

The tall one slapped the short one, who yelled, “What did I say?”

Henry looked at Erica. “Do you have any idea what they’re talking about?”

Erica shrugged. “I’ve never seen them before. And I don’t know who the Skinners are.”

Lynn put a hand on Erica’s knee. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. We won’t let them take you.”

“Thank you,” Erica said. “Are you sure you don’t have a gun?”

Lynn shook her head and patted her knee. “There’s no need for that. Henry, go and talk to them.”

“Will do,” Henry put the van in park and reached for the door.

“No.” Erica grabbed Henry’s sleeve and pulled him back. “Don’t go out there, Henry.”

He put a gentle hand on hers and pulled it away. “It’s okay, kiddo.”

“No. You can’t,” she dove forward and grabbed for the gearshift. “Just back over them!”

Again, Henry took her hand and moved it away. “No, they’d just do this to someone else. Some boys just need a good talking to. Someone just needs to tell them how it is to set them straight. I might as well be the one to do it.” The old man turned off the car, pushed the button for the hazard lights, and opened his door.

Erica watched as he stepped outside.

Lynn saw her concern and patted her hand. “It will be all right. Henry can take care of himself.”

“He’s going to get himself killed,” Erica said.

Lynn just smiled and nodded to the back window. “Just you watch.”

“Good morning, boys.” Henry stepped to the back of the van and pointed to the tree. “Is this your tree?”

“Give us the girl,” Willie said.

Henry held up his hands in a way that said hold your horses. “We’ll get to the girl in a minute, but first I want to talk about this big ole tree that’s blocking the road. Is that your boys’ doing?”

“Sure it’s our tree,” Coy said. “Give us the girl, and we’ll let you pass.”

“I don’t think you boys understand. My taxes helped pay for this road. You see, it’s a public throughway, so you are, in fact, blocking my road.”

“What the hell are you talking about, old man?” Coy asked.

“This road. It’s not yours to just block whenever you want to. You’ve got to share it. Now I know your generation has come to expect that everything was made just for them, but these roads are for public use.”

The tall one raised his gun a little higher. “Are you fucking crazy with this shit?”

Henry smiled. “I don’t think there’s any reason for language like that, son. And, I may be a little older than you two boys, but that’s no reason to assume I’m crazy. That’s stereotyping. It’s inconsiderate and it’s wrong. Now, I’d like to use my road now if you don’t mind, so please remove your tree.”

The smaller ambusher shook his head while the tall one processed the thought. “The war ended taxes, old man. It’s our road now.”

“You know, son? For someone with such a smart mouth you sure say a lot of stupid things. War or no war, I paid for this road and I’d appreciate it if it would be kept in working order. Now you boys get to work on cleaning up your mess. I’d offer to help you, but I really think it best if you do it yourselves. I think it would help teach you a lesson.”

Lynn smiled. “You tell them, Henry.”

Henry turned to walk back to the car and wait for the road to be cleared.

The two men began to yell things like “stop,” “get back here,” and “can’t you hear me, you senile old bastard.”

The shorter one gave up first. “Maybe he can’t hear us.”

“You don’t think he’s got one of those hearing aids, do you?” the tall one asked.

“I hope not,” the shorter one said. “I don’t want to catch aids.”

“That’s not what those are, you idiot.”

“I’m not an idiot, Willie. You watch.” The shorter of the two men rushed up to Henry and shoved the gun in the old man’s back. “Stop right there and give us—”

Henry stepped right, spun and seized the gun in his hands. He rolled the gun back so the barrel was pointing at his attacker, kicked the younger man in the crotch, and yanked the gun forward.

The taller bandit yelled and raised his weapon to fire as Henry backed away, racked a fresh round into the chamber, and fired twice.

The taller bandit dropped his gun to the pavement with a clatter and fell forward clutching his stomach. The shorter man turned and yelled, “Willie,” as Henry took two steps forward and brought the gun down across his face.

Henry kept the weapon trained on Willie. The other man was out cold.

Lynn shook her head. “Some kids never learn.”

Erica opened the sliding door and stepped out onto the road. She rushed up to Henry’s side as he nudged the taller man with his foot.

The downed gunman groaned and lifted his head.

“That was amazing, Henry. How did you do that?” she asked. “Who are you?”

Lynn appeared next to her on the road. “I told you we wouldn’t let them take you.”

“Yeah,” Henry reared back and kicked the wounded man in the head. “We found you first.”

––––––––

THIRTY

Getting off of the campus was easy. A combination of escaped bears and Freedom Enforcement Officers kept the men from Alasis occupied.

