
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Curse

      (After the End Trilogy #1)

    

    




      
        Mark Gillespie

      

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of speculative fiction.  All of the events and dialogue depicted within are a product of the author’s overactive imagination.  None of this stuff happened. Except maybe in a parallel universe.

      

      Copyright © 2018 by Mark Gillespie

      www.markgillespieauthor.com

      All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.

      

      First Printing: December 2018

      

      Cover by Vincent Sammy

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Join the Reader List

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

      

      
        
          The End

        

        
          Dear Reader

        

        
          The Future of London

        

        
          The Exterminators Trilogy

        

        
          WaxWorld - A Sci-fi Thriller

        

        
          GrimLog (Tales of Terror)

        

        
          Website/Social Media

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join the Reader List

          

        

      

    

    
      Keep up to date with Mark Gillespie’s new book release news.

      

      Join the Official Reader List.

      www.markgillespieauthor.com

      

      You can also follow him on Bookbub.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For the real ‘Eda’…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      The endless barrage of rain crashed down to Earth. It poured out of a dark sky smothered in thick, bloated clouds that hung low over the once-thriving metropolis.

      The man who rode on horseback down 42nd Street didn’t seem to mind the rain. Not judging by the contented, almost serene glow in his eyes. There was a smile on his face too. The soft clip-clop of the horse’s hooves on the wet road was the sound of a leisurely stroll in progress; it was a gentle, even soothing noise, and in stark contrast to the angry weather.

      There were over a hundred women lined up on either side of the street, waiting for the man to pass by. They watched him – all of them, a silent and tentative welcoming committee with their heads buried under a sea of brightly colored umbrellas.

      Every now and then, an anxious face would peer out from the rim of an umbrella, eager for a glimpse of the latest visitor to their community.

      A man.

      There was a man in town.

      Eda Becker stood in line too, but unlike the majority of the other women, she didn’t bother to shield herself from the deluge with an umbrella. Eda had always liked the feel of the rain – even the icy cold variety – on her head. The books had a word for that – they said she was a pluviophile – a lover of rain and it was a good thing too, considering the nature of the weather these days. The older women in the Complex liked to say that Mother Nature was overworked, that she was still trying to clean the last traces of blood off the streets from the war. Eda couldn’t see any blood on the streets, no matter how hard she looked. The others would be quick to remind her that just because she couldn’t see the blood, that didn’t mean it wasn’t still there.

      Eda wasn’t sure what they meant by that.

      The rainfall grew more intense. By now it sounded like there were a hundred horses on the road, their heavy hooves stamping off the hard surface, all of them galloping at full speed.

      At last, Eda was forced to pop up the hood on her maroon rain cloak.

      She watched the man on horseback pass her by and decided to follow him as discreetly as she could. Quietly, the sound of her footsteps lost in the downpour, Eda took a step backwards, removing herself from the long and rigid line of women that had gathered outside to greet the grinning man.

      She walked behind the line, keeping her head down. Her eyes stayed alert however, tracking the man’s path as he made his way towards the entrance to Grand Central.

      Eda wasn’t doing anything wrong or expressly forbidden. But nobody else had stepped out of line to get a better view. Their loss – it wasn’t every day a man showed up in New York. As she walked parallel to the visitor, she could hear the horse’s hooves still clicking on the ground. It was a strangely satisfying sound, completely new to her. Eda glanced over and saw the permanent grin on the man’s leathery and red grizzled face – it was a gargoyle smile that stretched far and wide. His gray trenchcoat dripped endless streams of water. So did the cowboy hat, tilted back on his skull at a slight angle to allow a better view of the surroundings.

      The women broke into a sudden round of applause. It was a muted but joyful gesture of appreciation. They clapped one hand against the knuckles of the other – the one that still gripped the handle of their umbrellas. Although the end result was somewhat muffled, it was at least enthusiastic.

      The grinning man waved to the women standing on both sides of the street. There was something regal about the gesture. At that moment, he was like a beloved hero coming home after a long, painful absence. As he smiled, the deep lines and grooves on his old face got deeper.

      At last, the horse was brought to a stop close to the entrance of Grand Central. The man dropped the reins, dismounted and as he stretched his stiff limbs, he took a long look around at his surroundings.

      The women’s applause began to fade and soon there was only the sound of the rain again.

      Eda crept forward, still intent on getting as close to the action as possible. Fortunately nobody was paying much attention to what she was doing. As she approached the end of line, not far the station entrance, she watched the grinning man as his eyes scoured the bruised and battered surroundings of Manhattan.

      His grin slowly faded and Eda wondered if he was remembering the past.

      The area he was looking at had been a major crosstown street in the borough of Manhattan and housed some of the city’s most recognizable buildings. Some of them were still intact but many were gone now. The New York Public Library was a pile of rubble, as was the former Headquarters of the United Nations. Times Square looked more or less like a crater, but Grand Central Terminal had remained untouched – a minor miracle considering its importance during the war when it had performed a crucial role in supply transportation.

      A tall woman with an umbrella stepped out of the station entrance. She walked onto the street and approached the man at a steady pace. Like Eda, this woman appeared to be undisturbed by the intense rainfall that had besieged the city. She wore a bright red rain cloak – the sort of garment that was worn by all the women in the Complex. These were essentially old raincoats with large hoods and long cloak-like tails that trailed down the back, stretching almost to the heels. These had been stitched together from a variety of different items scavenged across the city. The rain cloaks weren’t pretty by any means, but they were warm and bulky, so much so that it looked like the wearer had a tent wrapped around them.

      Long strands of greyish-brown hair poked out of the edges of the woman’s hood.

      Upon seeing the woman in the red cloak, Eda stepped back into the end of the line. Mission accomplished – she was now only a short distance away from the grinning man and his horse. She lowered her hood and tried to act like she’d been standing there all along. Despite this, Eda could feel some of the women in the opposite line staring at her, or maybe she was just imagining it. It didn’t matter. With any luck she’d be able to listen in on the upcoming conversation with ease.

      “Welcome to New York,” the woman said.

      She raised her umbrella, positioning it over the grinning man’s soaking head.

      “Welcome to the Complex,” she said, offering an outstretched hand. “My name is Shay and I’m very pleased to meet you.”

      The man didn’t say anything at first.

      He patted his horse on the side and a long time seemed to pass before he accepted the offer of a handshake.

      Shay turned around and gestured to someone standing behind her. Almost immediately, a middle-aged woman in a brown rain cloak came up behind them. The woman pointed to the horse, then said something to the man that Eda couldn’t hear. The man nodded and a moment later, the woman took the lead rope in hand and led the horse away from the station.

      “This is the Complex?” the grinning man said.

      “Yes it is,” Shay said with a nod. “Have you traveled far?”

      The man nodded. For a second, he looked old and exhausted in the face. His body sagged a little too. Eda guessed he was probably in his early sixties but it was hard to tell with people of that generation – the war had put so many years on them that most were older than their appearance would suggest. No matter how much they smiled, the past would show up sooner or later in their eyes, that little trace of leftover heartache that always wore them down gradually.

      He was a big man. He literally towered over Shay, which was quite a feat considering that Shay herself was at least six feet tall without her boots on. As she stood beside him, she had to work to keep the umbrella over his head.

      “Well I met your ambassador,” the grinning man said, wiping the damp hair off his face. “She was quite a gal.”

      “Which ambassador?” Shay asked. There was a curious glint in her eyes.

      The man shrugged like he didn’t really care. Eda saw him glance towards the tip of the Chrysler Building, its distinctive presence still towering above the city skyline. The grinning man’s eyes lingered there for a few seconds before he turned his attention back to Shay.

      “Oh I’m not sure,” he said. “Deborah? Deirdre? Any of those ring a bell? It was definitely a ‘D’ name – of that much I’m sure. She was about fifty years old, maybe a little older. Real skinny bag of bones type. She looked hungry as hell but a real determined gal you know? It looked like she’d crawled through Hell and swum across the Lake of Fire before she found me.”

      “Denise,” Shay said. “So you came up from the south?”

      “Yeah,” the grinning man said. “Been in Pennsylvania for a while but I wandered up from Virginia originally.”

      “Virginia?” Shay said. “What’s it like down there?”

      “Dead,” the man said, shaking his head.

      “You saw no one?” Shay asked.

      “Virginia’s a ghost state,” the man said. “There’s no one there anymore. I bumped into a couple of old-timers living out of a bus in Pennsylvania but that was it. I’m telling you, America’s gone – it’s really gone. You gotta see it to really appreciate that fact. This here’s the biggest crowd I’ve seen in a very long time. What have you got here anyway? One hundred, two hundred people? And all ladies too – guess that makes me kind of special, right?”

      Shay’s lips curled into a half-smile.

      “And what did Denise tell you?” she asked.

      “She told me what I needed to know,” the grinning man said. “Told me you little ladies got a special project going on right here in New York. What a story that was – fascinating.”

      He raised his eyebrows. The grin on his face was devilish.

      “Project with a capital ‘P’,” he said. “Isn’t that right?”

      “Yes,” Shay said.

      The man looked over his shoulder at the women who’d welcomed him to the city. They were still standing in two neat lines on either side of the street.

      “I know what you need,” he said, turning back to Shay. “So where is she? Is she standing over there with the rest of them? Where’s the girl with the face that launched a thousand ships?”

      “You don’t waste any time do you?” Shay said, with a soft laugh. “I thought you’d be exhausted after such a long…”

      “Helen of Troy,” the man said, butting in abruptly. “I’ve had a long journey and it was all to meet her. To do what we have to do. So where is she?”

      “She’s not here,” Shay said.

      The grinning man frowned.

      “I hope she’s somewhere close,” he said.

      Shay nodded. “Of course she is,” she said. “Didn’t Denise tell you? Helen is kept separate from the rest of the women in the Complex for many reasons. She resides in the Waldorf Astoria on Park Avenue and right now she’s getting ready to greet you.”

      The man laughed loudly, a spluttering noise that sounded like something was clogged up in his throat.

      At the same time, Eda caught Shay looking over at her. There was a strange look on the older woman’s face – something that Eda couldn’t quite pin down.

      Pity? Amusement?

      “Eda,” Shay said. “You weren’t standing there earlier.”

      Eda felt like all the eyes in New York had turned towards her. Her skin was burning. She opened her mouth to say something to Shay but the words were stuck on the tip of her tongue.

      Shay smiled.

      “If you’re going to take such an interest in our conversation,” she said, “why don’t you come over and offer to carry this gentleman’s bag while I show him around? Make yourself useful, yes?”

      Now it was the grinning man’s turn to have a look at Eda. As he glanced over his shoulder, his eyes narrowed. It was as if he was looking at a rare and peculiar species of animal – some form of life that he didn’t quite understand.

      He licked the rainwater off his lips.

      “Cute,” he said.

      Eda’s body stiffened.

      “Eda?” Shay said, beckoning the young woman over with a curled finger. “Get the gentleman’s bag please.”

      Eda nodded and crept forward. Despite the discomfort she felt at being singled out, she would at least get to follow Shay and the stranger around for a while longer and listen in further on their conversation.

      “You don’t need to show me around,” the grinning man said, looking at Shay. “Truly ma’am. I’d prefer to get right down to work if you don’t mind. Or isn’t she fertile right now?”

      “As a matter of fact she is,” Shay said. “Usually men show up at the wrong time and so we’ll put them in a hotel until Helen’s body is ready to receive. As far as I can recall, you’re the only one who’s ever arrived at the perfect time. It’s almost like it’s a sign, wouldn’t you say?”

      The man nodded. “Lucky me.”

      “Yes indeed,” Shay said. “Nonetheless, Helen isn’t quite ready for you yet. She won’t be long and in the meantime, why don’t you let me show you around? I can tell you a little about what’s happening here in the Complex. After that, you can go straight to work. I promise.”

      The man looked too tired to argue with Shay.

      “Sure thing,” he said.

      “Eda!” Shay said. “Come on. Get the gentleman’s bag please.”

      Eda nodded and hurried over to where Shay and the grinning man were waiting. She heard some of the women sniggering at her back but she didn’t care. Let them stand there in the rain and get soaked.

      “Can I take your bag?” Eda asked the man. She kept her distance from the newcomer but couldn’t fail to miss the peculiar smell of aged leather that drifted off either his clothes or skin.

      There was a withered backpack at the man’s boots.

      “I can carry my own bag,” he said. “There’s not much in there.”

      “Nevertheless,” Shay said, stepping forward. “You’re our very special guest and if we treat our beloved Helen like a queen then you must let us treat you like a king. It’s only fair.”

      The man smirked and scratched at the jagged stubble sprouting up off his chin. With a nod, he picked up the small bag and thrust it into Eda’s hands.

      “Whatever makes you ladies happy,” he said. “There you go sweetheart. You’ll take good care of that for me, won’t you?”

      “Thank you,” Eda said. “I mean, yes I will.”

      He laughed.

      Eda slung the bag over her shoulder and it weighed next to nothing, almost like it was empty. She imagined that the long hunting knife strapped to the grinning man’s waist was the most important possession he carried around with him. He must have been quite the skilled hunter to survive out there with just his wits and a sharp blade.

      The three of them walked towards the entrance of the station. Eda kept a few paces behind the others, hoping that they’d forget she was there.

      “Why this place?” the grinning man asked. “Why Grand Central?”

      “It’s intact for a start,” Shay said. “But we don’t live or sleep here – it’s more of a gathering point for the women. It’s the heart of our community.”

      “So where do you sleep?” the man asked.

      “Nearby,” Shay said. “The women help themselves to whatever accommodation they can find. Hotels, abandoned apartments or stores – it’s entirely their choice when it comes to where they spend the night.”

      “And where do you live Shay?” he asked.

      “In the Waldorf Astoria, close to Helen.”

      “The Waldorf Astoria,” the man said, chuckling quietly. “How lavish you are. It’s still in good condition then?”

      “It’s in perfect condition,” Shay said. “The looters never got anywhere near it, thank God. It’s a piece of history as far as I’m concerned.”

      The man pointed to the station as they approached the door.

      “This one’s a piece of history too,” he said. “Grand Central, I’ll be damned. I remember this place from back in the day – it’s classic New York.”

      “For me it’s a symbol,” Shay said, looking up towards the roof with a proud eye. “This place, it changes with the times – this was actually the third station to occupy the site here. Back in the early twentieth century this building embodied the ascent of New York. It expanded in harmony with the city’s growth, a constant symbol of change, going back to when they razed the old building to construct a new station, replacing the steam locomotives with electric trains.”

      “You know your history,” the man said. “Well done.”

      “I’m a proud New Yorker,” Shay said. “Born and bred. And I’m sure this building survived for a reason. It represented regrowth in the past and that’s what we’re all about now. What this is about. The Complex. The Project. That’s why we sent out the ambassadors and it’s why you’re here today. This building will oversee the preservation of the human race. And not a moment too soon – we’re running out of time.”

      “Yeah,” the grinning man said.

      “Let me show you inside,” Shay said.

      As they walked towards the door, Shay pointed at a row of long, rectangular flowerbeds outside the building’s exterior. Short stretches of awning leaned over the flowerbeds, offering at least some shelter from the strong winds that often accompanied the rain.

      “We call them the gardens,” she said, lowering the umbrella and closing it before walking inside. “But really it’s just a small collection of plant foods that we grow – they’re our lifeline. We keep mostly, low-maintenance crops – potatoes, beetroot, carrots, kale, onions – and some others. A quick weed, water and little fuss.”

      She pointed a finger towards the sky.

      “The water comes easy – that’s one good thing about all the rain. It’s low-input, high-output in terms of the food we grow here, and that’s good because we have over a hundred and fifty mouths to feed. We have some wonderful gardeners and chefs here at the Complex. And you help out too sometimes, don’t you Eda?”

      Eda was still lagging a few paces behind.

      “A little gardening sometimes,” she said with a shrug. “Nothing much.”

      “How do you store the water?” the grinning man asked.

      “We have large barrels to collect the rainwater,” Shay said. “There’s plenty of water kept in storage. It’s a crude system overall but it works extremely well. It’s amazing how much water we can accumulate from just one large rainfall. There’s no excuse for dying of thirst anymore.”

      The man glanced over his shoulder at Eda.

      “That your kid?” he asked Shay.

      “Eda?” Shay said. “No. Eda never knew her mother, not really. She was orphaned at a very young age during the war.”

      “What is she?” the man said. “Thirty? Thirty-five? I haven’t seen anyone that young in a long time.”

      Shay nodded. “Considering how things are, I’d wager she’s one of the youngest people left in the country. Most of us in the Complex are in our fifties, sixties or older.”

      “Yeah I noticed,” the man said. “And what about Helen?”

      “She’s roughly around Eda’s age,” Shay said.

      “Thank Christ for that,” the grinning man said.

      As they walked further into Grand Central, he whistled his appreciation.

      “This place is gorgeous,” he said.

      “Yes it is,” Shay said.

      The main concourse in Grand Central was almost three hundred feet in length. A massive celestial ceiling, twelve stories high, adorned the concourse, painted with two and a half thousand stars and zodiac constellations. The information booth and the ticket vending machines gave the impression that the station was still operational. Eda’s favorite feature however, was the four clock faces located on top of the information booth, all made from opal.

      “So this is where you girls hang out?” the grinning man said.

      “This is where we gather,” Shay said. “This is where we grow, think and plan for the future of our species. The Project – the dream of reconstruction was first born here.”

      The man made a loud snorting noise.

      “You’re sure as hell clinging on to the past,” he said, shaking his head. “Who says we even deserve a second chance? After everything that happened.”

      “We’re clinging onto life,” Shay said. “And it’s not the past we’re interested in, it’s the future.” She pointed to a variety of large and small pot plants on the outskirts of the concourse. “Life goes on, inside and outside this building. It will continue to do so with the right amount of love and care. Life surrounds us. It’s stubborn and has an inherent will to survive, and yet the one form of life that we seek to prolong most of all eludes us.”

      “Guess that’s why I’m here,” the man said. “Right? You need somebody to water that special plant you’re keeping in the Waldorf.”

      There was a grim look on Shay’s face. Her skin looked pallid and thin.

      “If only it were so simple,” she said in a quiet voice.

      The grinning man frowned. Eda imagined that he’d been quite a physical specimen many years ago. He was still a force now but age, along with life’s wear and tear, had manifested on his giant body in the form of gray hair, wrinkles and a slightly protruding gut.

      “It’s simple enough,” he said to Shay. “I move into the Waldorf and put a baby inside your queen. Look, I might be sixty-something years old but I’m probably the most fertile man you ever saw in your life. I had four young boys before the war and…”

      He stopped all of sudden. It was as if he was unable or unwilling to continue down that line of thought.

      “Never mind,” he said.

      “You’re very confident,” Shay said. “I can see that. But so were all the other men who came through here before you. Just like you, they said all the right things before they went to see Helen. Tell me something if you please. Why don’t you fear the curse?”

      “Because I don’t believe in the curse,” the grinning man said. “Because the curse is a bunch of made-up, voodoo bullshit.”

      Shay smiled. “Really?”

      He nodded.

      “Well your ambassador – Deirdre or whatever her name was again – sure had a lot to say about it. That just made me all the more curious but whatever this curse is lady, it’s got nothing to do with me. I work just fine in the downstairs department I’ll have you know.”

      “They all say that,” Shay said. “And yet it’s always the same excruciating disappointment at the end. Sometimes I ask myself, why would anyone go through that by choice? Do they ignore the curse because they want to go out in a blaze of glory by sleeping with the most beautiful woman in the world? Others truly believe they’re immune. They believe that they’re the chosen one, the father of the future. Tell me, is that what you think? Because if so, I hope you’re right.”

      “I can’t speak for other men,” the grinning man said. “But I’m operating just fine under the bonnet. It’s like I told you, I don’t believe in any of this natural hoodoo. How does a curse just magically appear out of nowhere?”

      “You underestimate the wrath of Mother Nature,” Shay said. “I would advise you strongly against doing that. She despises us.”

      “I think old Mother Hubbard is starting to forgive us,” the grinning man said with a laugh. “Listen lady, the panic’s over. I’m the special one you’ve been looking for. All praise goes to the lovely Deirdre or Denise or whatever she’s called for finding me. Now, just show me where the most beautiful woman in the world is and I’ll go take care of the rest.”

      Shay smiled and took a backwards step.

      “Are you an arrogant man mister?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “Just speaking the truth.”

      “Tell me something then,” Shay said. “Truthfully. Did you fight in the war?”

      “Sure did,” the man said.

      “Some people say that it’s because of the chemicals in the air,” Shay said. “That it’s not a natural curse but a manmade one. That wouldn’t surprise me either.”

      The grinning man sighed. He was starting to look bored with the conversation.

      “Hey kid,” he said, looking at Eda. “Tell me something and I want you to be super honest with me. Is this Helen of Troy as beautiful as your ambassador said she was?”

      Eda frowned and shook her head.

      “I’ve never seen her.”

      The grinning man squinted his eyes. “What?”

      It was Shay who answered.

      “I mentioned earlier that Helen is kept apart from the others,” she said.

      “Why?” the grinning man asked.