Gunshots filled Tolerance as some of the citizens surprisingly found the will to fight back against the group that he could only assume was the Skinners. He had heard of the infamous group from Alasis, but any solid facts were buried so deep in hearsay that he had assumed they weren’t real at all. The tyrants of the city in the north knew better than most the power of a good scary story to keep people in line.

The sun was setting when he emerged from the coliseum, and he was able to stick to the long shadows of the campus buildings as he made his way back to the town.

Skinner vehicles were everywhere. Dozens of nightmare machines destroyed the campus grounds beneath spinning wheels as they terrorized the populace and chased down anyone who dare stand against them.

Anyone unfortunate enough to be run down was left to die impaled on the machines as the drivers selected new targets. The screams of men and women mixed with the sound of exhaust as the citizens died upon the rusted spikes and other wicked implements built into the Skinners’ cars.

An SUV fitted with spiked sweeper bars tore past his hiding place and left an open path before him. Jerry dashed across the grounds towards the front gate. He inched his way along the wall and peered around the corner.

Guy Fawkes One and Two were both very dead, and two of the Skinners had taken up their post. Unlike the Tolerance guards, these two men were focused and cast their attention inside the campus grounds.

They stood silently with keen eyes behind horrific masks and appeared immovable until the squelch of a radio broke their attention. One sentry wore a radio mic on his shoulder and he cocked his ear to the speaker. He listened for a moment before responding with, “Affirmative.”

The second guard didn’t wait for an explanation. “Did they catch him?”

“No. We’ve got the girl. They found her on the highway east of town. They’re sending a couple of cars to escort them now.”

They had the girl. Erica was alive! But she had been captured again, and it was worse than before. Alasis had her now. And every second he waited she was getting farther away.

The second guard gestured to a pair of motorcycles standing in the road. “Should we take the bikes and go with them?”

The first followed his gaze and waved him off. “No. We wait here and shoot anyone that tries to get out.”

When they turned back to the campus, the Librarian was in front of them with his weapon drawn. He fired twice at each guard and dropped them both. Less than a minute later he was on a motorcycle with the radio squatting in his ear.

He sped through the town avoiding the headlights of the Alasis patrol vehicles. They were everywhere, and for a brief moment he was flattered that they would send so many men after him.

Destroying the truck had been a matter of survival. To protect the town of New Hope, destroying the vehicle and the raiders within had been necessary. He never would have guessed the action would haunt him a year later. It had been a matter of life and death to him, but it had meant much more to the men behind it.

It had exposed a weakness, and they were the type of men that relied on a perception of strength to maintain control. Until the day that he and the people of New Hope dared raise up and assault Alasis’s men, no one had been able to stand against the city’s might.

It wasn’t something they would let pass.

He stopped the bike briefly and dismounted. The lights were too much. He took the butt of the pistol to the bike and shattered each of the bulbs that threatened to give him away in the darkening night. But it wasn’t enough.

He wasn’t far from the truck when a pair of escort vehicles spotted him. Their tires squealed as they turned to pursue him.

The bike wasn’t quick, but it was nimble. He played this edge to its fullest by finding narrow streets and blazing his own trails through backyards and alleyways. The radio barked in his ear as his presence was reported and spread to the Skinners throughout the town.

It didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was getting to Erica. He cut through a neighborhood park and gained a minute or two on his pursuers.

The light had all but faded, and taking the less beaten path was becoming more and more dangerous as obstacles became all but invisible in the darkness. But, the truck wasn’t far. And he knew it would be safe.

He recognized an abandoned car that he had noted to mark the street and twisted the throttle. The bike sped to the house where he had left the truck. He pulled into the driveway and leapt from the seat, letting the bike roll into a hedge where the machine imbedded itself in the bushes and stalled out.

He grabbed the handle on the garage door and threw it open.

The mass of brown fur struck him in the chest and forced him to the ground.

Chewy’s nose dug into his neck seconds before her tongue lashed out in a thousand places.

“Get off, girl.” He pushed the dog back and stood up.

She buried her head in his hip and demanded a pet.

He patted her once and pushed his way through to the garage. “I know where she is, girl.”

Chewy barked as if she understood.

Jerry opened the door to the truck and the giant dog jumped past him to the passenger seat where she began to bark.

“I’m sorry, Chewy.” He reached behind the seat and pulled out a pair of jumper cables. “I know you like the truck. But it’s not going to be fast enough.”

# # #

The scream of seven hundred horses shook the garage as the massive Hellcat engine blared. The Librarian smiled. His dog was not amused. The giant dog was cramped in the backseat and barked at the noise of the engine.

“Oh, get over it.” Jerry dropped the car into first gear and shot from the garage. He left half the tires at the end of the driveway as he acclimated to the vehicle’s throttle. The car’s rear end swung wide as he cranked the wheel to put the Challenger on the street.

Chewy stumbled as the force pulled her across the seat. Once she found her footing she barked another disapproving woof.

Jerry straightened the car out and reached for the radio on his shoulder. He had been listening to the chatter on the radio for twenty minutes and risked an impersonation.

“Report in,” he ordered, doing his best impression of a man talking through a mask.

An orderly stream of men and women responded with their locations and status. The one he was looking for was in the middle.

“Northbound, 77. En route to rendezvous.”

The streets were too short for fifth gear, but he used all four eating up the residential streets and small-town roads making his way to the state highway. He was almost there when the Skinners caught up to him.

Two cars fell in behind him. Another two appeared ahead. Driving side-by-side they formed a rolling barricade of metal lances and tell plows that blocked the whole street.

Jerry cut right and heard Chewy scrambling to keep her balance in the backseat. He watched the mirror and saw the vehicles turn to follow as the radio burst to life giving away his position to everyone who’d listen.

Drivers replied with confirmations and more exuberance than he expected. Behind him, more cars joined the chase.

Jerry turned left onto a broad open street and mashed the accelerator. Sixty came and went in a blink, and he hit the top of fourth gear once more before an oncoming pickup forced him into a shopping mall’s parking lot.

He let the ridiculous engine loose and sped through the empty lot, leaving the Skinners behind. There wasn’t a car in their fleet that could touch the Challenger if it was given the room to run.

The radio continued to update the small army on his whereabouts, and over time as he left a pair of headlights in the distance, more vehicles joined the chase ahead of him.

They converged on the mall from all directions. As they came, they did their best to intercept his car with their own. They charged at full throttle looking to spear the Dodge and disable the driver. Quick brake work and the responsive gas pedal were the only things keeping him out of their path as they crisscrossed the open lot.

An old Corolla with a skull-shaped battering ram on the front end came out of nowhere and nearly clipped the front of the car. The Librarian veered left into a skid and the Toyota followed. The Hellcat’s back end broke out and sent the car spinning. The Toyota flipped and rolled across the parking lot while Jerry worked the gas to keep the wheels from spinning free.

Chewy whimpered from the backseat as the car came to a stop in the middle of the parking lot. What was behind them, now lay ahead. More than a dozen deadly hot rods roared toward them.

Jerry traced the silver SRT on the steering wheel in front of him. He reached into the backseat and opened a duffel bag he had pulled from the truck. Chewy stuck her head under his hand, and he scratched behind her ears. “That’s a good girl. Don’t you worry. We’re going to get her back.”

He pulled a short-barreled automatic rifle out of the duffel bag and rolled down the windows. “Now grow some thumbs and hold on.”

He put the Hellcat in first and launched the vehicle toward the oncoming cars. Sixty came in 3.8 seconds. One hundred would only be a couple of seconds behind. All of this happened before a quarter mile.

The Skinner patrol cars aimed for him like he knew they would.

His speed would scare off most of them. No matter what they built onto their cars, a head-on collision at this speed would kill everyone involved and probably cause a few spectator heart attacks.

Several cars began to peel off once they realized he wasn’t going to stop. Or slow. Or turn. Some held on longer and kept their vehicles steady. These drivers weren’t suicidal. They were just confident that he wasn’t suicidal, and held their course.

But their confidence waned and even they began to veer away as the Challenger screamed at them. Only three cars remained ahead of him as the others slid to a stop or struggled to turn around and resume their pursuit.

And that’s what the gun was for.

The speedometer reached one hundred, and he jammed the rifle out the window and pulled the trigger. If he hit anything it would be a miracle.

The weapon bounced in his hand as the muzzle flashes threw a reflection across the outside of his windshield.

Two of the cars turned aside. One remained and hit the gas.

The quarter mile came and went and the speedometer continued to climb. The distance between the two vehicles disappeared as each driver ate up the blacktop parking lot.

Jerry knew the man or woman behind the wheel was vicious and cruel. But he was counting on it. The vicious and cruel were generally cowards. They volunteered for these sadistic services to protect themselves. They were afraid and hid their fear in numbers and brutality. The person behind the wheel was not willing to die for a cause.