      “We can’t risk her contracting an illness of any kind – she’s too important around here. She doesn’t garden, she doesn’t cook, she doesn’t do any of the everyday things that the rest of the women do – her sole job is to conceive a child. Her entire existence revolves around that. Helen is too precious – she’s protected night and day, fed well and exercised. I’d wrap her up in a giant cotton ball day and night if it meant keeping her from harm.”

      “I can’t wait to meet her,” the grinning man said. “Speaking of which, shall we…?”

      “Would you like some refreshment first?” Shay asked. “Water? Some food? You’ve come a long way for this – I feel it’s only right that we should take care of you, feed and water you, before you go to Helen.”

      “I’m not hungry,” the man said with a shake of the head. “Not thirsty either. What I am, is ready…”

      “You’re sure?” Shay asked.

      “Right now,” he said.

      They stopped at the door while Shay opened up the umbrella again. It was still raining heavily outside and the weather showed little signs of letting up anytime soon. Most of the women who’d lined the streets earlier to greet the visitor were now gone or moving back towards shelter.

      “I wish you good luck,” Shay said, looking up at the grinning man with a tight-lipped smile.

      Eda thought she saw a hint of sorrow in the older woman’s eyes.
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      Eda clamped her hands over her ears and closed her eyes tight. At the same time, she retreated backwards down the corridor, moving away from the Presidential Suite like it was spewing out a storm of toxic fumes that were chasing after her at high speed.

      But it didn’t matter how fast her legs pedaled in reverse or how much distance she put between herself and the hotel room.

      The screaming didn’t go away.

      Eda’s body felt icy cold from head to toe. She shook her head back and forth, trying to rattle the noise out of her system. But the scream was so intense, so overwhelming, that it was like the floor and all the walls around her were trembling.

      She opened her eyes and looked once more at the white double doors that led into the Presidential Suite. It sounded like a large animal was being tortured somewhere behind those doors.

      He was still screaming. Wouldn’t he just die for Christ’s sake?

      Eda was standing in the hallway on the thirty-fifth floor of the Waldorf Astoria. She was furious at herself for hanging around that place long after she’d been needed. Why hadn’t she just gone home after watching Shay and the grinning man walk into Helen’s suite? She’d carried his bag upstairs and that was it – job done. Go home Eda, that’s what Shay had said to her. And as usual, Shay had been right. Eda should have been back in her own hotel now, far away from…this.

      Instead she’d insisted on lurking around the corridor like a ghost.

      There had been no exaggeration, not even in the most dramatic and frightening accounts of the power of the curse. Eda had heard some terrible sounds in her life. She’d lived through the wild years, the violent slow decline that had plagued the country after the war and yet she’d never heard anyone scream like that before.

      The scream cut off suddenly.

      There was a series of loud thudding noises that sounded like someone banging furniture against the walls. Eda’s heart was racing. She was still backing away, still staring at the double doors with terror-filled eyes.

      “No,” Eda said, shaking her head. “No way.”

      She turned around and ran as fast as she could. She tore down the empty corridor towards the stairs. Barging shoulder-first through the double doors, Eda rushed into a reckless descent, still running as fast as she could. It was a long way down to the first floor – staircases in luxury hotels had been little more than emergency exits before the war. Back then people took elevators between floors, but the elevators in the Waldorf and everywhere else for that matter had long ceased working. Even if they had worked though, Eda had no interest in being confined in a little compartment and leaving herself at the mercy of a bunch of steel cables.

      Her feet thudded off the stairs in a loud tap-tapping noise. She gasped for breath, ignoring the desperate voice in her head that told her to slow down or risk falling headfirst and breaking something.

      The adrenaline pumped through Eda’s body, fueling her frantic charge downstairs.

      She occupied her mind during the descent with one question:

      Why the hell did Helen and her people have to live all the way up on the thirty-fifth floor? There were forty-something floors located inside the Waldorf Astoria. What was wrong with the second or third floor for God’s sake? But Eda already knew the answer. She wasn’t asking the question because she didn’t know. For the men who traveled far and wide to visit Helen of Troy, the long walk upstairs was a final ceremony of anticipation. It made them feel like they were walking towards a queen, which only enhanced the excitement of the moment.

      And if Helen was a queen, then wasn’t it true that all these men were kings? How good must that have felt after a life of nothing in the American wasteland?

      Eda had seen the rapture on the grinning man’s face as he’d ascended the stairs to the thirty-fifth floor.

      The poor bastard.

      Eda charged downstairs, her feet barely glancing off each of the many steps. Eventually she reached the lobby and with her lungs grasping for oxygen, she staggered to a clumsy stop.

      Her heart was about to explode. Both her legs were completely numb.

      She fell into one of the many chairs that were scattered around the lobby. Her still trembling fingers dug deep into the cushioned armrests in an effort to regain control of a world that was spinning wildly around her.

      The lobby appeared to be deserted. Usually there were guards posted on the first floor of the hotel. They’d been there earlier when she’d walked in with Shay and the grinning man but for the moment at least, the lobby was empty.

      Eda looked around as she caught her breath. The stylish, wood-paneled lobby was huge. There were black marble pillars scattered throughout and she imagined that this was like sitting in a European royal palace of old – the sort of place she’d read about in history books and that although very much real a long time ago, might as well have been something out of a dream.

      Directly in front of Eda, there was a nine-foot tall bronze and mahogany clock tower with a gilded Statue of Liberty on top.

      “I know,” Eda said, looking at Lady Liberty. “It was stupid of me to stick around. Well don’t worry, as soon as I catch my breath I’m…”

      Footsteps.

      Eda leapt back to her feet. She wasn’t supposed to be there in the hotel at this time and right now she didn’t want anybody to see her, not the way she was feeling. Not the guards and definitely not Shay.

      But it was too late. Somebody paced into the main lobby.

      Eda heard the sound of someone breathing hard, like they’d just been running at breakneck speed. She took a deep breath, then spun around and looked over towards the staircase.

      It was Linda.

      Linda McAvoy was Helen’s live-in chef. Eda didn’t know her that well as the majority of Helen’s assistants, Linda included, spent most of their time in the Waldorf, keeping their distance from the rest of the women in the Complex. Linda was approximately in her late sixties and she was dressed in a dark blue rain cloak that trailed almost down to her feet. Her long silver hair was ruffled, the bangs thick with sweat.

      Eda guessed that despite her age, Linda had taken the stairs in a hurry too. It was of some strange comfort to Eda that she wasn’t the only one who hadn’t been able to handle it up there. But there was one big difference – Linda had been inside the room when it happened. She’d seen everything and not for the first time.

      Linda stopped and pulled out a pack of cigarettes from within her back pocket. Still breathing hard, she slid the cigarette in between her lips and struck a match. As she brought the lit match to her mouth, Eda noticed that the older woman’s hands were shaking badly. It looked like she was ill, rather than scared.

      Linda took a long, impatient drag on the cigarette. Then she started to walk forward, like she was on her way to the front door to finish her smoke outside. But as she started walking, she noticed Eda standing by the clock. Linda stopped. There was a puzzled look on her tanned face.

      “Eda?” she said. “What are you doing here?”

      Eda felt an onslaught of all the wrong words flood her mind. Instead of blurting something stupid out, she left an uncomfortable silence in the air and gathered her thoughts slowly.

      Somewhere in the back of her mind, the grinning man was still screaming.

      “I carried his bag over from the station earlier,” she said, “After that, I came back and sat down for a while. I must have fell asleep or something, I don’t know.”

      Linda tapped gently on her heart.

      “Jesus kid,” she said. “You really gave me a fright there. Thought I’d seen a ghost or something.”

      “Sorry,” Eda said. “Is everything alright?”

      Linda hesitated. Another uncomfortable silence followed.

      “I was just going outside for a smoke,” she said, glancing towards the door. “Maybe a little fresh air. What’s it like outside? Still raining or is that a stupid question?”

      “Still raining I think,” Eda said. “Just bracing myself for the walk back to the Fitzpatrick. It’s not far but sometimes it feels like it is when the weather hits hard.”

      “Some days are just plain ugly,” Linda said. “Best staying indoors and hiding under the covers. See what tomorrow brings, you know what I mean?”

      Eda nodded. “Yeah.”

      Linda closed her eyes and blew a long trail of smoke into the lobby. She no longer seemed interested in going outside.

      “Linda?”

      “Yeah?”

      They looked at each other in silence.

      “Is he dead?” Eda said, pointing a finger to the ceiling.

      Linda nodded slowly.

      “Yeah,” she said. “Yeah he is.”

      Eda fell back into the seat. She shook her head back and forth slowly in a trance-like motion.

      “He seemed so sure,” she said. “Back over in Grand Central, you should have heard this guy. He was so damn sure.”

      “They’re always so damn sure,” Linda said. Her face glistened with a fine coat of sweat as she spoke. “It’s a form of denial if you ask me. I don’t know, can you blame them? I mean it’s a pretty fucked up thing to come to terms with – the fact that Mother Nature doesn’t want us around anymore. Still, we have to try to persuade her to give us one more chance. Every time we leave Helen and a man in the bedroom, I pray to God, hoping that he still cares enough to give us a second chance. To take the curse away. Then we hear that horrible screaming and I know…”

      “Know what?” Eda asked.

      “That we’re screwed,” Linda said. “That maybe it really is all over and we’re just pissing in the wind here.”

      Eda listened to the dull thud of the falling rain outside. It might have been easing off at last.

      “Is Helen okay?” she said.

      It was a stupid question, but one that Eda felt compelled to ask.

      “She’s a little shaken up I guess,” Linda said, stepping away from a freshly fallen clump of ash on the floor. “This probably sounds terrible but it’s nothing she hasn’t seen before.”

      Linda inhaled deeply and the tip of the cigarette glowed bright red.

      “Poor girl,” she said. “Who am I to say how she feels? Just because she’s had more than one of them die on top of her, that doesn’t mean it gets any easier.”

      “I’m sure it doesn’t,” Eda said.

      Linda exhaled and then fanned the smoke away from her face like it was a swarm of biting insects. There was a pallid, yellowy tinge to the older woman’s skin. Her face was sunken in around the middle, more so than Eda had ever remembered seeing before.

      “Worst thing about it,” Linda said. “I think she’s starting to get used to it. The craziness is becoming normal and that can’t be a good thing, not ever.”

      “The men’s orgasm,” Eda said. “Is it really that bad?”

      Linda looked at Eda as if she was a child who’d just asked yet another silly question.

      “You’re asking the wrong person,” Linda said. “Although nobody sticks around long enough to tell us for sure. But yeah, it’s that bad. The lucky ones die outright – it’s done and dusted but that doesn’t happen often. Usually they live through the pain and then…”

      She paused.

      “What?” Eda asked. “Go on, please.”

      “I’ve seen them thrashing and rolling around on the floor like madmen,” Linda said. “It’s like they’ve been stung by something so bad that they can’t stand being alive anymore. Jesus, the look on their faces. I’m talking about the worst pain you’ll ever imagine Eda, one that no matter how hard you try, you can’t ever get rid of, not while you’re still alive.”

      Linda kicked the growing pile of ash at her feet away. It scattered, making even more of a mess in the lobby. Linda didn’t look like she gave much of a shit. With a short burst of gargled laughter, she pulled both sides of her rain cloak closer together, as if feeling the cold all of a sudden.

      “Sometimes I think it’s all for the best,” she said. “Failure I mean.”

      “What are you talking about?” Eda said.

      “You haven’t seen it up there Eda,” Linda said. Now it was her turn to point towards the ceiling. “For the men who survive the orgasm, death is the sweetest comfort they’ll ever know. In a way, death becomes the orgasm and they’ll do anything to get there. They’ll run to the kitchen, grab a knife off the rack and stab themselves repeatedly in the throat. I’ve seen it. They’ll pound their heads off the wall until it literally turns to mush. One of them tried to jump out the window but he was so messed up by the pain that he couldn’t figure out how to open the damn thing. I guess what I’m saying is, do we really deserve a second chance? Because God, Allah, the Universe, Mother Nature or whoever put the curse on us, they don’t seem to think we do.”

      Eda shivered. She could taste the cigarette smoke in the air and it smelled rancid.

      “Is Helen as pretty as they say?” she asked.

      Linda smiled. “She’s beautiful. Poor thing, Jesus.”

      Eda nodded. “Did the grinning man do everything right?” she asked. “Did he do the relaxation ritual? And the fertility blessing?”

      Linda raised an eyebrow. “How do you know about those things?”

      “Shay told me.”

      “Right,” Linda said. “Shay always said you were the curious type. Anyway, he didn’t want the relaxation ritual. Thought it was a bunch of mumbo jumbo, sitting down and talking with Zahra, a woman who used to be a hypnotist. Said he didn’t need to relax. Said he wasn’t nervous because the curse was bullshit. I’m sure he thought the same thing about the fertility blessing but Shay always insists on saying the words. He was so eager to get into the bedroom. What a dickhead. Well now he’d a dead dickhead.”

      Eda glanced upwards. “I’m glad I’m not up there,” she said. “That’s the last place I’d want to be right now.”

      As soon as she said it, Eda held up a hand in apology to Linda.

      “Sorry. That wasn’t the best thing to say.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” Linda said, brushing it off with a sweep of the hand. There was an ugly wheezing noise as she sucked hard on the last of the cigarette. It was a desperate, almost pitiful sound.

      “Nobody in their right mind would want to be in the Presidential Suite now,” she said. “That son of a bitch ain’t grinning anymore. He split his head open off the wall. You should have seen it – it was like he was being burned with hot acid and electrocuted at the same time. I saw the madness in his eyes. He’d gone all the way to Hell before he’d even died.”

      Linda’s body trembled. It was obvious that one cigarette wasn’t going to be enough.

      “Thank God I’m just the chef,” she said. “I wouldn’t want to be Lucia for the rest of the day.”

      “Lucia?” Eda asked.

      “That’s the cleaner. What a shitty job she’s got ahead of her tonight. Picking up all that…”

      Linda winced. “Still, she never complains. She’s a trooper.”

      The chef reached for another cigarette, even though they were in scarce supply these days. As she lit up a second smoke, Linda stared towards the front door of the hotel.

      Her eyes were distant.

      “There are at least fifty ambassadors out there looking for men,” she said. “If they’re not all dead then they’re working. And if they’re working that means more men will be showing up in New York and soon. That’s a lot of bad news waiting for poor Helen. She’s a smart girl too, she knows what’s coming.”

      “I’ll bet she feels sick every time someone knock on the door,” Eda said.

      Linda looked at Eda and nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “Wouldn’t you?”
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      Eda leapt out of bed and ran towards the window.

      She’d heard a scream.

      She pressed her face up tight against the filthy cold glass and looked outside. It was dark out there as it always was in the early hours of the morning. These were the witching hours, when the dark forces of the world were at their strongest. Nothing good ever happened at this time of day, that’s why most people chose to sleep through it.

      The third floor window of the Fitzpatrick Grand Central hotel faced directly onto 44th Street but there was nothing out there, at least nothing that Eda could see.

      The rain had stopped at last. It was quiet, a little too quiet.

      Had she been dreaming? That wouldn’t be a surprise, not after what happened with the grinning man earlier on in the Waldorf. After talking to Linda in the lobby, Eda had walked alone through the rain back to the Fitzpatrick. There were only a few women from the Complex living in the Fitzpatrick, which held over a hundred and fifty rooms in a ten-story building located opposite Grand Central. The hotel was run down, partially by age but the looting and vandalism that had been so rampant after the war hadn’t exactly helped to keep it in good condition. Unlike the Waldorf, the owners of the Fitzpatrick hadn’t bothered hiring private guards to protect their property. Those who’d tried to protect their investments, like the Waldorf people, had hoped that the trouble would blow over and that somehow, as crazy as it sounded now, things would eventually get back to normal.

      It never did.

      Eda didn’t mind the wear and tear of the Fitzpatrick. The smell of old things, of decrepit furniture and worn carpet, was a strange source of comfort to her. Most of all however, she liked it there because there were less people and that meant more privacy.

      She stayed by the window, looking down both sides of the street as far as she could see. The soft hair on the back of Eda’s neck stood up and there was a cold feeling inside, like a warning alarm going off in her mind.

      She wondered if someone else had turned up outside the station. Could it be another man? Usually months passed between the arrival of different men at Grand Central.

      It was possible, but unlikely.

      As Eda stood with her hands gripped tight to the window ledge, her mind wandered back to the years after the war. The wild years. They were full of things that couldn’t ever be forgotten by those who’d survived to talk about them. There were always screams in the middle of the night back then. The younger Eda wouldn’t have blinked at such a disturbance as the one she’d just heard or imagined, but the world during the wild years had been a louder, even more frightening place than it was now.

      Eda felt a chill in the air and shivered. Then she turned around and went back to bed.

      But it was no good – she couldn’t sleep. All she was doing was lying there, staring up at the yellowy-white ceiling.

      It was times like this, with her mind working overtime that Eda missed her best friend, Frankie. Eda had shared a room with Frankie, real name Francesca, in the Fitzpatrick for three years before her friend had all of a sudden gone missing. In all likelihood, even though it wasn’t easy for Eda to accept, Frankie had run away from the Complex.

      Eda had been devastated by the loss.

      Afterwards, Shay had encouraged Eda to move out of the Fitzpatrick and into one of the more populated hotels so that she could mix with the other women. But Eda stayed where she was. Most of the women in the Complex were a lot older than she was and besides that, they had little in common with Eda. Frankie on the other hand, had been about Eda’s age and they’d shared the same endless curiosity about the world that had existed before the war. It was that curiosity that inspired them to spend long happy days ransacking old bookstores in the city together. Not surprisingly, few bookstores had been looted after the war. Eda and Frankie mostly raided the history, science and biography shelves and dumped everything into an old wheelbarrow they carried around with them. After that, they’d bring the books back to the hotel and disappear inside the Fitzpatrick for days.

      Sometimes they’d read for hours at a time, shouting out interesting facts to one another from across the room.

      Eda couldn’t help but think that it was those same discoveries that had inspired Frankie’s wanderlust. She’d been a curious, highly intelligent girl and she would have fitted in well with the world before the End War and all its marvels.

      If only she’d asked Eda to go with her…

      Eda struck a match and lit a lemon-scented candle on the bedside table. She then pulled out a tattered hardback book lying under her pillow and thumbed lazily through the pages. It was a general history of the twenty-first century, which had been published a few years before the breakout of the war.

      She was re-reading a section about the arms race between the USA and China when she heard a booming voice shouting from afar.

      The book fell out of her hands.

      Eda stared at the window. Her heart was pounding.

      It wasn’t a scream this time. She could hear the sound of a man yelling from afar and there was something else too – a faint rattling or churning noise that sounded like something heavy clattering off a distant road.

      “Another man?” she said. “It can’t be. Two in one day?”

      Eda jumped off the bed and stood paralyzed in the middle of the room. Her mind was temporarily frozen with fear. A moment later, she heard frantic footsteps charging downstairs. Loud voices filled the hotel. Eda recognized those voices as belonging to two other women from the Complex who also lived in the Fitzpatrick.

      “C’mon,” Eda said, talking to herself. “Do something.”

      She hurried over to the coffee table next to the window and picked up her dagger. The dagger was a strange, exotic looking weapon with a distinct medial ridge on the blade. Eda kept the blade sharp at all times, even though there had been little use for it in recent years.

      She blew out the candle and ran towards the stairs. As she reached the first floor of the Fitzpatrick, Eda heard more shouting on the streets – it sounded like it was coming from a couple of blocks down. And it was getting louder all the time. It was the same male voice she heard over and over. He sounded angry and damn loud about it.

      Eda stepped outside the hotel. The cold air was like a slap in the face.

      She started walking towards the disturbance, keeping tight to the buildings and cloaked in darkness. With a light step, Eda moved off 44th Street and onto Lexington Avenue. From there she hurried south, ignoring the warning bell voice in her head that told her she was crazy.

      But something was happening and it was like a magnet pulling her in.

      As she approached the corner of 42nd and Lexington, Eda saw two women huddled tight together with their backs facing her. They were both peering out from the edge of the building, pointing down East 42nd Street towards the entrance of Grand Central.

      Eda caught up with the two women and when they heard her coming, they spun around and nearly jumped out of their rain cloaks in fright. When they saw it was Eda, they looked both relieved and angry at the same time. Eda vaguely recognized them both as gardeners. She didn’t know their names but they were in their mid-sixties approximately and both worked inside Grand Central, tending to the crops.

      One of the women, short and skinny, with Oriental features and smooth brown skin, raised a hand as if to halt Eda’s progress.

      “You can’t go any further,” she whispered.

      “Why not?” Eda asked, trying to get past them so she could look around the corner. “What’s going on for God’s sake? Who’s doing all that shouting?”

      The other gardener – pale-skinned and with frightened blue eyes – pressed a finger tight to her lips.

      “Not too loud,” she said.

      Eda scrunched up her face in confusion. There was no way anyone on 42nd Street was going to hear them talking. She forced her way past the two women, just enough to poke her head around the corner and see what was going on for herself.

      She looked down 42nd Street towards Grand Central.

      “Holy shit,” she said.

      There was a brown horse pulling a small wooden cart with massive spoked wheels. The cart was parading back and forth in front of the station entrance like it was performing in a parade.

      Eda crept out further. She slid around the corner, all the while getting closer to the action. She ignored the faint protests of the women behind her.

      She had to see this.