The gun was empty. The pedal was planted. There was nothing left but hope and the horn. He laid into the wheel and the car horn squawked.

The sudden blare was enough to shake the chicken’s will and the Skinner cranked the wheel to the right.

The Challenger shot through the edge of the parking lot and into the road as the enemies’ cars did their best to regroup.

THIRTY-ONE

“Wake up, Coy.”

He could smell a fire. Not a dangerous fire like the ones they liked to make, but a reasonable fire with just wood and such. No gas or gunpowder. No fun. So, it wasn’t Willie that was calling his name. He decided not to open his eyes.

A hand grabbed his shoulder and rocked him back and forth a couple of times. “Come on, Coy. We don’t have all night. And you’re a terrible faker.”

Coy rubbed his eyes knowing this would convince the strange voice that he hadn’t been faking at all. He stretched his chest and yawned. Terrible faker, my ass, he thought as he opened his eyes.

The old man from the minivan was standing over him with a smile on his face, and it made Coy jump.

“There’s no need to be startled, son. The name’s Henry.”

Coy crab walked back several feet and got to his feet. It wasn’t until this that he realized he wasn’t bound.

Henry took a seat and sat down on a fallen tree near the fire. He picked up a stick and started poking in the fire. “You’re free to go if you like. But before you’d go I’d like to apologize for that bit of rough stuff back there. You startled us and, well, I guess old habits die hard.” He tapped his Navy cap. “They train you for life, you know. I hope there are no hard feelings.”

Coy looked around the area. They weren’t far off the road. He could see the minivan. Inside were two more figures. They were just shadows at that distance.

“Where’s Willie?” Coy asked.

Henry hung his head. “I’m afraid I have some bad news, son. Why don’t you have a seat?”

Coy hesitated as he feared the worst. Bad news meant Willie had left him. News couldn’t get any more bad than that. He started to panic so he asked again hoping for a different answer, “Where’s Willie?”

Henry sighed and poked at something in the fire with a stick. “Have a seat, Coy. You’re going to want to be sitting down for this.”

There was a little voice inside Coy that spoke to him sometimes. Sometimes it told him to stay quiet, sometimes it told him to burn things, and right now it was telling him to run, to do anything except sit down and let this man talk. This voice was so wrong so often that he never knew if he should listen to it or not. All he knew was his head was screaming run, but his stomach was saying I smell food.

He stepped closer and saw a metal grill across the campfire. Henry was poking the fire, he was cooking what looked like bacon. “Is that bacon?”

“Sure is. Have a seat. We’ll eat and talk.”

Coy’s head made one last plea, but his stomach won and he took a seat across the fire from Henry. In a compromise with the voice, he asked, “It’s not poison, is it?”

“Son, you’ve been out for a couple of hours now. We didn’t kill you then. Why would we kill you now?”

It was a logic that he couldn’t argue with. Thinking about it, he should have been tied up, but he wasn’t. And the man said he was free to go.

Henry pulled a piece of bacon from the grill and took a bite. He smiled as he chewed and offered Coy a strip.

Coy took it and turned it over in his hand. It wasn’t like any bacon he’d seen before, but it was meat, and he took a bite.

“There you go,” Henry pulled another piece off the grill for himself. “Now, before we all had our misunderstanding, you mentioned something about a girl and some skinners.”

“Yeah. So?”

“Wanna tell me about it?”

“You haven’t heard about the Skinners?”

“We’re new to these parts.” Henry cracked open a can of beer and took a sip. He looked at Coy who couldn’t help but stare at the beer. Henry smiled and tossed him a can.

“But surely you’ve heard of the Skinners. They’re Alasis’s special killers. Even they’re afraid of them. They keep them locked up until they’re needed to do a job. Then, when they’re done, they lock them back again and throw away the key.”

“Coy, you don’t think that’s true, do you?”

“Well, I guess they don’t throw away the key. If they did that, they’d have to spend time looking for it whenever they needed to let them out. Or waste time making a new one. Oh, maybe they have a lot of copies.”

“I didn’t mean the key, Coy. These Skinners can’t be that bad, can they?”

“Sure they are. They’re mean and really scary, I’ve seen them.”

“You have?”

“Yeah, just today.”

“And you’re still here. So I don’t think they’re as bad as you’re making them out to be.”

Coy looked over his shoulder as a tingle grew up his spine. There wasn’t anyone there except for him and the old man. It must have been his thoughts making him nervous. Just to be safe, he spoke the next part quietly. “They’re cannibals.”

“Oh, I doubt they’re cannibals,” Henry said as he turned another piece of meat.

“That’s what people say. They say the Skinners will skin their victims alive.” Coy grew quieter. “And eat them alive.”

Henry cocked his head. “Which one is it?”

“What?”

“Well, they couldn’t do both. I imagine skinning someone alive would kill them.”

“I don’t know the particulars. That’s just what people say.”

“Yeah, but people aren’t that bright, Coy. I’m sure it’s just a myth. Think about it. What’s scarier than a cannibal?”

“Not much that I can think of.”

“Exactly,” Henry said. “It’s a great way to scare people. Cannibals are terrifying. And do you know why?”

Coy shook his head and took another bite of the bacon.

“I’ve thought about it, and I realized it’s not the being eaten part that’s so bad. Sure, it’s bad. But the worst part is being judged.”

“Being judged?” All Coy could picture was a man in a judge’s robe chewing on someone’s severed arm.

“We go our entire lives shaping who we are to make sure no one judges us. We try our best to dress so we won’t be judged. We choose our words so we won’t be judged. Sometimes we even change our opinions on things so we won’t be judged.”

“So what?”

“So, what happens when someone says something about you that isn’t true. What if someone calls you a coward, or a moron, or an inbred hillbilly?”

“Then that someone is getting a punch in the eye! Maybe both eyes if they hold still long enough.”

“Exactly. You stand up for yourself. You defend yourself, because you’re an honorable guy, Coy.” Henry pulled another piece of meat from the grill and took a bite. “So, that’s what’s so scary about being eaten. It’s the thought of being judged and not being able to stand up for our self. And what’s even worse, we’re being judged on something we have no control over. Like how we taste. How do you think you taste, Coy?”

“I have no idea.”

“So imagine someone took a bite out of you and said ‘oh this guy tastes like he slept with his sister.’ How would that make you feel?”

“I’d punch him in the eye!”

“But you can’t, because you’re dead.”

Anger rushed over Coy before he finally saw what the old man was saying. For someone to talk shit about you, not only behind your back but behind your dead back about you and your sister like that and not being able to punch anyone about it was frustrating. “Man, that is scary. I never thought of it that way.”

Henry shrugged. “I’m no psychologist, so I don’t know for sure, but that’s what scares me about it. Do you like the bacon?”

“I’ve never had bad bacon,” Coy said.

“I think it takes like shit, myself.”

The meat suddenly tasted rotten in his mouth. Coy’s stomach turned cold. “Where’s Willie?”

“That’s the bad news I was talking about. I’m afraid Willie didn’t make it, Coy. He got shot during our little misunderstanding, and I feel just awful about it.”

“Where’s Willie?” he asked again. Willie didn’t die. It just wasn’t something he did. At least, he’d never done it before.

“Now, before he passed, we asked Willie to help. You see, we’re looking for a man named Mr. Christopher and someone called the Librarian. We thought maybe he could help us.” Henry stirred the coals and sent a flame up to kiss the meat on the grill. “He couldn’t.”

“Where’s Willie!?” Coy’s stomach was turning against him. He felt the cool chill of oncoming nausea.

“Now, I’m going to say lucky for you that since that time we’ve found some of the folks were looking for. But, I’m still going to need your help. Do you know why this Librarian fella is so dangerous?”

Despite the cold air, Coy began to sweat. His mouth filled with moisture like the inside of his cheeks were crying.

“The Librarian has a really dangerous reputation. It’s causing all kinds of trouble for some friends of mine. Funny thing is, he probably doesn’t even know it. But that’s the power of a reputation, Coy. It’s always working whether you’re there or not.”

Coy leaned forward and took several deep breaths, figuring he could blow the nausea away.

“And that’s where I need your help, Coy.” Henry stood up. “Now, I’m not asking you to do anything wrong. Judging by your wheezing there, my guess is you’re catching on. I just want you to tell people what happened here. I’ve got a reputation to think about as well.”

“Where’s Willie, you bastard? And what was in that bacon? I feel like shit.”

Henry rolled his eyes. “My, my, my, you really are that stupid. Have all the bacon you want, Coy. Just don’t judge your friend too harshly.”

It all came rushing together, and Coy threw Willie up all over the campsite as Henry walked away. Coy caught his breath and screamed. “Who are you sick bastards?”

“We’re the Skinners, Coy. Henry and Marilynn Skinner. Be sure to tell everyone.”

––––––––

THIRTY-TWO

The car didn’t move like a bat out of hell. It was the cat the devil sent to chase the bat down. The Hellcat engine would push the car to two hundred miles an hour if threatened with enough throttle and a straight enough stretch of road.