      A fat, heavily bearded man stood up in the driver’s seat of the cart, holding the reins and yelling wildly at the top of his deep voice. He bellowed an ear-splitting command to the horse and it turned left, spinning the cart around yet again. The cart then raced back along the center of 42nd Street over the faded white lines that had once divided traffic. Now that she was closer, Eda saw something at the back of the horse-driven vehicle.

      Two dead bodies.

      She gasped.

      The corpses were attached to the cart by two long stretches of gnarled rope tied around their legs. It was two women and they were lying flat on their backs, their arms outstretched in a cross-like pose. Their bodies shuddered violently on the wet road as they were repeatedly dragged up and down the street.

      “What the fuck?” Eda said. “What is this?”

      Further back, a large group of about thirty men stood at the side of the road. They were dressed in a variety of torn rags and even from a distance, Eda could see – she could feel – the ravenous, inhuman look in their dead eyes. Their long hair and thick beards made them look like a pack of wild animals that had just crawled out of the woods.

      Eda looked back at the two gardeners. They were still hovering at the corner of the street. The Asian woman gestured with her hand, urging Eda not to go any further along 42nd Street. Her pale-skinned friend looked like she was about to be sick.

      A gentle rain began to fall.

      Eda looked up at a black, starless sky and smelled a fresh, earthy odor in the air. Another big downpour was imminent.

      The man driving the cart let out a loud, primal roar that would have been heard for miles across the city. He was like a conquering barbarian and he roared with unrestrained laughter as he continued to drag the two corpses behind his rickety chariot like a pair of mangled trophies. The bodies were covered in dirt, bruises and patches of dried blood – it was hard to discern their features and even harder to guess how long they’d been hooked up to the cart and how far they’d traveled like that.

      Eda turned back to the gardeners. They were gone.

      She looked at all the men gathered in close proximity to the station. She hadn’t seen so many men standing in one place, not since she’d been a child. It was a miracle of sorts, albeit an unwanted one. Linda had been right – the ambassadors were out there in the wastelands telling the world all about the Complex and the Project.

      But at what cost?

      Further down 42nd Street, the cart finally rolled to a stop close to the station entrance.

      “Where is she?” the fat man bellowed. He was still up off his seat with arms stretched out, displaying the sheer enormity of his girth for all the world to see. Like the other men, he was dressed in worn, colorless rags.

      “Where’s your beautiful queen?” he cried out. “Where’s Helen of Troy?”

      The man roared yet again and then clumsily stepped off the cart, landing on the damp road. He lifted his head towards the falling rain, opened his mouth and caught a few drops on his tongue. When he’d tasted enough, he smacked his lips together like a contented animal.

      “Where is she?” the fat man called out. He took a look at the empty streets and let out a long, exaggerated sigh. “There’s no need to hide from me ladies of the Complex. Your friends here told us all about your little community in the heart of NEW YORK, NEW YORK!”

      He sang the city’s name in a strange warbling melody.

      “You have food, women and purpose,” the fat man said. “But you’re incomplete. You need men. Well, your wish has been granted and it’s all thanks to the brave efforts of your dead messengers right here. They found us a long way away from New York. They told us about your Project and the matter of reconstruction. We’ve traveled a great distance to help you – won’t you come out and say hello?”

      He laughed and turned to face his wild-looking colleagues further down the street. They were still standing in the rain, watching everything happen with a chilling silence.

      “Some things don’t change,” the fat man said, gesturing to his comrades. “Civilization has crumbled, the human species is teetering on the verge of extinction but a woman will still – STILL – keep a man waiting.”

      Eda’s fingers gripped the wooden handle of the dagger. She crept closer still, keeping in the darkness at all times.

      There was a sudden flurry of movement.

      Somebody stepped out of the station’s main entrance.

      Shay, dressed in her bright red rain cloak, walked slowly towards the center of the road. She moved in a ghostly silence. Seconds later, a few other women followed her out of the station and approached the unexpected, late night visitors.

      Shay stood facing the fat man who greeted her with a cold, menacing grin. The other women quickly formed a tight semi-circle at their leader’s back.

      “What took you so long?” the fat man said.

      Shay pointed to the two corpses tied to the cart.

      “Why did you kill our ambassadors?” she asked. Her voice rang out loud and clear as if she wanted everyone in the vicinity to hear her. “They traveled this land in peace, seeking nothing more than to find volunteers for the Project. There was no need to harm them – no need to kill them.”

      “Wrong,” the fat man snapped. He pointed a finger at Shay’s face. “Your ambassadors tried to murder us in our sleep. Before that they tried to steal food and water from us. You know, you should be careful what sort of people you use to represent you. If you send out thieves and murderers, well, it might give the wrong impression.”

      “Whatever the initial act of wrongdoing was,” Shay said, “we both know that it wasn’t committed by my people.”

      The fat man smirked. “Are you calling me a liar?”

      There was a pause.

      “I’m calling you a cheap bandit,” Shay said. “You’re all bandits and you’ve come here to loot and destroy what I’ve worked so hard to build. To take what isn’t yours.”

      “That hurts my feelings,” the fat man said. He looked almost sincere.

      “Oh really?” Shay asked. “Well if you haven’t come to steal and murder, then why are you here?”

      “I want everything your messengers promised and more,” the bandit said. “You have food and gardens, am I right? You’ve got water. You’re organized and most importantly, you have women everywhere. Thank you God! Granted, most of them are a bit old and saggy around the edges but beggars can’t be choosers, not in the United States of Armageddon. I hope however, that Helen is a lot more attractive than what I’m seeing out here. Is she? Please say yes.”

      “You want to breed with Helen?” Shay said.

      “Breed?” the bandit said, roaring with laughter. “Of course I want to breed. It’s going to be glorious. We’re going to rebuild the world together, take the human race back to its former glories. And to do that we’re going to need people – lots of people and that means a lot of breeding.”

      “What about the curse?” Shay said.

      The bandit shrugged. “What curse?”

      Eda heard Shay laughing from afar.

      “Do you think I’m impressed?” Shay said. “Do you think anyone here is impressed when you play the fool?”

      The man smiled and tapped a finger off his forehead three times.

      “I remember now,” he said. “Your ambassadors did say something about the curse and how Mother Nature was pissed at us. They talked about a lot of things – a low sex drive, painful orgasms and a childless, barren world – blah-blah-blah. To be honest, I had no idea what they were talking about but they said if we came all the way here to New York and successfully bred with Helen that we’d be the heroes of our fledgling species. That we’d be treated like kings for the rest of our lives. Can you defy the curse? That’s what they said to me.”

      Eda could see the back of Shay’s head nodding slowly.

      “Have you had intercourse lately?” she asked.

      “Not lately,” the bandit said. “Had your messengers over there not insisted on fighting to the death I would have tested your curse out on them. Now I’ll be the first to admit that my sex drive isn’t what it used to be but that’s only because of all the chemical shit floating around in the air. And it’s also because I hardly ever see a woman these days. So trust me when I say that right now, looking at you all, I’m horny as hell. I’m going to ask you again – where’s Helen?”

      “Let me tell you something,” Shay said, taking a step towards the bandit. “If you have an orgasm you’ll die. And it’ll be a terrible, terrible death like nothing you could ever imagine. I’ve seen it so many times now.”

      The man roared with laughter. “You know something lady,” he said, “you remind me of a Sunday school teacher I had a long time ago. Good to see all that fire and brimstone shit survived the end of the world, you know?”

      Shay lifted the hood of the rain cloak over her head.

      The bandit’s hand moved to the hilt of a short sword hanging off his belt. His fingers tapped the handle in a slow, contemplative rhythm.

      “Maybe I’ll take you as one of my wives,” he said, examining Shay from head to toe. “Yeah, I like you. It could be Helen for sex and you for conversation afterwards. Because I get the feeling you’ve got a big set of balls swinging under that red coat of yours sweetheart. And I like that.”

      He looked at the huddle of women standing at Shay’s back.

      “C’mon,” he yelled. “Don’t look so worried ladies. Think about the positives here – you’ll be a lot safer if we stick around. I speak from experience – there are bad people wandering about out there nowadays. Not many it’s true, but the ones that are out there, they’re sick in the head. Almost everyone you’ll meet has been driven mad by hunger and loneliness. And they’re always on the move. It’s only a matter of time before they get here and find your little Complex. When they do, you’ll be glad you’ve got us to protect you.”

      The fat man raised a hand in the air.

      At this signal, the other bandits began to walk slowly towards the station. As they got closer to the old building, Eda noticed that they were all carrying the same type of short sword as their leader. At the head of the pack, a giant man swaggered with loose, simian limbs flapping in the breeze. He had to be at least seven foot tall and his extreme height combined with a sturdy build and straggly brown beard, made it look like a grizzly bear was running loose in New York.

      Someone else caught Eda’s eye.

      She saw a younger man hanging slightly apart from the others. He was probably about thirty or a little older. A mop of dark curly hair flopped over his forehead. In contrast to his heavily bearded comrades, there was only a thin coat of boyish stubble growing on the man’s face. He looked like a stranger in the crowd, like he didn’t belong with the others. As he walked at the back, his eyes darted around with uncertainty. Several times, he glanced over his shoulder like somebody who knew they were being watched.

      “You don’t want to fight us,” the fat man said to Shay. “Look at my boys back there, right? They’re battle-hardened and as mean as a pack of rattlesnakes. And we don’t want to fight you either. All we want is to be part of one big happy family together. Is that so bad? We can do great things here in the name of reconstruction. Will you let us in nicely? Peacefully? Or do we have to force our way in? It’s entirely up to you.”

      Shay stood in silence for a moment. The horse made a fat snorting noise and tugged on the cart, as if it was eager to move along and start dragging those corpses up and down the street again.

      “You’re right,” Shay said, nodding slowly. She pointed a finger at the advancing bandit pack and her shoulders appeared to drop a little. “It would be foolish of us to try and fight you.”

      “No,” Eda whispered from the shadows.

      The fat man moved his hand away from the hilt of his sword. “Good girl,” he said, patting Shay on the shoulder. “Smart girl too. I’m definitely claiming you as one of mine.”

      “Take what you want and go,” Shay said. “Take the food. Take a woman – but just one if you please. Don’t kill us or damage our supplies – don’t destroy everything that we’ve worked so hard to build here.”

      “Destroy it?” the bandit said, looking genuinely surprised. “You have me all wrong sister. I don’t want to destroy anything – I want us to build a beautiful world together. Together. We’re staying, we’re not going anywhere.”

      He stepped forward and slid a chubby finger down Shay’s cheek. The finger kept going until it slipped inside the rain cloak and landed on Shay’s pale neck. The fat man then pulled at the cloak, opening up a small gap between the fabric and Shay’s skin. He leaned forward, staring down at Shay’s body, all the while licking his lips.

      “I’m going to like it here,” he said, his eyes lighting up.

      He let go of Shay and turned to his left. It looked like something had caught his attention over by the station.

      Whistling loudly, the bandit walked towards a row of flowerbeds lined up neatly outside Grand Central. He leaned closer to inspect the assortment of vegetables growing there and when he was done, the bandit turned around and nodded his approval.

      “You’ve been busy,” he called over to Shay. “Well done. I take it you gals know how to cook this stuff as well as you grow it? Oh boy, busy, hardworking women – just like my Angie back in Philly before she went batshit crazy.”

      Shay walked towards the bandit. It looked like she was gliding over the center of the road.

      Eda saw the bandit’s hand instinctively reach for the sword at his waist.

      “Gentlemen,” she said, coming to a sudden stop. “Yes, we’ve been busy. In fact, you’ve no idea how busy we’ve been here in our dear Eldorado. But it would give me great pleasure to show you.”

      Shay looked up towards the night sky.

      “Now,” she said.

      Eda heard something – a brief, high-pitched whoosh that cut through the sound of the pouring rain. It was followed by a loud, yet muffled shriek.

      She saw the fat man staggering backwards away from the flowerbeds. He was bent double, one hand reaching for something on his head.

      Then he dropped onto one knee.

      There was an arrow lodged in his neck.
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      More arrows rained down with lethal precision.

      The bandits were thrown into a sudden, desperate panic. Most of them ran for cover in the abandoned buildings opposite Grand Central. A few however, charged boldly towards their leader who by now had collapsed onto his back in the middle of the road. But it was too late to help him. The fat man’s saucer-like eyes stared blankly up at the dark sky, his mouth like that of a dying fish, opening and closing, gasping for breath.

      There were people shouting everywhere. Angry, frightened voices filled the night.

      Eda tried to stay small. She was still tucked in at the edge of the street, clinging to the old storefronts that were cloaked in darkness. After moving forward a little, she looked up and saw a shadowy line of figures standing on the Park Avenue Viaduct, which extended outwards like a ramp or a bridge above the street level entrance to Grand Central.

      The archers.

      “Yes,” she said, throwing a fist in the air.

      Most of the bandits realized that the sudden attack was coming from the viaduct. It was too late for many of them to get out of the way. Eda watched as an older man with a mop of straggly gray hair, stood in stunned silence, staring up at the long row of female assassins. He yelled something to the women, something that sounded spiteful, and then seconds later took an arrow in the heart.

      A woman’s voice bellowed out the command ‘FIRE’. This happened every five seconds and Eda, still looking up towards the viaduct, realized that there were two lines of about ten archers standing on the bridge. These two lines were taking it in turns to shoot at the bandits down on the street. After the front row had fired, they’d immediately duck down and pull another arrow from a quiver that was fastened onto their backs. During that brief interval, the second row of archers would stand up and fire into the crowd. This was repeated over and over again.

      It was a massacre.

      Eda felt a rush of blood surging through her veins. She squeezed the handle of the dagger and gently stabbed the sidewalk several times.

      If the fighting hit the ground, would she take her place alongside the other warriors in battle?

      Could she do it?

      Eda had killed a man, a long time ago. It happened when she was still very young, several years after the war ended and everything was turning upside down in a world gone mad. This was before the curse, back when some of the more vicious men, roaming the streets in either large packs or as lone wolves, were raping and plundering at will, taking full advantage of the swift decline of the police and military influence. Losers became winners. Outlaws became kings. For those people, the end of the world was the greatest party there ever was.

      She killed him in a city but she couldn’t remember the name of it. It didn’t matter.

      Eda had been with Libby, one of several young women who’d taken the orphaned girl under her wing at the time. The man was a predator, like so many others. He’d followed them for at least two blocks before Libby leaned down and whispered in Eda’s ear, telling her that she wasn’t to panic but that they were going to start running fast. And Libby also told Eda not to look back.

      They ran but they couldn’t shake the guy off. He obviously knew the city well and they didn’t. It was as if he knew every twist and turn his would-be victims were going to make before they’d made it.

      He’d done this before. Many times.

      They couldn’t shake him off.

      Eventually, he’d trapped Libby and Eda in a dark alley. The man had nasty facial burns running down one side of his face, probably from the war. He had long greasy hair and an ugly, jagged scar on the left side of his neck. He didn’t say anything. Instead, he just cackled and marched forward like the attack was nothing out of the ordinary.

      It was to be expected. Tolerated.

      He pinned Libby to the ground and started beating her on the face and upper body. He went at this vicious attack with such a hot fury that it was hard to believe it wasn’t personal, like somehow she’d wronged him in a past life. But Libby didn’t black out. Throughout the assault, in which time seemed to stand still, she screamed at Eda, yelling one single world over and over again.

      Run! Run! Run!

      But Eda couldn’t run away, even if she’d wanted to. She just stood there watching, her little legs paralyzed with fear.

      She didn’t cry.

      The man pressed a large, filthy hand over Libby’s mouth to shut her up. No doubt he wanted the kid to stick around for dessert.

      Eda watched as he forced himself onto Libby. When he pulled down his pants, that’s when she’d noticed the black-handled knife strapped around his leg with Scotch tape.

      She didn’t hesitate.

      Eda ran over to where the man had Libby pinned to the ground. She grabbed the handle of the small knife and with all her strength, pulled it away, cutting through the tape in the process. That caught his attention. He turned around and in that moment, looked at Eda with the knife in her hand like she was the devil standing over him.

      She might as well have been.

      The man tried to get up but Eda was much faster than he was. As he moved, she stabbed him hard on the inside leg, one swift strike, and he yelped like wounded dog.

      Eda pulled the knife out and backed away. A moment later, Libby got up and stood beside her. Eda’s guardian was cut under the eye but it didn’t look like she’d sustained anything too serious in the attack. They stayed there, watching the man in the alley wriggle around on the ground like a wounded snake. The blood flowed fast; it looked jet-black in the darkness. His face turned pale and all the fight went out of him along with the blood. It was only later that Libby explained to Eda about the femoral artery that was located in the leg.

      The little kid had struck lucky.

      In the days and weeks that followed, Eda never lost a wink of sleep over what happened in that alley. Her first kill, yes, but it was just another day in the wild years. Back then, people were doing bad things to each other all the time and sometimes for good reasons.

      All that was a long time ago.

      Eda stared at the dagger in her hand as the rain continued to crash down onto 42nd Street. Did she still have it in her? The ability to kill a man as easily as blinking – was it still there? She’d been living in the Complex for a long time, safe, wrapped up in community and in an environment that was well prepared.

      That little girl – when Eda thought about her, it felt like she was thinking about someone else.

      Many of the bandits lay dead on the road. The survivors, including the giant, had fled for cover at the side of the street, rushing inside the ransacked and empty buildings. Some of them had been hit and as they ran for their lives, Eda saw them clutching at a variety of wounds.

      The horse had long since bolted along with the cart and the dead ambassadors tied to the back. The surviving bandits had no way out now except on foot.

      Eda leaned her back up against the front an old Capital One Bank. For a moment, the carnage further down the street eased off. It was almost quiet again.

      Then a voice yelled from afar:

      “Come out and fight you cowardly bitches! Stop hiding behind your arrows.”

      One of the bandits stood in the doorway of a coffee shop, brandishing a short sword in the air. It was the giant. He waved the weapon back and forth like it was a signal to someone in the distance.

      “We’ll stay here all night and wait it out!” he yelled. His voice was high-pitched for such a big man – the sound so at odds with his imposing physical presence. “It’ll take more than a few bitches to get rid of us. Cowards! Let’s see you on the street, face to face with your swords in hand. What do you say?”

      Eda heard the giant shout orders to the men at his back, most of who were hidden in that same coffee shop with him. She guessed that the archers’ surprise attack had reduced the bandits to less than half their original numbers. A successful ambush but nonetheless, the surviving men were still up for a fight.

      “Be careful what you wish for,” Eda said, looking at the giant.

      Another brief silence passed. Then a sharp voice cut through the night.

      “SWORDS!”

      It was Shay.

      Eda watched as the archers called off their assault on the bandits. She saw them hurrying back along the viaduct – a long line of dark silhouettes moving under the cover of night. Soon she couldn’t see them at all.

      As the archers retreated, about twenty women in black rain cloaks marched out of the station entrance in single file. Eda saw was the katana swords in their hands, the familiar single-edged blades with the distinctive curve of the samurai.

      The warriors.

      Eda’s heart was racing with excitement.

      The warriors took up their positions on the road. The tip of their swords pointed towards the bandits, who were by now shuffling out of the coffee shop and edging towards the battleground. They were bruised and battered but there was still a little swagger left in their step. As they approached the road, the men’s restless eyes jumped back and forth between the warriors and the now empty viaduct.

      But the archers were gone.

      Lex was the chief warrior and she stood at the head of the small, female army. A former military veteran in her mid-fifties, Lex was the resident self-defense guru of the Complex. She was well over six feet tall, highly skilled with a variety of weapons, as well as in unarmed combat techniques such as Krav Maga. Her regular fencing classes were popular with the women but Eda had always held back from joining in.  Group activities like that weren’t her thing.

      Maybe she’d been wrong to do that.

      The giant stood at the head of the bandits with his sword drawn. He stared over at Lex and the warriors with cruel satisfaction in his black eyes. With a grimace, he pressed a massive, red-stained hand against a gaping wound under his left shoulder. He squeezed on the wound and a stream of blood spilled down the front of his rags.

      “To hell with rebuilding the human race,” he called out. “I say we empty New York of all these murdering bitches and after we’re done, we march through this town and burn it. What do you say boys?”

      There was an angry jeer of approval at his back.

      The giant stabbed the tip of his sword off the wet road. It made a loud, clanging noise and he did it over and over again, building up towards a frantic, tribal rhythm. The others followed his lead and the sound of all those swords hitting off the road at once swelled into something terrifying and spectacular.

      He turned around to face his men. Then after a long silence, he held his sword aloft and yelled a single word:

      “CHARGE!”

      Eda jumped back as if the bandits were charging directly at her. To her surprise, the warriors on the street didn’t flinch at this sudden attack. They stood like statues as the enemy dashed forward with weapons raised and cries of bloody murder spewing from their hateful mouths.

      It was happening. A battle – a real life and death battle was about to take place on the streets of New York. The history books were full of great battles, Waterloo, Trafalgar, Gettysburg and more. Perhaps Manhattan was about to add its name to the list.

      Finally, Lex raised a hand in the air. She held it still for a moment, letting the men wear themselves out a little more.

      Then she dropped it.

      The warriors raced forwards in silence to meet the enemy.