The only thing moving faster were the screams on the radio as the Skinners did their best to coordinate a trap.

There were dozens coming from behind him and several ahead that were on their way to rendezvous with whoever had Erica. He caught up to this group ten minutes out of town. They were going to slow him down a bit.

He blew past four of the cars before the call came over the radio.

It simply said, “He’s here.”

The Skinner convoy went into action as four of the menacing vehicles formed a line across the road from shoulder to shoulder and began to slow. Two others backed off the lead to intercept the Challenger and pulled along each side of him. The ones he had passed closed the road behind him in another rolling blockade.

Chewy began to bark. Not at the cars but at Jerry.

“I know. I see them.”

A car on his left cut right, aiming for Jerry’s front quarter panel. He smashed the brakes for a brief second and the vehicle shot past him on the road. He mashed the gas and swerved left as the car from his left slammed into the car on his right and spun both vehicles into a twisted wreck.

The barricade at his rear continued on. With no room to maneuver, the right side of the formation couldn’t avoid the wreckage. The outside car swerved into the ditch. The inside right car plowed into the crash scene.

Flashes of gunfire burst ahead of him as the blockade opened fire and peppered the car’s hood with sparks and the windshield with a few cracks.

Jerry rolled down the window and returned fire to little effect.

Chewy barked again.

“I know! I see them!”

Chewy growled in his ear.

“Do you honestly think I don’t see them?!” He found the dog in the mirror and yelled. “Don’t bark at me. Bark at them.”

Chewy gave a softer bark and lay down in the rear seat revealing the oncoming reinforcements in the review mirror. Another dozen chase vehicles had caught up to him.

“Fine. I guess you had a point.” Jerry dropped the pistol into the passenger seat. The Librarian gave the Dodge more gas and roared into the rear end of the blockade. He would push his way through.

He hit the middle left car square across the bumper and drove it forward several feet before the driver locked up the brakes.

The Hellcat roared with the increased drag and his view became clouded as the Skinners’ tires turned to smoke.

The car on his right cut into him and forced him into the car on his left. This did several things at once. The car on his left rode off the shoulder and shot down the embankment. The car in front of him began to turn as its rear end was forced into a slide. The car on the right T-boned the vehicle that was suddenly in front of it. Chewy barked.

The Dodge was drifting left and almost followed the other car into the ditch. He overcorrected to the right and felt the car begin to roll. Turning left slammed the weight back to the ground and pulled him the other way. He floored it and pulled right again, swinging the car a full one-eighty, and stalled the engine.

The car on his right managed to slide to a stop and block half the road as the others that were in pursuit arrived and surrounded him.

Chewy barked at the Skinners as Jerry pulled several guns from the duffel bag and readied himself for a shootout that he didn’t see winning.

The radio speaker blasted static and excited screams as his imminent capture was reported back to Tolerance.

Men and women in masks leapt from the cars with weapons drawn and leveled at the Challenger.

Everyone was screaming at him. Some shouted curses, others were yelling at him to get out of the car.

Chewy forced her head into the front seat and worked it under his arm. She seemed to know what was about to happen.

He petted her on the head. He didn’t know what to say except, “I’m sorry, girl.”

The sound on the highway was thunderous as a dozen cars minus exhaust systems revved their engines, people screamed, and the dog barked in his ear. The sound was so deafening that he didn’t hear the gunshots. The men from Alasis started dropping as their shop-made armor splintered and their horrid masks did nothing to stop a barrage of bullets.

Jerry opened the door and rolled out of the car as his would be captors dove for cover. Over the roar of the engines and the blasts of the return fire, he heard the bikes as more than twenty men pulled into the fray on Harleys screaming and shooting at the bandits.

The Iron Eagles buzzed through the traffic on violent passes kicking at what they couldn’t shoot and dragging off the lighter and less fortunate.

Jerry took half a step back as a motorcycle buzzed by him. The rider made no move to attack him and only cast a wary glance his way.

Jerry joined the gunfight and focused his fire on the men from Alasis. The automatic bucked in his hand as he dropped a man in a gorilla mask that had been foolish enough to stick his head up from behind cover.

Another in a duck mask, but a mean-looking duck mask, turned a shotgun toward the Librarian and pulled it to his shoulder before another blast from Jerry’s gun dropped the Skinner.

Skinners were dropping everywhere as the Iron Eagles made pass after pass through the maze of cars. Men screamed in wounded pain. Others were silent in fatal death. And soon the bullets stopped flying in Jerry’s direction.