      From afar, Eda put her hands over her ears. The two small armies crashed into one another and the metallic clash of steel against steel felt like it was scraping off the inside of Eda’s head. She’d never seen anything like this before. Even in the wild years, there’d been nothing like this.

      Shay and several other women stood near the entrance to the station, watching keenly as the battle unfolded.

      Lex and her warriors glided effortlessly through the battle like it was a dance. The men were undoubtedly bigger and stronger but it seemed like they were running solely on anger and raw strength. It was blunt force versus skill. Some of the bandits lost their footing on the wet road as they wielded the heavy short swords with clumsy abandon. Those that slipped, even just onto a knee, didn’t have time to get back to their feet before a warrior’s blade found them.

      Lex and one of her soldiers had decided to tackle the giant. They took up position, one on either side of the big man, slicing up his massive torso and adding to his nasty collection of wounds. The giant roared in pain. The women were much faster and lighter on their feet than he was. He turned to launch a counter attack on Lex but as soon as he faced her, the other warrior ran the tip of her blade down his back in a vertical line, like she was marking him. The giant howled. If nothing else, he was brave and determined. He kept moving forward, trying to hack at Lex and then the other warrior. They led him on a merry dance, their feet skipping lightly off the surface of the road. Every now and then, one of the warriors would rush in and open him up somewhere new.

      Eda watched, edging ever closer to the action. She was so focused on the fighting that she almost didn’t hear the scream behind her.

      She spun around. There was nothing but the dark road behind her.

      Another scream.

      Eda’s thoughts turned to the two frightened gardeners who’d taken off earlier.

      “Oh shit,” she said. “What’s happened?”

      She turned back to the fighting on 42nd Street. It wasn’t over by a long shot. The bandits were staging a comeback and they were sweeping forward, as if a second wind had spread across the ranks of surviving men. Some of the warriors in black were down, clutching at the stab wounds on their body.

      Eda couldn’t bear to turn her back on the battle. But she had to.

      With the dagger in hand, she turned and ran back in the direction she thought the scream had come from. She took a sharp right turn, charging up the long, empty stretch of Lexington Avenue. The battle had inspired her. The blood was surging through Eda’s veins and she was ready to do whatever had to be done.

      But it was so hard to see. There were no night torches hanging off the buildings here like there were on Grand Central.

      Eda kept moving through the darkness. She glanced back and forth down the side streets and through broken store windows. The heavy rain slammed against her face but she kept her hood down so that she could see better.

      She approached 43rd Street, which turned off Lexington to the right.

      Eda looked down that way and stopped dead.

      She saw dark shapes on the road. Two of them were lying on their backs while the other, a big man with his sword drawn, stood over them.

      The man struck the two women with the flat of the sword, one after the other. The blows landed with a painful sounding thud.

      “Stop it!” a woman’s voice cried out. “Please stop. Leave us alone, just leave us alone. My friend’s badly hurt. You stabbed her.”

      Eda’s blood turned cold. She recognized the voice of the Asian gardener.

      “Shut up,” the man hissed. There was another dull thud as he lashed out at the woman with his boot. “I stabbed you too, remember?”

      “I think she’s dying,” the Asian woman said. “Won’t you please just stop?”

      Eda tiptoed down 43rd Street quietly. Her heart was pounding.

      The attacker had to be one of the bandits – he was a dark skinned man of about fifty at least, dressed in tattered, soaking wet denims. He was extremely overweight and there was a thick mustache under his nose. Eda wondered if he’d fled 42nd Street after the archers had appeared. Had he stumbled across the gardeners as they’d tried to make their getaway?

      The pale gardener wasn’t moving. The bandit leaned over and said something to her, then kicked her, ordering the woman to answer. The Asian gardener cried out, begging him to stop the assault. She lifted her friend in her arms, as if trying to shield her from another, potentially fatal blow.

      “What have you got for me?” the man said. “What have you got? Food, water, weapons – I need whatever you’re hiding in this shithole that’s useful. Give me what I want or I swear to God I’ll carve you both into little pieces. You want to be my lunch? Huh?”

      The Asian woman’s protests were sluggish. Was she was badly hurt too?

      “Please believe me,” she said. “We don’t have anything.”

      The man lashed out with another kick but this one missed its target.

      “Well I ain’t going anywhere till you find me something,” he said. “Get me some supplies bitch or I swear to God I’m going to turn this thing up a notch. You don’t want that to happen, trust me.”

      Eda knew she had to do something. And yet she was paralyzed with fear. She could still hear the sound of the battle raging on 42nd Street, unsure whether the warriors from the Complex were winning or being massacred.

      She kept out of sight, still gripping the dagger tightly. The weapon felt light in her hand, like it wasn’t there anymore. What was wrong with her? Where was all the fight and the fire? She couldn’t even call out – yell at the bandit to warn him off, to say something, anything, tell him that the warriors were coming.

      Her voice was gone.

      She was useless.

      And how long before the bandit saw her lurking at the end of the street? How long before he turned his attention on her?

      “What’s going on?” somebody called out.

      It was a man’s voice. A different man.

      Eda watched as a dark figure appeared in the distance up ahead. He hurried down from the opposite end of 43rd Street, making his way towards the bandit and the two women lying on the ground.

      “What are you doing Pike?” the second man said.

      The older man straightened up. He made a curt, dismissive gesture with his hands like he was swatting a fly off his face.

      “Get the hell out of here boy,” he said. “You haven’t been with us long enough to ask me a question like that. Mind your own goddamn business.”

      The other man stepped forward and Eda recognized him immediately. It was the young man – the reluctant, baby-faced bandit with the mop of curly brown hair.

      He stood there now, looking at the older bandit with an expression of pure disgust on his face. When he spoke, he did so with a peculiar, foreign accent.

      “Are you crazy Pike?” he said. “Have you seen what’s going on back there outside the train station? It’s a massacre for God’s sake. We should never have come to New York in the first place. We’ve got to get out of here. Now!”

      Pike laughed. It was a cruel, mocking sound.

      “And go where kid?” he said. “Back into that fucking desert? There’s food and water in this city. Not to mention there’s women here by the truckload. But I’ll tell ya – if I’m going back out there I’m going to make sure I’ve got me some supplies first. Maybe a woman for the road too.”

      “You’re insane,” the young man said.

      “Go away boy,” Pike snapped. “You’re getting on my nerves.” He repeated the swatting gesture for a second time and turned his attention back to the two women on the road. He kneeled down in front of them, rubbing his hands together.

      “You still with me ladies?” he said.

      He poked the pale gardener in the ribs and she didn’t move. Then he slapped the Asian woman on the back. She moved, but it was a feeble gesture.

      “C’mon,” Pike said. “I didn’t hit you that hard.”

      “Pike!” the second man cried out. “Stop it. She’s barely conscious for God’s sake. What have you done to these people? Have you stabbed them?”

      “Naïve boy,” Pike said, looking behind him. “This is how you get people to do what you want.”

      He slapped the barely conscious woman hard in the face. It made a loud clapping noise that stung in Eda’s ears and she felt physically sick.

      The gardener shrieked and fell backwards beside her friend.

      “Pike!” the other man yelled. “That’s enough.”

      The bandit was about to lunge at the woman again, this time with the flat of the sword. But before he could do anything, the young man came up from behind and locked his arms around Pike’s neck. He pulled the older man away from the two women.

      Pike looked shocked by this sudden assault. He was so shocked that the short sword fell out of his hand and dropped onto the road.

      “What are you doing you crazy bastard?” the bandit yelled. His voice was muffled under the choke.

      “That’s enough,” the young man said. “You’ve done more than enough. C’mon, let’s get out of here. We can go back to New Jersey – I know a place we can hide out there.”

      “Let go of me!”

      Pike broke free of the young man’s grip and lunged at him.

      The two men fell to the ground. They wrestled furiously, rolling around on the wet concrete in a frantic struggle. As they fought, angry voices exchanged breathless insults. Pike managed to work his way on top of the young man and pushed his hands down onto the boyish face. His thumbs pressed forward, reaching for the eyes of his opponent. The young man cried out in terror. He leaned his head back to avoid being blinded. Then with a violent thrust of the hips, he shook Pike off and sprang forward, head-butting the old man hard on the nose.

      There was a loud cracking noise.

      Pike yelped in pain and put a hand to his nose.

      Eda tiptoed along 43rd Street quietly. Maybe she could still get to the gardeners if the two men kept fighting. Maybe they were still alive.

      Her fingers clamped tightly around the handle of the exotic dagger.

      Could she do it? Could she still kill a man if she had to?

      What about two men?

      The fight between the bandits continued. The young man was on top now – he’d mounted Pike and both hands were locked around the fat bandit’s neck in another tight, unrelenting choke. He cried out as he tightened the stranglehold. It seemed like he had no intention of letting go.

      Eda watched from a distance, a hidden spectator in the shadows. It was the young man’s eyes that frightened her the most. He didn’t look like a killer and yet there he was, killing one of his own in order to help two strangers who might be dead already.

      Pike’s body stopped rattling in protest. His frantic struggle slowed down to an eventual, eternal halt. When it was over, the young man fell off the bandit’s body and sat on the wet street, looking around in a daze.

      Then he looked over and saw Eda. She was inching slowly up the street towards him, the sharp dagger in hand.

      The man leapt back to his feet. His eyes remained glued to the dagger.

      Eda noticed the sword strapped to his waist but so far at least, he’d made no attempt to unsheathe the weapon.

      “I don’t mean you any harm,” he said to Eda. He held both hands up in the air as he spoke to her. With a sigh, he looked at the two gardeners lying motionless on the road.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I was too late.”

      Eda wasn’t sure if the young man was trying to trick her. Was he playing games? Was he luring her in for a surprise attack?

      “I’m sorry,” he repeated.

      They looked at each other in silence. Then, without another word, the young man turned around and raced back down 43rd Street as fast as he could.

      Eda watched him disappear into the night like a ghost. When he was gone, she ran over to the gardeners and kneeled down in a cold puddle beside them. She pulled back their rain cloaks and saw multiple stab wounds on both bodies. There were numerous cuts on their faces too. The sick, twisted bastard. How long had he been working them over before Eda arrived? How long had they been screaming before she’d finally heard them?

      She checked their necks for a pulse.

      Nothing.

      Eda jumped back to her feet and threw the dagger hard off the ground. There was a loud clattering noise but it didn’t come close to cooling the fire that burned inside. She screamed briefly and then, not knowing what else to do, pulled the hood up over her head and closed her eyes.

      She sat down beside the women again. As she whispered her apologies to them both, Eda felt the soft pitter-patter of the rain landing on her head.
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      Eda stayed with the two women for a long time.

      She couldn’t bring herself to leave them and as she sat there in the pouring rain next to the corpses, she lost track of the fighting and shouting noises that drifted north from the impromptu battlefield outside Grand Central.

      But she couldn’t stay there all night.

      Eventually, after the rain had eased off a little and with no sense of how long she’d been sitting with the women, Eda dragged herself back to her feet.

      “I’ll come back,” she whispered to the bodies. It was a hollow promise, but it was all she had.

      The man called Pike was dead too. Although the young bandit had killed him, Eda had been the one to make sure of it. She’d dragged Pike’s body to the side of the road and stamped on his head with the flat of her boot. She’d spat in his face and punched him all over for as long as her arms worked. But it was no good – even if the bastard’s head had exploded all over the sidewalk, it wouldn’t have made her feel any better.

      Eda walked back to Lexington Avenue with a heavy heart. Every step she took felt like it was landing in a pool of thick mud that was trying to drag her underground. It was quiet now. The sound of clashing steel was gone, replaced by the gentle pitter-patter of the dying rainfall. There were no spirited battle cries to rouse hope or inspire fear. The only thing that drifted up from Grand Central now was a ghostly silence.

      Eda turned the corner and looked over at the bloody mess that had formed outside the station. She clamped a hand over her mouth. There were bodies everywhere– mostly male bodies. They were sprawled out in a variety of gruesome poses, limbs frozen at impossible angles like a bunch of dead circus freaks on display.

      Whatever private horror they’d seen at the end, it was tattooed in their wide-open eyes.

      The giant was there too, lying flat on his back with his arms outstretched on either side. It would take at least another massive downpour to wash away all the blood that clung to his rigid frame.

      Eda counted eight warriors down. She saw Lex walking across the battleground with several others, inspecting the bodies of her fallen soldiers in grim silence. Lex’s face was a mask of black blood, but Eda had a feeling that most of the splatter belonged to the dead bandits.

      “Eda. Are you alright?”

      Eda spun around in a dazed shock. Somehow Shay had managed to creep up behind her and Eda, usually so sensitive to her surroundings, hadn’t heard a thing.

      Shay’s hood was up. It had been pulled low over her face, shielding the older woman’s eyes from view.

      “Are you alright?”

      Eda could only nod.

      “You look like your legs are about to give way,” Shay said. “Are you hurt?”

      Eda looked down at her legs. It was true she could barely feel them – she might as well have floated all the way back down to 42nd Street.

      “I’m okay,” she said. “But…”

      “But?” Shay said.

      “There are two gardeners on 43rd Street,” Eda said. “They’re dead. I’m sorry, I don’t remember their names.”

      Shay looked at the bloodstains on Eda’s fingers. The rain hadn’t quite washed everything away yet.

      “Are you sure you’re not hurt?” Shay said.

      Eda looked at her hands and shook her head. She clenched her fists tightly together to hide the sight of blood.

      She was lightheaded.

      “It was so dark,” Eda said. “I couldn’t help them.”

      She wobbled on unsteady feet.

      Shay grabbed a hold of her, pulling the younger woman into a tight embrace. Eda fell willingly into Shay’s arms and buried her head in the older woman’s chest. Shay’s heart didn’t sound like it was beating at all. How could she be so calm after everything that had happened?

      “Thanks for letting me know,” Shay said. “We’ll pick up the bodies as soon as we can.”

      “Why did they do it?” Eda said, lifting her head off Shay’s chest. She stepped back and brushed down the front of her rain cloak, which squeaked in protest. Eda felt like she was swimming in blood but there was only water on her clothes. “Why did they come here with two ambassadors tied to their cart?”

      Shay pursed her lips. “They wanted to go backwards,” she said. “They wanted to create a little patriarchal society of their own, to live in the past and do all the things they wanted. At our expense.”

      Eda pulled her hood up, dragging it forward over her forehead. It was as close to disappearing as she could get.

      “Is it worth it Shay?” she asked. “Sending the ambassadors out I mean.”

      “That’s the risk we take Eda,” Shay said. “We could live here, keep ourselves to ourselves and no one would ever have to venture outside Manhattan again. We could accept the curse as final and live out the rest of our lives in peace. It’s tempting. But I believe in what we’re doing here. So do the ambassadors – they know the risks before they go out there and no one ever forces them to do what they do. And in turn, we know the risks in terms of what might show up on our doorstep.”

      “So it is worth it?” Eda said.

      Shay’s eyes lingered on the growing pile of corpses on the road.

      “Don’t know yet.”
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      After the battle on 42nd Street, the women in the Complex were wary of who would show up next.

      Still they tried to carry on as normal. The gardeners tended to the fruits and vegetables, to water storage and overseeing the distribution of supplies to the various occupied hotels. Lex’s self-defense classes grew in popularity. Fitness training, swords and archery practice – there were women who hadn’t picked up a weapon in their lives now showing an interest in these things. They’d seen the importance of learning how to fight first hand. If not for the warriors, the bandits would have taken over and they’d be as good as slaves.

      But Eda wasn’t interested in either the fitness classes or sword training. She took on a new role after the battle and one that suited her growing need for solitude, something that had become more important to her after the death of the two gardeners. With Shay’s blessing, Eda became the official lookout for the Complex. She was their eyes. Every morning, she’d leave the Fitzpatrick hotel and walk down 42nd Street. She ventured far to the west as most of the men who came in arrived from that direction, probably having made their way into New York through the Lincoln or Holland tunnels.

      Eda took up residence in a variety of lookout spots – usually on the upper floor of old stores, restaurants and coffee shops. She’d sit alone inside these empty buildings and sit by the window for hours, watching and waiting.

      On most days, nothing turned up but the rain.

      Eda didn’t mind the nothingness or what other people might call the boredom of the job. She liked her new role. It was a useful job and thank God because it wasn’t gardening or carrying supplies or doing any of the other mundane chores that kept the other women busy. She was no gardener and she was no warrior either – after what had happened with the two gardeners, Eda was convinced that all those years of soft living in the Complex had turned her into a coward. She wasn’t that little girl who’d survived the wild years, not anymore. What was the point in learning how to fight if she lacked the guts? It didn’t matter. She could be useful in other ways. Eda was still young and she had good eyes and ears. Her intuition was on point too. If something or someone showed up in Manhattan on its way to the Complex, she’d be the first to see or hear it.

      Eda would stay away for days on lookout duty. She was in no hurry to get back to Grand Central and as long as she had supplies – food, water and books – in her backpack, there was no need to leave her post. She’d sleep in abandoned buildings, grabbing a few hours here and there throughout the day. When she was awake she’d perch on car roofs or stand on the top floor of tall buildings, staring out at an ocean of stillness.

      One day however, the stillness moved.

      On that day, Eda was doing squats close to Times Square. She pushed her body up and down while her eyes kept watch on a long stretch of road in front of her.

      She stopped all of a sudden.

      There was a speck of movement in the distance.

      Something was coming towards her.

      Eda grabbed the dagger lying at her feet. Slowly, she edged to the side of the road. Taking another look at the blurry shape up ahead, she took cover behind the grimy wreck of an old Ford and waited for it to get a little closer so she could take a better look.

      A couple of minutes passed. Eda took a deep breath and peered out from behind the car. Now she saw what it was. Immediately, her tense muscles relaxed and a smile stretched across her face.

      It was a dog.

      Eda hadn’t seen a dog in a long time and not knowing if this one was friendly, mad or riddled with the biting disease, she stayed hidden behind the car. But it was no good. About a minute later, she was peering out and having another look at it.

      The dog trotted down the street at a brisk but leisurely pace. It was large and handsome, with a long black and tan coat that appeared to be in excellent condition. Its brown eyes perched over a long black snout and missed nothing. Eda wondered if it already knew she was there, hiding behind the car and couldn’t care less.

      Eventually, the urge to make contact proved too strong.

      Eda got back to her feet in slow motion, holding her breath like she was underwater. With her heart racing, she stepped out from behind the car. Then, without looking at the dog, she strolled casually towards the center of the road where she’d been doing her squats.

      Slowly, she glanced to her left.

      The dog had stopped and it was looking right at her. Its tail was stiff and upright. Eda thought it looked more like a bronze statue of a dog than the real thing, such was its perfect stillness in that moment. What was it doing? What was it thinking? Eda figured there had to be two options running around in its mind right now – fight or flight. And she felt certain the big creature would choose fight. Any second now, it would come charging across the road towards her at a frightening speed, snarling and baring its sharp canines.

      But she was wrong.

      After a long and silent exchange between them, the dog turned tail and ran back in the direction it came from.

      Eda’s heart sank. A stab of loneliness went through her.

      She returned to the Complex that night. During her report to Shay, Eda stated that she’d seen nothing of interest while on lookout. The next morning she packed some extra food into her bag and told anyone who was listening that she’d be on lookout for a few days. After that, she took off west along 42nd Street, going back to the exact same spot where she’d seen the dog, not far from where Times Square used to be.

      The first day out she saw nothing. The dog didn’t come back.

      Eda had taken up residence in the shell of an old Foot Locker store on West 42nd Street. There was a plethora of advertising billboards on the opposite side of the street. Eda sat at the window, staring across at one of the images for a long time. It was a black and white photograph of two people, a black man and white woman. There was a guitar featured in the picture. Who were they? They must have been a big deal if they’d had their faces on billboards of that size. One thing was for sure – they looked happy. Music must have been quite something to make people smile like that. Eda had only heard singing before – she’d never experienced the sound of musical instruments like guitars even though she’d read about them, as well as pianos, trumpets and many others. A lot of the women in the Complex used to tell Eda that music was one of the things they missed the most.

      It must have been quite something.

      She tried to pass her time thinking about things like that. To take her mind on a journey somewhere nice. For the most part, Eda sat at the first floor window fighting off the drowsiness. She hadn’t slept much for thinking about the dog.

      God knows why she wanted to see it again so badly.

      Why she had to see it.

      Whenever Eda was on the brink of falling asleep she got up and walked around a little. Sometimes she counted her steps as she paced around the room. Foot Locker was like a bombsite. It had been ransacked a long time ago and now there was nothing but the occasional piece of upturned furniture and shards of broken glass on the floor.

      After a while, Eda sat down at the window again. She nibbled on a little potato salad and watched the rainclouds gather in the sky.

      The dog came back on the second day.

      When Eda saw it, she pressed her face up against the glass. She felt a surge of energy shoot through her, like a flower in the sun. Outside the dog sniffed its way along the sidewalk, stopping occasionally to look up and check the surroundings.

      Was it looking for her?

      She grabbed some supplies, threw them in her bag and hurried downstairs onto the street before the dog reached Foot Locker. She didn’t want to jump out on it this time and frighten it away.

      As Eda walked outside, a gentle drizzle fell from the sky.

      She pulled out a brown paper bag full of food from the backpack and placed it down on the road. Then she took a couple of backwards steps and sat down cross-legged on the wet road.