Engines revved and tires squealed as the survivors did their best to drive away. For every car that left the area, three Harleys followed.

Hawk rode into the center of the ambush and stopped his bike. He made no move for the gun at his hip, and Jerry lowered his own.

Hawk smiled and revved his engine while screaming, “Go get her, Librarian.” Then the man screeched like his namesake and left a thick black strip on the road as he went to join the pursuit.

Jerry jumped back in the Hellcat and hit the ignition. “See, Chewy? That’s why we’re always nice most of the time.”

THIRTY-THREE

The car gave him everything he asked for as the Dodge made up for lost time. He flew north on the highway and soon found himself passing the remaining Skinners as they fled from the Iron Eagles.

The radio in the seat next to him grew quieter as the bikers caught up to their prey and silenced the drivers. Soon there was nothing but questions coming across the airwaves from the force back in Tolerance. No answers were returned.

And then he was alone on the road. The bikers, the Skinners, the people of Tolerance—everything was behind him. Nothing existed past the limit of his headlights. It was just him and Erica and whoever had taken her.

The dog barked.

And Chewy. Chewy was there too.

Night had fallen completely and there was nothing but the moon lighting the world around him. And there was only a sliver of that. It wouldn’t be difficult for a car to disappear now. All it would have to do is pull off the road and turn off the lights.

After several minutes of driving he worried that this was the case. That Erica’s captors had pulled aside. That he had blown past Erica and any chance of rescuing her.

He fought back that fear. He would find her. Any minute now he would come upon a rodded out sedan with extra wheels and side pipes, or a dropped pickup with a harpoon gun mounted in the bed.

It was the first time he ever remembered a minivan being conspicuous.

The driver stayed in his lane instead of using the entire road as most wasteland driver’s tended to do. And it was the right lane at that. And the car was doing roughly sixty miles an hour. It couldn’t be them. Kidnappers drove faster than sixty. No one drove sixty anymore.

Jerry pulled the Challenger alongside the minivan and peered inside. An older man in a ball cap sat behind the wheel. There was someone else in the passenger seat but the dim light made it impossible to note anything about them aside from height and general posture.

The old man noticed Jerry looking, smiled and gave a wave before gesturing that the road ahead was open.

Jerry smiled back but wasn’t sure he meant it. He rolled down his window and gestured for the driver to do the same. The driver did so.

“Have you seen any other cars?” Jerry screamed over the roar of the wind. Or tried to.

The man cupped a hand behind his ear and leaned an inch closer.

“Have you seen any other cars?” Jerry yelled again and began to feel stupid, knowing that even Chewy couldn’t hear him over the highway noise.

The old man held up a palm and gestured for Jerry to slow down as he tapped the brakes himself. Soon they were driving thirty and he could hear the driver.

“There, that’s better,” the man yelled. “What can I do for you, son?”

There was no hesitation, no apprehension in his voice. It was too normal. And it was weird.

“Have you seen any other cars on the road?” Jerry asked again.

“Can’t say I have. You’re the first car we’ve seen in days. It’s kind of nice, isn’t it? Having the road all to yourself.”

“Are you sure?”

“Son, I’d remember something like that. Are you looking for someone? You don’t look like your typical marauder.”

“I ...”

“Scum of the earth, those people. Don’t you think? No respect for people or their property. I blame the parents mostly. Part of it’s probably the whole apocalypse thing, I guess. Whole world went to hell after the apocalypse. No manners.”

Jerry tried to speak again, but there was more.

“In my day a man worked for what was his. He understood the value of a solid work ethic and he worked hard for his dollar. And because of that he was proud of what he had. Even if what he had wasn’t much. It was his, earned through sweat and blood, and that’s what mattered.”

Jerry could feel himself getting sleepy. This guy’s drone was like a superpower.

“Now everyone expects everything for free. They want everything handed to them. They don’t want to work for it. They don’t want to earn it.”

Jerry could feel his eyes getting heavier.

“No, sir. Gone are the days ...”

“Look, I really hate to interrupt you, but I’m looking for a woman.”

The man smiled. “Aren’t we all, son? I guess I’m lucky though. I already found one.”

The old man turned on the interior lights and leaned back in his seat revealing the woman beside him and the shotgun in her hands.

The woman shoved the barrel out the window and pulled the trigger.

The Challenger’s narrow windows stopped some of the shot. His arm caught the rest as he slammed on the brakes and fell in line behind the minivan at a crawling twenty miles an hour. It was instantly the slowest high-speed chase he had ever been in.