      When the dog saw her it stopped and its tail went stiff like last time. Eda didn’t call out or look at it in case she freaked it out. She did her best to look bored by the creature’s presence. That wasn’t easy because her heart was thumping and both her hands shaking.

      The dog didn’t run away but it didn’t exactly come forward either. It kept still for a long time, watching Eda with exceptional patience. Its eyes were a mystery to her, hidden in the fog of its jet-black face.

      Eda reached slowly towards the paper bag in front of her. As gently as she could, she opened it up and scooped out a chunk of potato salad with her fingers. Then she put it into her mouth. It tasted cold and wet but nonetheless she made a happy, contented noise as she chewed the food.

      She could feel the dog watching her. When she looked over and made loud yummy noises, it tilted its head.

      Eda dipped her fingers into the food and stirred back and forth. It felt disgusting and the rain getting into the box was only making it worse. When her hand was messy with food, she lifted it out and held it up, making sure the dog could see everything.

      She had to repeat this act several times as the food kept slipping off her finger.

      “C’mon,” she whispered, holding her hand outstretched. “Are you hungry?”

      The dog watched her for another minute. Just as Eda though it might be on the brink of trusting her, it turned and trotted away.

      She was alone again.

      The dog came back on the third day. It was raining harder this time but Eda didn’t let the weather get in the way of what she was trying to do. When she saw it walking down the road at a steady pace, she hurried outside and went through the same procedure as last time of trying to lure it closer with food.

      As she sat on the road, Eda kept her hood down. It was stupid to sit out in the rain like this for so long and her well-worn waterproofs were barely keeping her skin dry underneath. But it would all be worth it, if only the dog would come closer.

      She sat there, pulling out chunks of wet salad, slipping them into her mouth and chewing slowly. After that, she’d grab some more and offer a finger out in invitation, beckoning the dog closer.

      “C’mon,” she whispered. “If I eat any more of this I’m going to be sick. And then you’ll never come back.”

      The dog watched her for a while like it had before. It seemed unfazed by the heavy rain and Eda’s heart leapt when it began to walk forward, edging closer to where she was sitting in the middle of the road.

      She kept her hand out as it approached.

      The dog lifted its nose into the air. The black nose twitched as it inhaled the scent of the food.

      It came closer, leaning in with its face.

      Eda felt its wet lips take the food from her fingers. She wanted to laugh out loud but knew that such a hysterical reaction would send the dog running off again. So she fought back the surge of emotion and kept silent, waiting until the dog had licked all five fingers clean.

      “You want more?” she asked.

      She reached into the bowl and worked the salad onto her fingers. Then she fed the dog for a second time until her hand was clean. It went back and forth like that for a while – Eda coating her fingers in layers of food while the dog stood beside her, waiting patiently for yet another helping.

      Eda sat in blissful silence throughout. She hadn’t felt this content in a long time.

      Eventually however, the food ran out. By then, both Eda and the dog were soaking wet. Eda didn’t mind – she could have sat there for hours.

      The dog turned around and walked away. Eda wanted it to stay for a little longer but she didn’t move. She let it go, certain this time that she’d see it again.

      On Eda’s fourth day away from camp, supplies were getting low. She didn’t go back to Grand Central however, not right away. Determined to see her new friend again, she stuck around and when the dog showed up that afternoon, she gave it the majority of the remaining food. The rain had eased off, apart from a light drizzle that was more refreshing than bothersome.

      After the final feeding session, Eda was able to stroke the dog on its back and she talked to it in a soft voice.

      The dog, with a full belly, seemed to be enjoying the attention. At least Eda hoped it was.

      “Where have you been?” Eda said, scratching the dog’s ears. “Where did you come from?”

      The dog sat down beside her and licked its lips.

      “I know what you’re trying to tell me,” Eda said. “But it’s like I said, I’m all out of food. Listen though, I’m going to go back to the station and get some more. I’ll come back tomorrow, okay? Will you be here?”

      The dog blinked slowly, its eyes heavy and ready for sleep.

      Eda stroked its back for a while longer. While the dog snoozed, she stared down the long, empty road that stretched out ahead of them. Eda found herself thinking about Frankie. Had her old friend traveled down this same road when she’d left the Complex?

      “I can’t remember what it’s like out there,” Eda said to the sleeping dog. “I’ve been here so long, you know? What’s it like now?”

      The dog lifted its head and sniffed eagerly at Eda’s fingers. It lapped up whatever meager traces of food lingered there.

      “I told you,” she said. “I’m all out, but I’m going to bring something back tomorrow. No potato salad though, I promise.”

      Eda sighed and climbed back to her feet. It was a long walk back to Grand Central.

      The dog stood up and looked up at her with bright, friendly eyes.

      “You’ll wait for me?” she asked, shaking some of the water off her rain cloak. “Don’t let me down now, I’m coming back.”

      She patted the dog gently one more time. Then she turned around and began walking east towards the Complex.

      Eda heard the sound of light footsteps at her back.

      She stopped and glanced over her shoulder. The dog was following her but when it saw her stop, it sat down again.

      “What are you up to?” Eda asked. “Are you playing games?”

      With a smile, she gestured towards their destination.

      “Are you trying to say you want to come back with me?” she asked. “Back there? Back to the Complex?”

      The dog got up and strolled over beside Eda. When it stopped, it leaned its muscular body up tight against her legs, as if signaling her to stroke its back again. Despite the fact that the dog was soaking wet, it felt warm pushed up against her. Eda knelt down and stroked its back gently, wondering how long this creature had been out there, wandering across the city on its own.

      “Alright then,” she said, standing up straight. There was a big smile on her face as she secured the backpack on her shoulder.

      “C’mon dog. Let’s go home.”
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      “A dog for God’s sake!”

      Eda heard their voices from afar. Despite this, she kept walking towards Grand Central like it was just another day. The dog had other ideas. When it heard the disturbance pouring out of the station entrance it stopped dead and its ears pointed upright and forward. The tail was stiff and horizontal.

      A small group of about eight or nine women was making its way towards Eda. There was a collective look of puzzled horror on all their faces as they approached tentatively.

      “Easy,” Eda said, kneeling down beside the dog. “I’ll take care of this I promise. Please don’t run away and please don’t bite anyone.”

      The dog jerked backwards. It looked up at Eda, as if waiting to see what she was going to do in the face of this incoming threat.

      “Stay,” Eda said, stroking the back of his head. “That’s a good boy. I’ll go talk to them – just don’t run off. Okay?”

      She walked ahead to intervene with the mob.

      “Slow down,” she said, holding both hands up in the air. “You’re scaring the poor thing.”

      A woman called Mia stood at the head of the protestors. Mia was a gardener, roughly in her mid-sixties, with a ridiculously long pencil-shaped neck. Every time Eda looked at Mia, she saw a two-legged giraffe in a yellow rain cloak. There was something about the old woman that Eda couldn’t stand. She was a cold, stuck-up bitch and a sense of bitterness followed her around like a bad smell. Eda suspected that Mia had come from a privileged background and that she’d had it good once – very good.

      “What’s that thing?” Mia said, pointing at the dog.

      Eda was waiting for the old woman to make the sign of the cross with her fingers.

      “That thing’s a dog,” she said in a flat voice. She was tired – it had been a long walk back to Grand Central and all she wanted to do was go back to the Fitzpatrick and disappear into her room. An argument was the last thing she needed although it wasn’t surprising considering what she’d brought back to the Complex with her.

      Mia looked like she’d been poked with a sharp stick.

      “Don’t act stupid with me girl,” she said. “Why is that thing here? Why did you bring a dog back to the Complex? Are you out of your mind? It’s probably got rabies and ringworm and God knows what else it’s carrying.”

      Eda glanced over her shoulder at her new friend. The dog was hanging back, watching events unfold with cautious eyes.

      “He looks fine to me,” Eda said. “In fact, he looks cleaner than some of the people around here.”

      Another woman, short and stumpy in contrast to Mia, stormed over. She took a closer look at the dog and her face creased up with repulsion.

      “Oh this is bad!” she yelped. “What goes on in that head of yours Eda? I think all that solitude you’ve endured has finally driven you mad.”

      “Who’d notice around around here?” Eda said.

      “You brought a dog back!” Mia said, stabbing a needle-like finger at the dog from a safe distance. “And now you need to get rid of it. RIGHT NOW! You’ll need to kill it or it’ll come back. I don’t care how you do it – drag it down a back alley and suffocate it, stab it in the neck with that dagger of yours, but whatever you do, get it out of here before it destroys our crops and spreads its disease.”

      Maybe it was the lack of sleep or the hunger that made Eda feel strangely lightheaded. But as she stood there listening to Mia go on, she felt a strong desire to burst out laughing. It would be worth it, just to see the look on Mia’s face.

      “I’m taking it to the hotel,” Eda said. “He’s staying with me from now on. And you can’t stop me.”

      The two women at the head of the mob rolled their eyes. Eda watched as Mia’s claw-like fingers curled into tightly clenched fists.

      “Have you forgotten what happened here recently?” the shorter woman said. “We lost two ambassadors and eight warriors when the bandits attacked. Remember that? Everything we’ve worked so hard for was almost destroyed in the blink of an eye! And now you want to bring a disease-ridden animal into our home? Whose side are you on Eda?”

      Eda felt her patience wearing thin.

      “We need to be extra cautious from now on,” the stumpy gardener said. “Everything you see here is hanging on by the slimmest of threads. We can’t take any chances and now you want to bring something in here that will steal and destroy our crops and spread disease? What if those germs get to Helen somehow? What if she gets infected and can’t have children because of you and your dog? You’ll ruin everything!”

      “I’m not sending it back,” Eda said. Her tone was firm. “And I’m not killing it either. He’s staying with me.”

      “This is not open for discussion young lady,” Mia said. “As gardeners we have an important…”

      Mia was cut off by a noise from behind.

      Eda heard it too – it sounded like footsteps on the road. She glanced over the angry woman’s shoulder to see what was coming.

      It was Shay. She was walking towards the huddle of women, along with two companions on either side of her. Eda recognized Linda, Helen’s chef, on Shay’s left. And there was no mistaking the towering figure of Lex on the other side. Along with all her other roles in the Complex, Lex was Shay’s personal bodyguard, and Eda couldn’t imagine anyone more suited to the position.

      There was a smug smirk on Mia’s face when she saw Shay approach the crowd of women. That didn’t bother Eda as much as the look on Shay’s face. The leader’s eyes were grim and serious. She looked pissed off about something and Eda hoped that somebody hadn’t already ran off and told her about the dog.

      Eda couldn’t bear the thought of Shay sending the dog away. Or worse – what if she ordered Lex to draw her sword and…?

      “What’s going on here?” Shay asked. Her eyes lingered on the dog for a brief second before returning to Eda and the pack of gardeners. “I could hear raised voices from halfway up Lexington.”

      Mia and the others stood slightly aside, opening up a narrow gap in the crowd that allowed Shay a better view of Eda and her newfound companion.

      “Eda has brought a dog back with her,” Mia said. “A mangy street mutt. Can you believe it Shay? She’s supposed to be out there working, looking for danger and what’s she doing instead? She’s running around like a silly little child, finding pets to bring back to the Complex.”

      The woman’s condescending tone tipped Eda over the edge.

      “Shut up you old bag,” Eda yelled. “What do you know about what I do on lookout duty? You wouldn’t last five minutes out there. You’d probably cry if somebody pulled you away from your precious plants.”

      Mia gasped.

      “Those precious plants give life to this community,” she hissed. “I don’t see you refusing the food we grow do I? If not for our crops you’d probably have eaten that dog the minute you captured him.”

      Eda and Mia exchanged tense looks. If Shay hadn’t been there, Eda might have punched the old bat in the face.

      Shay sighed and stepped in between Eda and Mia, pushing them both backwards a little to create space.

      “Everyone just calm down,” she said. “Can we do that please?”

      Shay looked at Eda and then at the dog. There was a hint of a smile forming on her lips. That gray, serious expression that Eda had noticed just moments earlier was gone.

      “There are worse things to fear in this world,” Shay said, spinning around to face Mia and the other gardeners.

      Mia’s jaw dropped. Her face turned a ghastly shade of pale.

      “What?” she said.

      “It’s just a dog,” Shay said. “And it looks like it’s in good condition.”

      “But it’s filthy,” Mia said, pointing at the dog once again. “Just look at it. Shay, you can’t be serious about keeping that thing around here. What about our gardens? It’ll be the ruin of us.”

      Shay looked at the dog again.

      “I used to have three dogs,” she said. “One of them looked just like that – a big German Shepherd male called Alfie. We used to take him and the other dogs to the beach with us on family vacations. Oh, Alfie loved the ocean. Didn’t we all? My kids, they’d run into the water, splash around and make all sorts of noise. Sometimes they’d scream just like kids do when they’re overexcited. But Alfie didn’t understand that they were playing – he’d run down the beach, kicking up sand, and charge into the shallow water after them. He’d bite down on the arm of their t-shirt and pull on the sleeve. Or if they weren’t wearing a t-shirt he’d gently lock his jaws around their arm. He thought they were drowning you see. All he wanted to do was protect them, to pull them back onto the beach. Alfie was a good boy.”

      There was a sad smile on Shay’s face.

      “But Shay,” Mia said. Her hands were clasped together like she was praying. “Please, I appreciate your memories – we all have nice memories to hold onto but this isn’t a…”

      “Eda,” Shay said, turning her back on Mia. “Will you make sure he doesn’t go anywhere near the crops? Or the gardeners for that matter?”

      “Of course,” Eda said, nodding. “No problem.”

      “Consider the matter settled,” Shay said. “The dog can stay. I’m sure he’ll be a valuable member of our community.”

      Mia and the other women stood in stunned silence. But one look at Shay’s resolute expression must have told them that an appeal was useless. With a violent snort of disgust, Mia turned around and stormed back towards the entrance of Grand Central. Her companions were close behind her.

      Eda looked at Shay and smiled.

      “So it’s a boy?” she asked.

      “He’s a boy,” Shay said. “I’ve never liked people referring to an animal as ‘it’. They’re every bit as female or male as we are.”

      “Right,” Eda said.

      Shay walked over to the dog and crouched down beside him. There was a joyful and effortless smile on her face and Eda couldn’t remember ever seeing her look like that before.

      The dog stared back at Shay, its dark brown eyes both curious and unwavering.

      “Definitely a male,” she said, glancing up at Eda. “Have ever seen a female with balls that big?”

      Eda knelt down and had a look underneath. She giggled – she hadn’t even thought to check down there. Up until now the dog had been an ‘it’, probably because she hadn’t wanted to get too attached, just in case…

      “They’re massive,” Eda said. “How could I have missed those?”

      Shay got back to her feet. She nodded briefly at Linda and Lex who were silent spectators, lurking in the background. The expression on Shay’s face darkened, as if she’d been reminded of something unpleasant.

      Eda saw the veil close over the older woman’s eyes again.

      “I know you must be tired Eda,” Shay said. “But there’s something I need to talk to you about and it can’t wait. Do you mind coming with us to the Waldorf for a little talk?”

      Eda hesitated. All she wanted to do was take the dog back to the hotel. With any luck she’d sleep for a day or two without waking up in between. That was all she really wanted but after Shay had just spoken up for her in front of Mia, Eda felt like she was in no position to refuse the request.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked.

      Shay nodded. “C’mon. This won’t take long.”

      They walked back along 42nd Street, heading east on the familiar route towards the Waldorf. Linda and Lex kept a few paces behind Shay and Eda who led the way, maintaining an uncomfortable silence as they walked. The dog stayed close to Eda.

      It was late afternoon; the air was cool and the weather dry, at least for now.

      They reached the Waldorf and began the long, arduous journey upstairs to the thirty-fifth floor. Eda felt a strange tingling sensation in her body as she climbed the stairs and it was only now that she dared to enquire about the nature of this unexpected visit to the hotel.

      “So what is this anyway?” Eda asked, looking at Shay who was a few steps ahead of her. “What’s going on? This is kind of freaking me out to be honest.”

      “Nothing to worry about Eda,” Shay said, without stopping or turning around. “Nearly there.”

      By the time they reached the thirty-fifth floor Eda’s legs were numb with exhaustion. After the long walk back to the station, combined with the hike up the Waldorf stairs, she was in desperate need of a rest.

      Shay led the way down the corridor to the Presidential Suite. Lex and Linda took up the rear while Eda and the dog walked in between.

      “Have you ever been in here before?” Shay asked. She paused, her fingers resting on the door handle.

      “No,” Eda said. She was pretty sure that Shay knew fine well she’d never been in that fancy apartment before. Few people in the Complex had ever set foot inside the Waldorf, let alone Helen of Troy’s living space.

      Eda looked at the dog.

      “His feet are kind of wet,” she said. “So are mine.”

      Shay nodded. “Of course,” she said. “Don’t worry about any of that. I’ve yet to encounter a mess in my life that couldn’t be cleaned up somehow.”

      They walked into the Presidential Suite and Eda took a look around.

      It was a grand sight, especially in comparison to her meager living quarters back in the run-down Fitzpatrick. This was something else altogether – a three-bedroom, three-bath den of luxury that looked as if it had bypassed both the war and the wild years and remained blissfully trapped in the world before. There was a foyer, a living room with a large fireplace, kitchen, dining room and a master marble bathroom that was impeccably clean.

      “This is incredible,” Eda said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      She peered into the main bedroom – there was a massive king’s size bed tucked into the far corner with fresh, cream-colored sheets that didn’t have a wrinkle on them. Blue drapes hung from a large window beside the bed. The walls and ceiling were pale and spotless. This was Helen’s bedroom and Eda was well aware that it was here that the grinning man and all the others discovered that the curse was real. That thought alone was enough to make Eda turn around and step back into the hallway.

      “Where’s Helen?” she said, turning towards Shay who was standing in the hallway with the other two women. “Is she out exercising?”

      “Come back into the living room,” Shay said. “We’ll sit down and talk.”

      Eda felt a growing sense of unease stirring inside her. She followed Shay down the hallway and into a large room with a cream-colored couch with three fat cushions propped up on the backrest.

      “Sit down,” Shay said. “Please.”

      Eda didn’t like the tone of Shay’s voice. It was too formal, too polite.

      At Shay’s request, Linda and Lex left the room. They walked towards the kitchen, their long, lingering silence going with them like a shadow.

      The dog lay down on a flowery rug near the couch. He was soaking wet, his paws and legs especially, but Shay didn’t seem to care. Eda could only imagine what Mia would think if she could see the dog now, lying in the lap of luxury in the Waldorf Astoria.

      The old bitch’s head would explode.

      “What’s going on Shay?” Eda said. “Why did you bring me here?”

      The older woman sighed.

      “She’s gone,” Shay said.

      Eda frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      “Helen’s gone.”

      “Gone?” Eda said. “I don’t understand. Gone where?”

      Shay walked over and sat down on the couch beside Eda.

      “She ran away,” she said. “She was out in the park exercising with Lex and some of the warriors yesterday morning. She told them she had to pee and she went somewhere private. It’s happened before many times only this time she didn’t come back. And despite our best efforts we couldn’t find her. God knows we’ve tried but it’s obvious by now that she doesn’t want to be found. New York is big and empty – it’s an easy place to get lost in.”

      Eda leaned back in the couch. Now she knew why they’d brought her to the Waldorf.

      “I didn’t see her while I was out there,” she said. “You’re right, it’s empty out there. I didn’t see anyone apart from the dog.”

      “I know,” Shay said. “I’m sure you would have told me by now if you’d seen a young woman on your travels.”

      Eda bit down on her lip. She nodded slowly.

      “So why do you think she did it?” Eda asked. “Why would she just up and run away like that?”

      “It’s hard to know what’s going on inside another person’s head,” Shay said. “Helen was her usual cheerful self yesterday morning. There were no signs that she was planning to run away, at least not on the surface. To tell you the truth, I’m not angry with her – it’s hard to blame her after everything she’s been through.”

      Eda nodded in agreement.

      “Do you want me to go look for her?” she asked. “I know the city well enough and I can try and tap into her mindset. Try and figure out where she’d go.”

      She didn’t say it out loud but with the dog at her side, a one-woman search party sounded like quite the adventure. It was even better than being on lookout.

      Shay shook her head. “No,” she said. “That won’t be necessary.”

      Eda shrugged and felt a surge of disappointment shoot through her.

      “Then I’m not sure how I can help,” she said. “I definitely didn’t see anyone out there – no one at all, let alone the most beautiful woman in the world.”

      Shay smiled. She was staring at Eda, nodding slowly as if listening to some silent broadcast in the back of her mind.

      “Eda,” Shay said. “Have you still got all those books hidden away in the Fitzpatrick? Do you still read much?”

      “Mostly,” Eda said.

      “History,” Shay said. “That’s what you like reading isn’t it?”

      “I guess.”

      Shay let out a long, whistling sigh. She looked around the living room with a sad smile.

      “I wish some of the other women would take a leaf out of your book,” she said. “If we don’t learn from the past, how can we ever expect to build a better future?”

      “I like reading,” Eda said.

      “And you gain so much from it,” Shay said. “Reading not only expands your mind but it allows you to zoom out, to see the bigger picture from afar. And that’s so important. In that sense, it offers clarity. And when we have clarity, when we’ve put enough distance between ourselves and any historical event, we always see that throughout human history, individual sacrifice, no matter how hard it might appear, has contributed towards the greater good of humankind. Indeed, humankind might have been lost without the noble sacrifice of the few.”

      Eda could hear a chorus of alarm bells ringing in her head.

      “What’s going on Shay?” she said.

      There was a long pause.

      “We have a vacancy to fill,” Shay said. “I want you to become the new Helen of Troy.”

      Eda felt the room spinning around her. Even though she was sitting down, she grabbed a hold of the arm of the couch to stop herself from tipping over.

      “Helen of Troy?” she said. “Me? Are you serious Shay?”

      “Of course I’m serious,” Shay said. “Do you think I’d bring you all the way up here if I wasn’t?”

      “But me?” Eda said, leaping to her feet. She began to pace back and forth across the room. “I’m not beautiful like Helen of Troy. Isn’t that why men come here? To be with the most beautiful woman in the world?”

      Her hands were shaking.

      Shat stood up. “You have no idea how attractive you are to men because you haven’t been around them enough,” she said. “I know what men like and they’ll like you. And besides your natural beauty, we have people, we have the tools, the skills to make you even more appealing.”

      “I don’t want this,” Eda said. “No way. I can’t do it.”

      Shay stepped forward and took Eda’s hand in her own. Then she led the younger woman back to the couch and they sat down.

      “It’s not as frightening as it might seem at first,” Shay said. “In fact, it’s rather exciting when you think about it. It’s like an adventure.”

      Eda shook her head. “No.”

      “Of course it is,” Shay said. “You’ll live here in this suite like a queen. You’ll never have to work or fight – you’ll be taken good care of by all the other women who live in the hotel, whose sole purpose it is to look after you. You’ll be given time outside to exercise every single day. Whatever you want you can have it. We’ll bring all your books over from the Fitzpatrick and anything else you want us to collect. The dog can stay here with you too. You’ll have to give him a name. Any ideas?”

      Naming the dog was the last thing on Eda’s mind.

      “But I don’t want to stay here,” she said. “I…I like being the lookout – I’m good at it and it’s an important job.”

      “It’s not as important as being Helen of Troy,” Shay said. “There isn’t a position in the Complex that’s more important than that.”

      Eda ran a hand through her long brown hair. It was still damp.

      “But what would people say even if I did it?” she asked. “They’ll notice that I’m gone.”

      “We’ll make up a story,” Shay said. “Now I don’t mean this to sound cruel but no one out there in the Complex really needs Eda. Do you understand? Very few people in our community are irreplaceable in fact. And yet every single one of us needs Helen. We can’t hope to tempt men back to New York unless Helen of Troy is here waiting for them.”

      “Men.” Eda said. Her eyes drifted off into empty space. Sitting in that apartment, it felt like she was trapped inside a coffin, desperately trying to claw her way through the lid and back to the surface.

      She couldn’t breathe.

      “Men…”

      “Yes,” Shay said. “Men.”

      “If I’m Helen of Troy,” Eda said, “That means I’ll have to…”

      “Have intercourse?” Shay said. “Yes of course, that’s what Helen does.”

      Eda looked at Shay. There it was – that blank, stoic expression on the older woman’s face. Duty – that was all that mattered to Shay. Of course it was easy for her to be so cavalier about it because it wasn’t her body that was up for grabs.

      “I’ve never done it before,” Eda said in a quiet voice. “Never.”

      “It was the same with Helen,” Shay said. “Most of the younger women in the Complex haven’t done it either and as for the older ones, they – we – haven’t done it in a very long time. The urge just isn’t there anymore. It’s part of the curse.”

      “Shay,” Eda said.

      “Yes?”

      “Do I have a choice here?”

      Shay budged over on the couch and put an arm around Eda’s shoulder. Eda felt her insides go rigid at the touch.

      “I can’t order you to do anything,” Shay said. “I won’t order you either. You’re old enough to make up your own mind and of course, we’d never force anyone into taking on such an important task. It takes a special type of woman to do this. And if there’s a special man out there who can defy the curse, with any luck Helen of Troy will become a mother – she’ll give birth to the first child that’s been born in our world for a very long time. How incredible. Don’t you think?”

      “A mother?” Eda said.

      Shay stroked Eda’s damp hair, gently twirling it back and forth in her fingers like an affectionate parent with a child.

      “Everybody wants to be special,” Shay said. “Just like the people in your history books Eda. You can be one of those people. You’ll become a key figure in the story of human reconstruction. And who knows? Maybe someday when the new civilization is up and running we’ll start writing books again. And if so, who else but the great mother of our postwar society will appear on page one of the new history books?”

      Shay gently rocked back and forth with Eda in her arms, like she was trying to lull the young woman to sleep.

      “Doesn’t that sound wonderful?” she said.
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      Eda was grateful when they finally brought her books over to the Waldorf.

      Seeing the women carry those boxes into the apartment, it felt like old friends arriving. At least with her books lying around the place, the glossy interior of the Presidential Suite would bear some resemblance to the sloppier bliss that Eda had known in the Fitzpatrick.

      In her early days as Helen, Eda would sit around the suite in loose comfortable sportswear – baggy pants, old Nike t-shirts and sweaters that felt soft and brand new. She could wear whatever she wanted, as long as there were no men in town.

      She went out early in the mornings with Lex and two of the other warriors for daily exercise. These workouts consisted mostly of light jogging and some aerobics in an area of Central Park that was kept tidy so it could be used as a private gym. There were yoga exercises too, performed on mats, which apparently helped to reduce stress and aid fertility.

      Along with sticking to an exercise regime, Eda had to commit to Linda’s nutritional plan. Unlike the early starts with Lex in the park, this part of Eda’s new life was easy and even welcome. Linda was a wizard in the kitchen, using the crops provided by the gardeners – the finest of which were sent to the Waldorf – to create a variety of delicious meals. There were lots of hearty vegetable stews, as well as lavish, bulky salads and soups. With all the exercise and good food, Eda had never felt better, at least physically.

      The rest of it was hell. There was even a woman who’d once been a nurse who showed up daily to chart Eda’s body temperature – fertility awareness it was called. They had to know, as precisely as possible, when Eda was capable of conceiving a baby. It was invasive to say the least and Eda dreaded the sound of the nurse’s voice in the apartment every day, calling out to her in that cheerful tone, like baby planning and all that crap was the best thing ever.

      Most of all, Eda dreaded someone telling her that a man was in town. That was the big concern and it followed her around all day and night. On more than one occasion, she found herself wishing that America was already empty – that all the human males had died off and that was it, the end of people.

      It was better than thinking about having sex with one of them. Better than thinking about seeing the curse in action.

      “What if they’re all gone?” Eda asked, sitting at the dining table with Linda one morning. She was pushing her fork around a breakfast salad bowl while rays of sunlight poured into the room through the large, open windows. It was, so far at least, one of those rare sunny days that occasionally found its way to Manhattan like a long lost friend returning for a brief visit.

      “It’s possible though isn’t it?” Eda said. “That the men are gone.”

      Linda smiled but Eda saw through it right away. It was obvious that the chef didn’t believe for one second that America had run out of men.

      Neither did Eda.

      “It’s a possibility,” Linda said. “Anything’s possible I guess. We can’t know for sure but if they’re out there the ambassadors will find them sooner or later.”

      “How long since the grinning man showed up?” Eda asked. “And the bandits?”

      “Been a few weeks I think,” Linda said. “I’m not so good at counting the days anymore honey.”

      Eda nodded. “I hope the ambassadors don’t find anything,” she said, dropping her fork into a mound of green leafy vegetables. She looked up and felt her face turning bright red. It was the most honest thing she’d said since moving into the Waldorf. But it was perhaps a little too honest.

      “I’m sorry,” Eda said. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      Linda’s face was expressionless.

      “I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted the ambassadors dead,” she said. “Just between the two of us sweetie, if I was in your shoes, I’d probably be thinking the same things you are. You’d have to be crazy otherwise. The grinning man was a first class asshole and there’s been plenty more arrogant sons of bitches like him. I sure as hell wouldn’t want to go to bed with any of them.”

      Eda fell back into the stiff wooden chair. She closed her eyes and sighed.

      “Every time I hear footsteps in the corridor,” she said, “I think I’m going to be sick or pass out or something.”

      As she spoke, a large German Shepherd appeared at Eda’s side. Its black nose trembled as it sniffed towards the food on the table.

      Eda held up a finger.

      “No more food for you Frankie Boy,” she said. “You’ll get fat living the soft life everyday.”

      “I didn’t know you’d given him a name,” Linda said, reaching down and giving Frankie Boy a pat on the back.

      “Well I couldn’t keep calling him dog forever,” Eda said, wiping a little crust out of the dog’s brown eyes.

      “Handsome boy,” Linda said. “Look at this gorgeous clean coat. Looks like you’ve had a bath or two.”

      “I think he kind of likes getting in the bath,” Eda said. “Or maybe he just misses being out in the rain all the time.”

      “Yeah,” Linda said. Her face took on a serious look. “Just remember Eda, he’s taken to you well and all that but…”

      “But what?”

      “Well,” Linda said, shrugging almost as if she was embarrassed. “Remember he’s a wild animal at heart. He might act tame but he’s a big boy – he could do some real damage to a person if he wanted to.”

      “That’s why I like him,” Eda said.

      Linda laughed. “He goes out for walks right?”

      Eda nodded. “Lucia takes him out twice a day,” she said. “I’ve asked to do it myself but Shay won’t let me, even thought she told me I’m not a prisoner here.”

      “Shay’s a good woman,” Linda said, gathering up some of the empty dishes in the middle of the table. “She’s just looking out for you but also for the other women in the Complex. Those women can’t see you – they think you’re gone.”

      Eda nodded. “I never asked this before but…”

      “Spit it out honey,” Linda said.

      “Well,” Eda said. “It’s been a few weeks since I got here, right?”

      “Sure has,” Linda said.

      “I was just wondering,” Eda said. “What did Shay tell the rest of the women about me?”

      Linda’s fingers danced across the table like she was playing fast piano. The chef tended to get fidgety when she hadn’t had a smoke for a while. And for Linda, an hour was certainly a while. After breakfast, she’d no doubt head downstairs and outside onto the street for some cigarette and quiet time. It was a long way to go, especially with crappy lungs, but Linda was a committed smoker. The old world vices died hard for some.

      “I’m surprised you haven’t asked anyone that yet,” Linda said. “I’d be dying to know what Shay said about me if I went missing.”

      Eda shrugged. “Shay always looks so busy,” she said. “I didn’t want to bother her and I wasn’t sure that Lucia would even know because she doesn’t spend much time over at the station. So I thought I’d try asking you instead, when the time was right.”

      “Guess it’s only fair you should know,” Linda said.

      “Well?” Eda said.

      “Well we had a gathering inside Grand Central about a week after your disappearance,” Linda said. “Shay stood up and gave a pretty good speech – I’m telling you, that woman could have won an Oscar if she’d gone into acting before the war. Hollywood Shay – she almost convinced me. She pretty much told the women that you’d taken off overnight. That you’d just upped and ran away. No one looked that surprised to be honest. You’re still young Eda. They figured you’d gotten bored hanging around with all us oldies. A lot of the younger ones have run away from the Complex before so it wasn’t exactly a major shock. It’s just something that happens.”

      “Frankie did it,” Eda said.

      “Right,” Linda said. “Yeah, she was a lot like you – young, pretty and too goddamn curious for her own good. I hope she made it.”

      “Me too,” Eda said.

      She picked up her fork and started pushing the tomatoes and cucumbers from side to side.

      “Can I ask a question Linda?”

      “Shoot.”

      “If I wanted to walk out that door,” Eda said, pointing a thumb over her shoulder. “If I wanted to walk downstairs, leave the Complex and never come back, just like Frankie – am I free to do that?”

      “Oh Eda,” Linda said, laughing softly into the back of her hand. “What do you think’s going on here? You’re not a prisoner. Do you see any bars or chains around here? You’re as free as a bird honey.”

      Linda smiled. Then she stroked the back of Frankie’s ear gently and looked over at the front door.

      “Time I was heading out for a smoke,” she said. “I’ll clean up these dishes when I get back.”
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      It was Lucia who delivered the bad news.

      Helen of Troy’s cleaner was, on an ordinary day, a cheerful old woman. She never stopped smiling and was always singing some Spanish ditty or another as she worked her magic around the apartment first thing in the morning. Added to that, Lucia always walked with a carefree light step. She was remarkably energetic for someone who was at least in her late seventies.

      Not today.

      Today the old woman looked grim and heavy as she Eda down on the bed. With a painful-looking smile, she stroked her thumb over the younger woman’s cheek in a back and forth soothing motion.

      “I’m sorry baby,” she said in a croaky voice. “There’s a man in New York.”

      Eda burst into tears right away. This sudden outburst surprised her as much as it must have surprised Lucia. It had been a long time. Eda had never been much of a crier but today it felt like she couldn’t stop the waterworks.

      She didn’t want to either.

      The two women sat on the bed in silence with Eda resting her head on Lucia’s shoulder. Lucia stroked Eda’s brown hair gently and whispered soft Spanish words into the younger woman’s ear.

      “I know child,” Lucia said, after some time had passed. “Oh poor Eda, they shouldn’t have asked you to do this. It’s too much. What a burden for a young woman to carry on her shoulders, to have to see the curse in action.”

      Eda lifted her head up and wiped her eyes dry.

      “I’ll be alright in a while,” she said. “No more men – that was a dream too big I guess. Anyway, who is he? Who is this man?”

      Lucia made a loud, pig-like snorting noise.

      “An old man of course,” she said. “He’s been here just over a week.”

      “A week?” Eda said.

      “Yeah I know,” Lucia said. “But Shay puts them in a hotel until you know…”

      “Until I’m fertile,” Eda said, nodding her head. “No point in sending them over if there’s no chance of getting a baby out of it.”

      “That’s right child,” Lucia said. “It’s the way of the world.”

      “Do you know anything else about him?” Eda asked.

      Lucia shrugged. “One of the guards downstairs said he might have come up from Massachusetts or something like that. I don’t know for sure. There are always a lot of rumors swirling around town every time another man shows up at the door. Most of them are rubbish but people talk, right?”

      “What did he say about the curse?” Eda asked. “Shay asked him about it?”

      “Don’t know Eda,” Lucia said. “Really I don’t know. But if he’s like all the rest of them I wouldn’t hold out hope of any common sense coming out of his mouth.”

      “When’s he coming over here?”

      Lucia hesitated.

      “Today,” she said.

      He arrived at the Waldorf later that afternoon.

      As Eda’s assistants helped her get ready, they kept her up to speed with his progress. After his arrival, he’d spent some time on one of the lower floors with Zahra, the hypnotist, undergoing a half-hour session known as the relaxation ritual. After that, he’d been taken somewhere else to clean up a little and have some time to himself before heading up to the thirty-fifth floor.

      While the man was on his own, Zahra popped into the Presidential Suite to visit Eda.

      “Look at you!” Zahra said, walking into the apartment with wide eyes and a large grin that showed off a set of dazzling white teeth. “Oh my God, Eda! You look amazing.”

      Eda was standing beside the wooden bookcase on the far side of the living room. Two of her assistants, Gillian and Nicola, were putting the final touches to her makeup. For the occasion, they’d put Eda into a white dress with a bright red floral pattern on it. Eda hated the dress – it felt like she was wrapped up in alien skin. The two assistants had picked it out for her, completely ignoring her protests about how disgusting it was. Gillian and Nicola said the summery dress was a perfect compliment to Eda’s slim figure.

      In the end, Eda had given up trying to complain.

      Her long brown hair had been washed and hung loose over her shoulders. But the worst thing of all was the makeup they’d splattered all over her face – red lipstick, eyeliner and blusher. She’d seen pictures of clowns before and that’s what she felt like now – a clown in an ugly dress.

      They’d turned her into someone else.

      Helen of Troy.

      The clip-on earrings – two silver pearls – were also annoying the crap out of her as she fidgeted endlessly with them as Zahra stepped further into the living room.

      “You look incredible,” Zahra said. “Absolutely incredible. Oh wow.”

      Eda tried to smile but it wasn’t easy with the two women still working on her face with brushes that tickled and God knows what else. When they sprayed a little perfume on her neck Eda thought she would puke for sure.

      She looked across the room at Zahra, who was tall, dark and slim – the perfect Arab beauty of Middle Eastern fairy tales.  Although she was about ten years older than Eda, Zahra would have made a perfect Helen of Troy. She had the looks. She had a great personality. So why hadn’t Shay asked her to take on the role? Zahra looked like she could still bear children and on top of all that, she already lived in the Waldorf too – it’s not like she’d have to move far to get her stuff into the Presidential Suite.

      Maybe Shay had asked Zahra. And maybe Zahra had done the smart thing and said no. Hell no.

      “Where is he now?” Eda asked.

      “He’ll be here in a moment,” Zahra said. “Patience young lady.”

      “Did he do the relaxation ritual?” Eda asked

      “He sure did,” Zahra said. “This one’s not quite the arrogant asshole that the last one turned out to be. That’s my first impression anyhow.”

      “Why don’t I get a relaxation ritual?” Eda said. “Don’t I look scared enough or something?”

      “You’re not in danger,” Zahra said in a calm voice. “This guy is. He’s well aware of what happened to all the men who turned up here before he did. And while I appreciate that it’s your first time and that you must be nervous Eda, the curse isn’t a direct threat to your life. It kills men, remember?”

      “What do they get out of the ritual?” Eda said. “At least give me some clue as to what it’s all about.”

      “It just allows them to relax and become suggestible,” Zahra said. “I start by encouraging them, telling them that they’re going to sleep with the most beautiful woman in the world…”

      Eda shuddered.

      “…and that this will be the most pleasurable experience of their life,” Zahra said. “They become fully immersed because I’m promising them pleasure after years of hardship, pain and loneliness. They want this. Not only do they want the sex, they want the glory that comes with it. Becoming the father of the new world is a big deal. It doesn’t matter what or who they were before, this is their ticket to immortality. While I talk to them, the physical world shifts to the back of their mind along with the fear. Soon it’s like they’re under the spell of a drug. We concentrate on the high, the ecstasy of orgasm and the faith that yes, it still exists for us. With any luck, they come up here in a positive frame of mind. That’s about the best I can do for them. And for you.”

      Eda heard footsteps outside in the hallway. She heard Shay’s voice and another – a man’s voice. They were getting closer.

      “Kill me now,” she said.

      “You shouldn’t joke about death,” Zahra said. “I don’t think it’s appropriate right now.”

      “Who said I was joking?” Eda said.

      Zahra signaled to the two assistants beside Eda and nodded.

      “Our work’s done here ladies,” Zahra said. She pointed towards the spacious dining room behind them. “We don’t want the poor man to see all of us standing here together like this. That would be quite intimidating and it’s important that he stays relaxed. We’ll go hide in the bedroom and once the coast is clear we’ll sneak back out.”

      She winked at Eda.

      “Good luck,” Zahra said. “I have a strong feeling about this one.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Gillian said to Eda. “You look absolutely incredible.”

      She gave Eda a brief hug. The white and red flowery dress squeaked under the weight of the embrace. Nicola wished Eda luck too and then along with Zahra and Gillian, hurried out of the living room. Eda could hear the two assistants squealing with muted excitement as they ran off.

      “Lucky bastards,” Eda grumbled. “Don’t trip up on the way out.”

      She glanced at herself in the antique silver mirror. There was a stranger, covered in face paint, looking back at her.

      “What the hell are you supposed to be?” she said, screwing her face up.

      At that moment, the door clicked open and Eda spun around. She stood tall and barefoot on the carpet, trying to summon the joyful demeanor of a summer goddess.

      Shay’s head appeared through a narrow crack in the doorway. She looked at Eda and a huge smile appeared on her face. Her eyes were glowing. The young woman’s dramatic makeover obviously pleased her.

      She opened the door further and walked into the room.

      The man strolled in close behind her and his eyes lit up immediately when he saw Eda standing by the bookcase.

      “Helen,” Shay said, closing the door behind them. “May I present to you Mister George Mitford, from Virginia.”

      George Mitford stepped further into the living room. He was approximately in his mid-to-late sixties, a slightly overweight man whose large, leathery forehead glistened with a fine coat of sweat. Eda wondered if it was nerves or all those stairs in the Waldorf that were making him sweat so much.

      He was dressed in a faded dark raincoat, one that stretched all the way down to a pair of zipped black boots that looked freshly scrubbed.

      Mitford bowed slowly.

      “Ma’am,” he said. “It’s a great pleasure to meet you at last.”

      When he lifted his head again, Mitford’s eyes devoured every inch of the young woman he’d come so far to visit. His silver mustache twitched as he inhaled Eda’s perfume. There was a flicker of bewilderment on his face, like he couldn’t make sense of the foreign odor.

      “So it’s true,” he said, wiping a layer of sweat off his brow. “You really are the most beautiful woman in the world. I can honestly declare that this long, arduous journey was worth every single step, and I say that no matter what happens next. Yes ma’am, I didn’t think such feminine beauty existed anymore.”

      Eda forced out a smile. “Thank you,” she said.