He grabbed at his arm and tried to determine the damage. It hurt all over, but he could feel four distinct places where the shot had penetrated near his shoulder.

He looked up as the van gained speed. Erica was staring back at him and screaming something he couldn’t hear. It had been days since he’d seen her. Since he promised he’d be back.

Chewy began barking excitedly and bouncing around the backseat of the car.

The woman in the passenger seat put the shotgun barrel against Erica’s head; her screaming stopped.

Erica looked at him with pleading eyes. He wondered if she could even see him.

He hit the map light above his head and she smiled with relief, with excitement.

The old woman was barking orders, but Erica just continued to smile and look into his eyes.

He smiled back only briefly before his eyes hardened. A slow nod was all she needed. She smiled bigger and nodded back.

Jerry let the distance to the minivan increase and waited for her to move.

Erica turned back to the woman and brushed the barrel aside with bound hands.

Jerry dropped the car a gear and hit the gas.

The shotgun fired and the rear passenger window exploded on the roadway as the Challenger pulled alongside.

He watched Erica struggle with the old woman over control of the shotgun barrel as he cut right into the rear of the minivan. The force of the car broke the van’s rear wheels free and forced it into a slide.

He pulled through the maneuver as if he was simply changing lanes as the minivan’s rear end continued forward. Cops did this back when there were cops. The vehicle in front would lose control and come to a stop long enough for backup to pin it in place. But they never did it if the vehicle was going over thirty-five miles an hour.

The minivan was going fifty when it turned sideways and began to tip. The Hellcat pulled clear and continued down the road as the old couple and Erica found the minivan spinning around them.

Jerry slammed on the brakes, spun the Hellcat to a stop, and leapt from the car with his gun drawn as the van rolled down the side of the road into the ditch. He ran down the hill toward the van screaming for her. “Erica!”

The van creaked as new angles took hold in the framework. The engine sputtered to a stop. There was no sound from inside.

It had come to rest on its side, and he climbed on top of the wreckage and shouted her name again through the shattered window.

She yelled back. It wasn’t pain but excitement. She was crying. She was laughing. And once words were able to make it through this combination, she said, “You found me.”

“I found you.”

Chewy was on the ground next to the van barking her own excitement.

The driver had been thrown from the van when the door was ripped away. He was out cold or dead, ten feet away. The woman in the passenger seat was dead or doing something weird with her eyes just to freak people out. Erica was strapped into the twisted captain’s chair with the seat belt.

“Are you hurt?” he asked. “Can you move?”

“I can dance if you cut my hands free,” she held up her wrists and Jerry cut the bindings off with a pocket knife. Erica twisted to find her footing and unbuckled the seat belt. She fell farther into the van, but raised her arms and started to climb out.

He grabbed her arms and pulled her free of the van. He held her briefly before letting her down to the ground.

He dropped to the ground, pushed Chewy aside and took her in his arms.

She smiled. “I knew you’d find me. I told everyone.”

He held her tight. He kissed her deep. She felt right in his arms and he promised them both that he would never let go. He would never let anyone harm her again.

She smiled and said, “I believe you.”

Then her smile turned to a shudder and she went rigid in his arms. A pain twisted in his gut as her loving eyes turned into expressions of pain and she began to slip away from him. All he could do was ease her to the ground where she grew still.

The old man stood behind her. The blade in his hand was a foot long and dripped with blood. His face was swollen from a broken nose. Blood ran down his face from several cuts. He said nothing. He only smiled through a bloodied mouth and held up the blade.

The Librarian didn’t say anything either. He didn’t tell anything. He didn’t feel the buckshot in his arm. He didn’t feel the wound in his own stomach that had been made when the knife passed through her into him. He didn’t feel the cold from the wind or the heat from his rage.

He didn’t feel the old man’s wrist snap when he twisted the knife free. He didn’t feel the old man’s finger at his throat. He didn’t feel his thumb dig in to the old man’s eye until resistance turned to a wet oozing. He didn’t feel remorse when he twisted the man’s neck until it snapped and he grew limp.

He felt nothing. He was empty. There was only a rage so bright that it burned out every other feeling he had ever known.

He knelt next to Erica and felt for a pulse. There was none. He looked in her eyes and searched for hope. There was none.

He kissed her forehead once more and for one brief moment love flickered again inside him and overcame the anger. But then it was gone. Consumed as fuel for the rage.

The Librarian buried the woman on the side of the road and drove north.

- THE END -
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Please click this link to leave a review.

* * * *
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