      “You’re welcome,” Mitford said. He came closer, each step a loud clap of thunder. Eda noticed that the man’s hands, hanging at his sides, were trembling slightly.

      “What a sight this goddamn country is now,” Mitford said, looking back and forth between Eda and Shay. He tugged at the collar of the white shirt under his coat like it was choking him. “Dust and skeletons. That’s all that’s left out there now.”

      “I can only imagine,” Shay said. “Apart from the ambassadors, it’s been a long time since anyone in the Complex ventured outside of Manhattan.”

      “That’s about the smartest thing a person could do ma’am,” Mitford said. “Just stay put and keep safe. I’ve trekked the length and breadth of this this country and it’s like walking around Hell and finding that all the devils have deserted it. Well, most of them anyway. That goddamn war, I tell you. It took everything.”

      “Yes it did,” Shay said.

      Eda’s heart was racing. She couldn’t imagine being left alone in a room with this strange man, let alone having to get into bed with him.

      “I guess it’s up to us to do our duty,” Mitford said, looking at Eda. “When I heard about what you gals were doing here in New York, my heart filled all the way up with hope. I’m being truthful now. I never thought I’d see it – an organized attempt to get the human race up and running again. To rebuild. Well, I’ll be damned – maybe there’s a chance for us yet.”

      He wiped his forehead dry again.

      “This curse,” he said, looking at Eda. “I don’t know much about it and right now I don’t give much of a damn either to be honest. We must do our duty, at all costs.”

      “Right,” Eda said. “Duty.”

      She wondered if there was time to go to the bathroom and puke.

      “And now for a brief fertility blessing,” Shay said. She stepped into the center of the room and invited Eda towards her. Eda walked over slowly, taking Shay’s hand in her own. Shay then reached over with her other hand, took Mitford’s and placed it on top of Eda’s. Eda flinched. Mitford’s skin felt like a block of splintered wood. He was staring at Eda, still smiling but now that he was closer she could smell his hot breath blowing on her face. There was a hint of minty toothpaste on his breath and she wondered if someone had forced the old man to brush his teeth before coming up to the Presidential Suite.

      Mitford kept licking his lips.

      “Dear Universe,” Shay said, closing her eyes. “Dear Creator, Dear Mother, Father and everything else in Nature. You know our deep desire for a child. To be forgiven for the sins of our savage and selfish past. Please forgive us now. Please lift the curse and bless this union between man and woman. Bless Helen that she may conceive today and bring forth a child into the world and with that child we’ll begin to build a better future – a peaceful future. Hear this, our prayer oh Creator, oh Universe. Bless this coupling.”

      Shay opened her eyes.

      Eda pulled her hand away from Mitford and took a step back.

      “Well that was sure pretty,” Mitford said, looking at Shay. His teeth were on show every time he smiled; they were mostly crooked and yellowing. “You don’t hear nice words like that anymore. I never liked poetry much before but now, I appreciate it better I suppose.”

      “I understand,” Shay said.

      Mitford nodded. “Now before we go any further,” he said, “I’m going to have to take a piss – excuse me, I mean take a leak. You got somewhere back there that I can go?”

      Shay nodded.

      “Down the hallway,” she said. “On your left hand side.”

      “Thank you kindly ma’am,” Mitford said, walking away. He glanced at Eda once more and she heard him whoop quietly under his breath.

      “I’ll be damned,” he said.

      Shay turned towards Eda once he’d left the room. The courteous smile that had lingered on her face since she’d walked in with Mitford was gone.

      “Are you okay?” she asked. “How are you feeling?”

      Eda shook her head. “I’m terrified,” she said. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do here Shay.”

      “You’re not supposed to do anything,” Shay said, placing her hands on Eda’s shoulders. “Let him do all the work and I promise it’ll all be over soon. You don’t have to go out of your way to please him Eda. It’s obvious that he’s overjoyed just to be in the same room as you. And so he should be.”

      “Let’s just get it over with,” Eda said, wincing. “God I hope he doesn’t die on me…”

      “One last thing,” Shay said. She took her hands of Eda’s shoulders and leaned in closer, lowering her voice to a whisper. “You must remember that if things do go wrong in there it’ll be shocking. I’m sorry to say this but it’ll be the worst thing you ever saw and you must be ready to face it. We won’t be far away but brace yourself Eda. Be brave and stay calm. Do you trust me?”

      Eda nodded. “Yes.”

      “Good girl,” Shay said. “I’ll see you when it’s done.”

      Shay squeezed Eda on the arm and then walked out of the room. She closed the door quietly behind her.

      It wasn’t long before Mitford came back; it was almost like he’d been waiting for Shay to go before reappearing.

      “She’s gone then?” he said, looking around the living room.

      Eda took a deep breath.

      To hell with it.

      She walked over and grabbed Mitford by the hand. Without saying a word, she dragged him into the hallway and towards the bedroom.

      “Well I’ll be damned,” Mitford said, laughing out loud. “I always liked my gals with a bit of urgency about them. Know what I mean?”

      Eda pulled him into the bedroom and closed the door.

      They stood in front of one another at the foot of the massive bed. The drapes were drawn, extinguishing all natural light from the room. There was only the faint glow of candlelight left. Gillian told Eda earlier on that it was supposed to look romantic.

      “Take your clothes off,” Eda said.

      Mitford smiled and undressed like it was a race. As he clumsily pulled his coat and shirt off, Eda saw the man’s large belly flop forward, the reddish-pink skin rolled out in all its fleshy glory. He pulled his pants off as quickly as he could too, almost losing his balance and toppling over in the process.

      All the while, Mitford was breathing like he’d been running non-stop for days.

      Eda just stood there, looking at his thing. He was visibly aroused and it looked so ridiculous standing up that Eda almost burst out laughing.

      “Your turn,” Mitford said. He pointed at Eda’s summer dress.

      She took it off gladly. The assistants had also put a bra on her, as well as a set of black lace underwear. She got rid of them and threw them across the floor. Then she stood in front of Mitford, naked, trying to project confidence, hoping that the dim lighting would hide the shaking in her hands.

      Mitford whistled his approval as he looked her up and down. “My God,” he said. “I’ve died and gone to Heaven.”

      “Don’t joke about dying,” Eda said.

      How had she allowed herself to get talked into this? She should have been miles away on lookout duty. She should have been anywhere but here, masquerading as the most beautiful woman in the world.

      “You want to do some of that foreplay stuff?” Mitford said.

      Eda didn’t hesitate. “Let’s just get it over with,” she said. “Remember something George – this isn’t about anything other than you putting a baby inside me, okay?”

      It was her voice but it sounded like someone else talking.

      Mitford threw out a quick salute. “Yes ma’am. Whatever you say.”

      Eda went over to the bed and slipped under the covers. She lay flat on her back and squirmed when seconds later, Mitford and his enormous gut climbed on top of her. She closed her eyes and winced as he put his thing inside her right away. Mitford wasn’t wasting any time. He began thrusting back and forth like a crazed animal. Eda looked up and saw that his eyes were rolled back in his head and he was panting – it sounded like he was about to drop dead of exhaustion less than a minute in.

      The bed squeaked, like it was laughing hysterically.

      Eda took Shay’s advice and did nothing. She just lay there, silent, feeling the strange, invasive sensation of a man inside her.

      To hell with sex. Mother Nature could keep the damn thing. It hurt like hell and the pain was like nothing she’d ever felt before in her life. Mitford might as well have been taking a hacksaw to her insides the way he was going at it. The man was so far gone into the act that he looked like he was in a trance. He was a beast possessed by lust; he probably didn’t even know his name at that moment. His brain was at the mercy of primal instinct – keep thrusting, keep thrusting, keep thrusting.

      Mitford sped up, going back and forth while the bed, which had stopped laughing, now screamed like a frightened animal. His comical panting got louder and more intense with each thrust of the hips. Eda had never had sex before but instinctively she knew that this was it.

      All of a sudden, the physical pain subsided. A cold fear came creeping underneath her skin.

      The curse.

      She tensed up, bracing herself for the end.

      Mitford roared but it wasn’t a cry of pain. There was nothing but pleasure in the old man’s bright red, distorted face as he reached the end and shot his stuff into Eda’s body.

      “YES! OH FUCKING YES!” Mitford yelled.

      He slammed a fist into the bed and hit it over and over again.

      “YESSSSSS!”

      Eda was too stunned by the man’s reaction to fully register the myriad of sensations within her body. She could feel the heat inside her, but the pain that she’d felt throughout the act had diminished, at least for the moment.

      Mitford was still alive.

      Eda looked up at him, her eyes bulging wide open. There was sweat all over Mitford’s flabby body but still, he wasn’t screaming. He was okay.

      “Holy shit mister,” she said. “You just beat the curse.”

      Mitford looked down, still breathing heavy and red in the face. There was a proud, defiant look in the man’s eyes as he pounded a fist over his sweaty, glistening chest.

      “Yes ma’am,” he said. “I guess that makes me pretty damn special.”

      He laughed.

      “You didn’t feel any pain?” Eda asked. “Nothing at all?”

      Mitford’s boastful grin stretched further across his face. He was about to answer Eda’s question when there was a loud thud behind them.

      “What was that?” Eda said.

      Seconds later, the bedroom door burst open and a crowd of women charged into the bedroom. It was a stampede of humans and they were racing towards the bed.

      “What the…?” Mitford said, turning towards the door. There was a confused and frightened look on his face.

      Eda sat bolt upright, pulling her legs out from under Mitford’s body.

      “What the fuck?” she yelled.

      Shay was at the head of a group. They stormed into the bedroom in a fury and in those first few moments, Eda caught a glimpse of familiar faces everywhere – Lex, Linda, Gillian, Nicola and some of the warriors whose names she didn’t know. There were about twelve women in total and as they marched towards the bed, Eda saw the weapons in their hand – large, gleaming butcher knives, held aloft over their heads.

      Eda couldn’t scream. She was frozen stiff with terror.

      Mitford spun around as fast as his big body would allow. He held his hands up towards the crowd like he was surrendering.

      “I beat the curse!” he screamed. “I beat the…”

      The blades plunged into Mitford’s exposed back, chest, arms, legs and face. He screamed and tried to fight back but Lex punched him hard in the jaw. The force of the blow sent Mitford’s head rocking back like it had been dislodged from his neck.

      He fell face first onto the bed.

      Eda felt the hot blood spraying over her face as the pack of killers moved in for the finish. She screamed and leapt off the bed, falling onto the floor and crawling like a frightened animal towards the corner of the room.

      “Stop!” she yelled, sitting up and pushing her back against the wall. “STOP!”

      But the women kept stabbing Mitford. It was as if his every living breath was a personal insult. It was a shocking sight and yet Eda, for whatever reason, couldn’t take her eyes off it. Even with her hands over her ears, she could still hear the slicing noise of the blades cutting into his flesh.

      She thought it would never end.

      Eventually however, the brutal slaughter came to a halt.

      The killers stepped back from the bed. There was a strange moment of silence in which they all stared at the fresh corpse.

      “Let’s go,” Shay said, signaling to the others.

      The women moved fast, wrapping Mitford up in bed sheets freshly soaked in large, swelling patches of dark red.

      “Keep the blood off the floor,” Lex said. “Wrap him up tight. You know the drill ladies, c’mon.”

      Eda, bloody and naked, looked at the bedroom door. It was lying wide open.  Instinctively, she sprang to her feet and made a run for it. But then Shay was in front of her, grabbing Eda’s arms and pushing her back into the wall.

      “Eda,” Shay said. Her voice was calm – shockingly calm considering what had just happened. “Eda, listen to me. It’s over. You’re okay. You’re not in any danger I swear.”

      Someone – Eda didn’t even register who it was – came over and wrapped a fresh bed sheet over her naked body. She was shaking from head to toe. Shay kept an arm around her, guiding Eda out of the bedroom and back into the hallway. Before they left the bedroom however, Eda took one last look over her shoulder and she saw the bloody sheets that covered George Mitford.

      “No…” she whispered.

      Shay stood with Eda in the hallway, gently stroking her hair.

      “It’s alright,” the older woman said. She looked into Eda’s eyes and smiled reassuringly. “It’s alright.”

      “He beat the curse,” Eda said in a quiet, choked voice. “And you killed him.”

      “I told you to brace yourself,” Shay whispered. “Remember?”

      Behind her, Eda could hear Mitford’s body being wrapped up in the bedroom. There was a cold squelching noise as the damp bed sheets smothered the dead man’s remains.

      “Why?” Eda said, looking at Shay. “Tell me.”

      Shay rubbed a soothing hand over Eda’s back.

      “I can do better than tell you,” she said. “It’s time you came with us for a little walk Eda. There’s something you need to see.”
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      Eda felt numb.

      She was sitting on the couch, watching two warriors carry the bloody sheets with Mitford’s body wrapped up inside. They took it through the hallway and then out of the apartment but it would never be gone. Eda would be seeing that body bag in her dreams for a long time. And in the same dreams, she’d hear the fast slicing of the knives as they hacked at the dying man, over and over again.

      Eda took a sip from the glass of water in her hand. She couldn’t remember anyone giving her the drink but there it was. Linda was tucked up beside her on the couch, one arm wrapped around the young woman’s shoulder. Linda had stayed close to Eda after Mitford’s murder, helping her to get cleaned up, then dressed and finally escorting her back into the living room.

      “What do they do with it?” Eda asked, pointing to the body bag as it left the apartment. “With him.”

      “They’ll take it downstairs,” Linda said, not looking at anything except Eda. “It’ll get dropped into one of Lucia’s laundry carts and after that, wheeled over to the East River.”

      “The East River?” Eda said.

      “Yeah,” Linda said. “That’s the cemetery.”

      “Is the grinning man in there too?” Eda asked.

      Linda nodded like it was no big deal. “They’re all in there honey,” she said. “Every last one of them.”

      Shay came back into the living room as Linda and Eda were talking. She looked at Eda with a warm smile, as if reassuring a frightened child that all the monsters in her bedroom were gone and it was safe to go back to bed now.

      “Ready to go?” Shay said.

      “Go where?” Eda said, putting her glass down on the table.

      “The Roosevelt Hotel,” Shay said. “It’s not far from here.”

      “I know where it is,” Eda said. Her voice was hoarse and scratchy, like she had the beginnings of a cold coming on. “But why are we going there? You told me once that the Roosevelt was a dump, that it got wrecked during the war and the wild years. That it wasn’t safe.”

      “Yes I did,” Shay said. “Everything will make sense soon Eda. C’mon, let’s go for a walk.”

      Linda guided Eda gently back to her feet. Shay stepped forward and took over, locking an arm around Eda’s shoulder and leading the way towards the double doors that were still lying open.

      Shay glanced over her shoulder at Linda on the way out.

      “You’ll make sure everything’s cleaned up?” she said. “Won’t you?”

      “Of course,” Linda said. “It’ll be like nothing happened.”

      Eda almost laughed. Almost.

      In the hallway, Shay had a brief conversation with Lex while Eda stood off to the side, still in a daze. At the end of the conversation, Shay leaned over and whispered something in Lex’s ear, most of which Eda couldn’t make out.

      Four words she did overhear:

      Make sure they’re ready for us.

      Lex nodded and strode confidently towards the staircase. She opened the doors that led to the stairs and then she was gone.

      “Are you ready?” Shay said. “We’re taking the stairs too.”

      Eda lumbered forward. She hoped that her legs would hold up during the long walk to the lobby.

      They walked downstairs in silence for the most part. From there, they exited the Waldorf and walked to the Roosevelt Hotel, which took up an entire block on Madison Avenue between 45th and 46th Street.

      It wasn’t raining but Eda kept her hood up nonetheless. The fresh air helped to revive her a little and she was glad to be out of the Presidential Suite.

      They reached the 45th Street entrance to the Roosevelt about ten minutes after leaving the Waldorf. Eda didn’t know much about this hotel except that it looked dull and listless, an exhausted building waiting for a wrecking ball to come along and put it out of its misery.

      Shay led the way through the front door and into the lobby, which had soaring ceilings and marble columns. The first thing Eda noticed was that there was a lot of empty space inside the building – most of the furniture was gone, either stolen or destroyed years ago. Despite the apparent decay however, there was still a small hint of the Roosevelt’s luxurious past inside the lobby. A short row of antique vases was lined up against the wall, some standing, others lying on their side, broken around the edges. A huge, dusty chandelier hung from the ceiling. This had been an impressive place once. Eda was sure of it.

      Lex was waiting for them at the top of a small flight of stairs on the other end of the lobby. The steps led up to what looked like a small seated area with coffee tables and comfortable chairs.

      There was a flicker of movement behind Lex.

      “Are there people up there?” Eda said.

      “Let’s go take a look,” Shay said.

      As Eda got closer to the steps, she heard light footsteps on the carpet up there, followed by a muted shriek of excitement or two. These were strange, high-pitched noises that she didn’t recognize.

      “What’s going on?” she said, looking at Shay.

      “Nearly there,” Shay said, putting a hand on Eda’s back and guiding her forward.

      They climbed the staircase towards Lex. The chief warrior, with fierce eyes and a curved katana sword hanging at her waist, looked like the guard of an ancient citadel who was about to refuse them entry.

      “Hello Eda,” Lex said. Her voice was clear and deep.

      Eda stopped a few steps down from the top of the staircase. She nodded warily, still unable to see what was going on up there.

      “Lex,” she said. As she looked up she saw Mitford’s murder all over again in Lex’s eyes and flinched slightly, as if the cold had pinched her skin.

      “There are some people who want to meet you,” Lex said. “First things first though, you should brace yourself for a shock.”

      “Yes,” Shay said from behind. “Take a deep breath Eda. Go up when you’re ready.”

      Lex stood aside and Eda, with Shay tight at her back, reached the top of the staircase. She gasped out loud. There were about twenty or so women sitting around the tables and chairs, all looking at Eda with warm, welcoming expressions on their faces.

      And children.

      There were children playing at the women’s feet. Dozens of them, running around, smiling and laughing like they didn’t have a care in the world.

      “Oh my God,” Eda said, pushing down the hood of her rain cloak. She walked forward slowly, shaking her head.

      “It’s not possible,” she said.

      There were young children running or crawling across the floor on their bellies like big insects. Elsewhere a couple of babies slept, wrapped up tight in some of the women’s arms. The older kids were non-stop movement. As Eda edged closer, she watched them playing together in small groups on a thick pile of brightly patterned rugs covered in toys to create an impromptu play area.

      “Children,” Eda said. “I haven’t seen children in years.”

      She looked at Shay who was still standing close behind her. The older woman’s eyes were locked onto Eda’s and Eda could feel a scalding heat coming her way, burning through her head like hot lasers.

      “This can’t be happening,” Eda said. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “But it is happening,” Shay said. “Look at them. Your eyes aren’t deceiving you.”

      Eda looked at them again. The children were so small and fragile. The women watched their every move like hawks and when the excitable kids crawled off the play rugs, the women would jump off their seat, call out the child’s name and chase after them. They’d catch up with the runaway kid and wrap their arms around their little wriggling bodies, dragging them back to the designated play area.

      This act was repeated too many times to count.

      Eda noticed that some of the kids were playing in small groups. Others were content to sit by themselves, their attention focused on a toy of some kind – a truck, a doll or even an empty cardboard box. Others lay flat on their chests, drawing with colored crayons on blank sheets of paper.

      “Jane?” Eda said. She was looking at a blonde-haired woman sitting at one of the nearby coffee tables. “Is that you?”

      The woman waved over. “Hi Eda,” she said.

      Eda also recognized the dark-haired woman sitting beside Jane.

      “Tammy?”

      “Good to see you Eda!”

      There was a polite smile on Jane’s face as Eda approached the table with wide eyes. If  Eda’s memory worked right, Jane had been a gardener. She’d lived in the Grand Hyatt, one of the busier residential buildings in the Complex. Eda remembered Jane as a pretty, carefree young woman who was always laughing and smiling as she went about her work.

      “It’s so good to see you again Eda,” Jane said. Her eyes were still bright blue but when she smiled now there were more lines on her face. “You look great.”

      “You too,” Eda said. “You look well.”

      “You made it over here at last then?” Tammy said. “Congratulations.” She was bouncing a chubby young girl off her knees in a playful up and down rhythm. The kid looked like a giant beach ball with legs and she had the same blackish-brown colored hair as her mom.

      As Tammy smiled at Eda, the kid did likewise.

      Eda waved at the little girl.

      “You guys live here?” she said, looking at the two women. “But didn’t you…?”

      Eda quit in mid-sentence. She turned back to Shay.

      “Alright,” she said. “What’s going on? What is this place?”

      Shay strolled over and waved at the little ball-shaped kid bouncing on Tammy’s knees.

      “This won’t be easy for you to hear,” she said, leaning closer to Eda. “But you do need to hear it. Just remember this Eda – you’re not alone. All of the women sitting here went through exactly the same thing as you’re going through now. Look how happy they are.”

      Eda shrugged. “What are you talking about Shay?” she asked. “Just spit it out whatever it is. It feels like my head’s about to explode.”

      Shay jerked a thumb at the people gathered around them.

      “All of these women,” she said, “were once Helen of Troy.”

      Eda’s brow creased, confusion mounting alongside a sudden surge of anger.

      “What?” she said.

      “Up until now,” Shay said, “you thought there was only one Helen before you. In truth, there were many.”

      Eda looked back and forth across the room. Most of the women had taken their eyes off the hyperactive children for a moment. Now they were looking over at Eda, a sympathetic expression etched onto their faces. It was as if they understood the whirlwind of confusion spinning around in her mind at that moment.

      “Jane went missing,” Eda said. “It was a couple of years back, I remember it well. So did Tammy. And…”

      “All the women here went missing,” Shay said. “At least that’s what we tell the rest of the Complex – that they’ve run away out of the blue. Have you ever noticed that it’s always our youngest and most attractive women that disappear? The other women, they dismiss these vanishings as acts of reckless youth. Everyone knows that the lust for adventure is strong with young people, right?”

      Shay gently took a hold of Eda’s arm. She led Eda on a brief lap of the play area over towards a pretty young woman who was sitting at a table alone, slightly apart from the others. She had long black hair and at first glance, it looked like she was wearing a bed sheet with armholes.

      She welcomed Eda with a tired smile.

      “Eda,” Shay said, “this is Rachel.”

      “Hi,” Eda said.

      “Hello,” Rachel said, wiping her eyes. She looked like someone who just moments earlier had been on the verge of falling asleep.

      Shay looked at Eda with a knowing smile. “Well?” she said. “Do you recognize Rachel?”

      Eda looked at the young woman again and shook her head.

      “No,” she said. “Should I?”

      “She worked with the gardeners for a while,” Shay said. “In fact, I believe she used to help out your old pal, Mia the dog-hater.”

      Rachel laughed softly. “Oh how I miss that snooty old bitch,” she said. “She was a real slave-driver, nothing was ever good enough for her.”

      “Yeah I think I remember you now,” Eda said. “Weren’t you the young girl who went missing about six months ago? I think I remember Shay talking about you at one point.”

      “That’s me,” Rachel said. “Shay offered me a new job and I took it –that’s the way I saw it anyway, sort of like a promotion. Live in the Waldorf or put up with Mia’s bullshit in Grand Central. That’s a no brainer right there if you ask me.”

      “As you can see,” Shay said, “Rachel is young and very beautiful. When the previous Helen – Natasha – fell pregnant, Rachel was a natural choice to take over. Rachel was Helen directly before you took up the role Eda. She’s expecting, in case you hadn’t noticed under all those loose clothes she’s wearing.”

      Shay placed a hand on Rachel’s belly.

      “How are you feeling today?”

      Rachel shrugged.

      “I’m okay,” she said. “Apart from being a little tired here and there I’m fine.” She looked at Eda. “I had a short career as Helen – it was over before it began I guess. Damn shame, I liked living in the Waldorf too. But it’s not so bad – the girls here pamper me day and night, bringing me food and whatever I need whenever I need it. They’ve done everything but put me in bubble wrap like I was a china doll.”

      “That’s still to come,” Shay said, smiling. “Just you wait and see.”

      Eda scratched her head. “You were Helen before me?”

      “Yeah,” Rachel said. “I sure was.”

      Eda pointed to Rachel’s belly. Even under the baggy tent-like clothes she thought she could see a slight swelling poking out.

      “The grinning man?” Eda said. “He did that?”

      “Yes he did,” Shay said. “Turns out he had good reason to be confident after all.”

      One of the women came over and handed Eda a tall glass of water. Eda mumbled her thanks and drained the glass in one gulp.

      “Feeling better now?” Shay asked.

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Eda said, wiping her mouth dry. “I don’t get it Shay. You’ve got all these Helens hiding out in here and they’re either knocked up or they’re full-blown mothers. What the hell is this place?”

      “Let’s go sit down,” Shay said. “We’ll talk some more.”

      They went over to a vacant table.

      Eda sat down in a soft chair and leaned her back up against the wall. When she closed her eyes she saw the blood all over again. She saw the controlled fury in Shay’s eyes as the door to Helen’s bedroom was kicked open. And now, with all the kids laughing and playing on the floor around them, Mitford’s murder was starting to feel like a nightmare slipping to the back of Eda’s mind.

      But it happened. It did happen.

      “What’s going on Shay?” she said. “What is all this?”

      “The future,” Shay said. “This is a nursery and it’s where human civilization, which was nearly lost in the End War, will begin to grow again.”

      “But why did you kill Mitford like that?” Eda said. “What was that?”

      Shay looked around the room with a blank expression.

      “It might be hard for you to grasp at the moment Eda,” she said. “But there’s still evil in the world. It’s out there and I’m determined that these children will be raised in peace, far removed from the influence of the old world. You ask me what this is – this is what starting over looks like. You have to clean up the mess in an empty house before you start building a new home there.”

      “The curse is a lie,” Eda said, staring into empty space. “The ambassadors send men here not to breed, but to die. That’s what the Project is, right?”

      Shay’s eyes were cast down, fixed on hands that were clasped tightly together on the table. It looked like she was praying.

      “You’re too young to remember the End War,” she said. “But I’ll never forget the things I saw. And all of it driven by greed and bloodlust, which has always existed in the hearts of certain types of men.  It’s these men who come to New York looking for Helen. The world fell apart and there were no trials to punish them for starting a war. The war. What we’re doing, it’s justice.”

      “It looks like murder to me,” Eda said.

      “Justice,” Shay whispered. “Better late than never.”

      “You’re killing the existing male population off,” Eda said. “Luring them to New York and using Helen as bait. And with any luck, they put a baby in Helen before they get hacked to pieces. Jesus, you kill them and use their sperm to add to this nursery. I’ll admit, it’s one hell of a plan Shay but it’s still murder.”

      “You’re a smart girl Eda,” Shay said. “You’ve seen them. They come to New York like conquering heroes and that’s exactly how we want them to feel. They deny the curse, knowing that their bodies are working just fine. It makes them feel special. They think they’re different to all the other men. They feel like kings, like the chosen one. Is it any wonder, in a world where so few men are left, that so many of them still choose to come here? It’s because they want to feel alive again. To feel strong, to feel good about themselves.”

      Eda shook her head.

      “It’s a hell of a bait,” she said. “But it’s not the only reason you came up with the curse. Is it?”

      A smile emerged on the older woman’s face.

      “You are a clever girl Eda,” she said. “Go on then.”

      “The rest of the women in the Complex,” Eda said. “If there’s a curse then they don’t ask any questions when all these men disappear, right? The men die and it’s because of the curse. Tell me, are you ever going to tell them the truth about what you’re doing? About the Helens? About all these kids?”

      “Maybe,” Shay said. “But only when our children are older. And let’s be honest – by then will it matter? A lot of those women out there won’t be around to see it. They’re old and they’re happy the way they are. Why rattle their world at this point?”

      “There must be other children out there,” Eda said. “If there’s no curse, you know what I mean?”

      “I don’t worry about that,” Shay said. “There aren’t enough people out there for me to worry about it. Listen to me Eda – life is here. Growth is here. The future is here. This is a thriving community and unlike the rest of the human scraps out there we’re organized. This will endure. Eventually, when our children have grown up, they can venture out there and see if there’s anything left. They’ll carry the values of peace with them – values that were instilled right here in the Roosevelt. From there, we can build a new world. It’ll take a long time and I won’t be around to see it flourish but it’s enough just knowing that we’ll survive. What more can we do in such dreadful circumstances?”

      Eda glanced over at Rachel. The young mother-to-be had fallen asleep in her chair.

      “You make it sound so noble Shay,” she said. “And maybe it is, apart from the fact that you’re lying to everyone in the Complex. Killer orgasms, Jesus. I guess we’ll believe anything if we’re frightened or desperate enough.”

      Shay pointed towards the staircase. “There’s one more thing I want you to see,” she said.

      “What?” Eda said. “I’m not sure how much more I can take today.”

      She heard the sound of someone walking upstairs. At the same time, all the other Helens and even the children had gone quiet.

      “I think you should turn around and take a look,” Shay said. The way she said it, it was enough to persuade Eda to look over her shoulder.

      A young woman stood at the top of the stairs, carrying a sleeping infant in her arms.

      “Hello Eda.”

      Eda jumped up to her feet and clamped a hand over her mouth.

      “Frankie!”

      Eda couldn’t move for about five seconds. Her body was a mess of mixed signals. She didn’t know whether to be overjoyed or outraged at the woman standing in front of her. Then she ran to the stairs and threw her arms around her old friend, doing her best not to smother the sleeping child in the process.

      “Eda,” Frankie said, whispering in her ear. “Oh thank God. I’ve missed you so much.”

      Eda held onto her for a long time. She was too happy to cry and yet the tears came anyway. Now she knew what tears of joy were and what that felt like.

      Eventually she broke free and stepped back, her mind in a daze. Frankie looked exactly like she remembered. Her dull blonde hair was loose around the shoulders and her skin was still the same flawless shade of alabaster. She looked beautiful, but older somehow in a way that Eda couldn’t place.

      The little girl in her arms was a miniature replica of Frankie.

      “You didn’t run off then?” Eda said. “Jesus Frankie, you’ll never know what that did to me.”

      Frankie looked down at the floor, clearly embarrassed.

      “I’m sorry Eda. I begged Shay to let you know but it’s a pretty big secret, right? I guess you understand that now. As far as anyone in the Complex is aware there’s only ever been one Helen of Troy living in the big Waldorf castle. Shay couldn’t risk anyone else knowing.”

      “And you got pregnant,” Eda said. Her head was spinning. The fact that she was standing there talking to her long lost friend was incredible. And she had a kid too for God’s sake. “I can’t believe it Frankie – you’re a mother. You!”

      Frankie nodded.

      “It didn’t take long before I was knocked up,” she said. “It was the second man that I slept with – a real asshole, I was almost glad when they…”

      Eda lowered her voice. “Killed him?”

      Frankie looked at the sleeping child in her arms and shrugged.

      “Today was your first time then?” she asked Eda.

      Eda nodded. “First time for a lot of things,” she said. “But yeah, that too. I can still feel his blood on my skin. I think I can even smell it too.”

      Frankie rocked the sleeping child back and forth.

      “I hear you,” she said. “With any luck you conceived today and that’s it – you’ll never have to go through all that again. You’re fertile right? That means there’s a good chance. It won’t take too long for your body to tell you if there’s a baby growing in it. And hey, you know what the best thing is? If you get pregnant you’ll come and live here too – won’t that be great? We’ll get to spend all day together raising our kids side by side. Who would ever have thought it, huh?”

      Eda tried to smile.

      “You like it here?”

      Frankie laughed, a little too hard to sound convincing. “Yeah of course.”

      Eda’s hand fell to her belly. It was strange and terrifying to think there might already be a tiny seed of life growing inside her.

      “So now you know Eda,” Shay said, walking over to the two young women. “The rest of the women in the Complex would never understand what we’re doing here.”

      “Yeah,” Eda said.

      Frankie turned sideways on, showing off her daughter’s peaceful face as she slept. Eda reached over and stroked the girl’s soft hair. It felt like silk running through her fingers.

      “She’s gorgeous,” Eda said. “She looks just like you.”

      “It’s worth it,” Frankie said. “These kids we’re bringing up right here, they’re the future.”

      “That’s what everyone keeps telling me,” Eda said.

      “It’s decision time Eda,” Lex said, still standing at the top of the stairs like a giant guard. Her green eyes burned a hole through Eda from afar. “Are you with us?”

      “You have to make a choice.” Shay said. “Right here, right now. Will you remain among us as Helen of Troy and play your part in building a better tomorrow? Will you work with us towards creating a peaceful future? The price of true, lasting peace is always blood. Can you handle it Eda?”

      Eda exchanged tense looks with Frankie. Then she turned back to Shay.

      “What if I say no?”

      “Then you’re banished,” Shay said. “You take your chances out there in the desert with the rest of the human dirt. We need team players here in New York. You understand, I’m sure.”

      All eyes were on Eda.

      “Are you with us?” Frankie said, looking deep into Eda’s eyes.

      Eda sighed. “I’m with you,” she said in a quiet voice.

      Shay hurried forward and wrapped her arms around Eda in a tight, choke-like embrace. Lex’s gesture of approval consisted of a curt nod from the stairs. Elsewhere, the ex-Helens clapped their hands as if there was something to celebrate. Some of the older children clapped along with their mothers.

      After the applause had died down, Eda turned back to Frankie. She threw her arms around her old friend, burying her face in the warm skin of the woman’s neck.

      She whispered softly in Frankie’s ear.

      “I hope I’m not pregnant.”
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      It had been weeks since the killing of George Mitford.

      The murder itself had slipped into the dark corners of Eda’s mind. There were no nightmares, despite the horrific brutality of the act that she’d witnessed that day. Mitford’s bloody and terrified face, along with the high-pitched shrieking noises he’d made as he begged for his life, had stayed away from her dreams.

      A new horror had replaced the Mitford killing and it was a much more prolonged nightmare, something that Eda couldn’t wake up from, no matter how much she wanted to. It was her life as Helen of Troy. She was becoming numb to the routine – to the same things happening at the exact same time every day. Seeing the same faces all the time. In the morning, Eda would get up early and exercise with Lex in Central Park. After that, she’d come back to the hotel and eat whatever Linda had prepared for breakfast. For the rest of the day, her time was her own but the options were limited to say the least. When Frankie Boy came back from his morning walk with Lucia, Eda would curl up on the bed or on the couch with the dog and a book. Only lunch and dinner broke up the rest of that day’s monotony.

      Most of the time she wanted to go out, alone. But she knew what they’d say if she asked. Too risky. The other women in the Complex couldn’t see her and so on and so on.

      She was a prisoner.

      Eda’s heart would beat faster every time she heard footsteps in the hallway outside the apartment. But there had been no other men since Mitford, thank God.

      One of the things that drove her crazy was that some of the women in the Waldorf had started calling her Helen. They’d slipped it in there as a joke at first but it was a joke that grew into a habit and a habit that spread like a virus. Eda was having none of it. She wouldn’t respond to anyone until they called her by her real name. Even so, she could do nothing about it when they called her Helen whilst talking to each other. And they did.

      Has Helen had her lunch yet? Is Helen back from her workout? Put those books back in Helen’s room will you?

      Despite the struggles, there was one thing to celebrate. Eda wasn’t pregnant. As time passed, she became clear on one thing – she didn’t want to have a dead man’s baby inside her. In fact, she didn’t want to become pregnant at all. Not ever. While she’d been overjoyed to see Frankie alive and well in the Roosevelt, Eda didn’t want to end up like that, moving from one prison to another like all the other Helens.

      The Frankie she knew and loved was gone – it was a hard thing to accept but Eda had felt it strongly in the Roosevelt, standing beside her old friend. The old Frankie had been every bit as restless as Eda. She would have balked at the idea of being trapped in one place with a baby. Thinking back, Eda would recall how the two friends had often tramped the boundaries of the Complex together, peering towards the unknown and daring one another to trek further, to go explore the dangerous secrets of New York.

      And it had been Frankie’s plight, perhaps more than anything else, that had inspired Eda’s final decision.

      She was going to escape.

      Had to escape.

      She had to get out of New York before another man came along and put a baby inside her. But of course, Shay wasn’t just going to let Eda walk away from the Waldorf anytime soon. Eda was Helen, Helen was Eda and she would be until she became pregnant. It’s not like there was a clear-cut replacement waiting in the wings either – the younger, prettier women in Manhattan were already few and far between. It was hard to envision where the next Helen would come from and until that decision had to be made, Shay wasn’t about to let a perfectly good candidate walk away.

      So it was escape or nothing.

      That morning, Eda lay on the bed with Frankie Boy at her side. She’d just come back from a light run with Lex and it was still early in the morning. As Eda stroked the dog’s head gently, she listened as Lucia swept the floor elsewhere in the apartment. The old woman was singing a Spanish ballad to herself and the music was accompanied by the monotonous rhythm of the brush fibers stroking the wood as she cleaned.

      Eda waited. She knew Lucia would come to her sooner or later.

      She looked at Frankie Boy who was still sleepy. The dog opened his eyes and looked back at her.

      “I’ll ask her today,” Eda said. “I’m not putting it off anymore.”

      Frankie Boy’s black nose twitched. Then he closed his eyes again.

      Eda looked at the door, waiting for Lucia to poke her head through the gap. Her fingers clutched the soft bed sheets and she squeezed tight.

      “C’mon,” she said.

      When Lucia eventually showed up, brush still in hand, she was her usual cheerful self. She was whistling a new song now, the melody more upbeat than the mournful ballad of earlier.

      “Good morning child!” Lucia said. “How is the great and beautiful Helen of Troy today?”

      She walked over and kissed Eda on the head. Then she rubbed Frankie Boy’s back vigorously, the dog responding to this by rolling onto his back and exposing his underside to her. Lucia obliged with a quick belly rub.

      “And Linda always says to watch out because you’re a wild animal,” Lucia said, talking to Frankie Boy in a silly voice. “That you could turn on any one of us at any moment, huh? What does she know Frankie Boy? Huh? What does she know?”

      Nobody in the Complex had a bad word to say about Lucia. During her time as Helen, Eda had found out only a little snippet of information about the cleaner’s past. She knew that Lucia came from a large Mexican-American family and that she’d had nine children, as well as a husband and a small menagerie of pets before the war. Everyone she’d ever loved was gone, taken by the war or the wild years. Eda wanted to know more – to ask how Lucia had survived but of course it was a delicate subject. She felt intuitively that underneath all that surface laughter, the old woman was nursing a broken heart, one that would shatter into a thousand pieces if poked too harshly by the wrong questions.

      Lucia was about to start wiping down the surfaces in the bedroom when she looked at Eda. Her smile faded.

      “What’s the matter with you today child?” she asked, hurrying back over to the bed. “You look pale, almost dead. Have you got a fever or something?”

      She put a hand on Eda’s forehead.

      “You feel normal enough.”

      “I’m not sick,” Eda said. “At least not in that way.”

      Lucia sat down on the bed beside Eda. She wiped her hands on the white apron that she was wearing over her clothes. Afterwards, she looked at her hands and sighed.

      “My God,” she said. “I used to have such beautiful hands.”

      “What’s wrong with them?” Eda asked. She looked at Lucia’s hands, which were dark brown and heavily wrinkled.

      “They’re old,” Lucia said without missing a beat. “Never mind. What’s all this about child? What’s going on in that head of yours?”

      “I need to ask a favor,” Eda said. “It’s a big one. Real big.”

      “Of course,” Lucia said. “What do you want me to do?”

      Eda hesitated.

      “Help me get out of here,” she said.

      Lucia threw a sudden glance towards the door, as if somebody might be out in the hallway listening in on their conversation. But there was never anyone else in the apartment during cleanup time. Not even Linda.

      Lucia reached out and took Eda’s hands in her own. Behind them, Frankie Boy rolled over in the hope of getting another belly rub.

      “You’re having a bad day?” Lucia asked. “Right? You woke up feeling lousy, I get it. It happens.”

      Eda shook her head. “It’s more than just a bad day Lucia,” she said.

      She squeezed hard on the old woman’s hands. “I have to get out of here,” she said. “But I need your help to do it.”

      Lucia’s eyes widened. She shrank back a little.

      “You can’t be serious,” she said.

      Eda nodded. “Will you help me?” she said. “I can’t do this anymore. Living in fear, waiting for the next man to come along, knowing that he’s going to be murdered in cold blood and maybe when he’s still inside my body for God’s sake. This isn’t right what’s going on here Lucia. Please help me.”

      Lucia shook her head.

      “Oh Eda,” she said. “The only way out of the Waldorf is when you’re with child. You agreed to this, remember? What would Shay think if she could hear you now.”

      “Shay told me I wasn’t a prisoner,” Eda said. “But that’s not true is it? Otherwise I could just get up and walk out of here right now.”

      “Of course you’re not a prisoner,” Lucia said. “But…”

      “But what?”

      Lucia hesitated, like she’d changed her mind about what she wanted to say next.

      “Why do you want to escape from all this good easy living?” she said. “You have everything you’ll ever need here. They treat you like a queen and you should be enjoying every second of it while it lasts because you won’t be Helen of Troy forever.”

      “A queen?” Eda said. “This is a prison cell Lucia.”

      “Eda,” Lucia said, letting go of the younger woman’s hands. “I care for you very much dear child, but please don’t talk like this. It’s silly and dangerous. Don’t even think about this anymore, okay?”

      Eda shifted closer to the distressed-looking cleaner.

      “Look,” she said. “I’ve got an idea and no one will ever know you were involved. I promise.”

      But Lucia kept shaking her head.

      “Don’t do this to an old woman,” she said. “I’m begging you Eda, drop it now and we’ll just get on with our lives as normal. Please.”

      “You take the dirty sheets downstairs, right?” Eda said. “You’ve got that huge laundry cart stashed somewhere on the first floor – I’ve seen how big it is. I could fit inside easily.”

      “Eda…”

      “Listen to me please,” Eda said. “If I can get out of the apartment and run downstairs without being seen by the guards, you could wheel me to the back door in the laundry cart. Nobody would look twice at you pushing that thing around, right? Get me to the Lexington Avenue exit and I’ll do the rest. Nobody will ever know you helped me.”

      “I’ll know,” Lucia said. “Shay’s been good to me over the years and you’re asking me to stab her in the back.”

      “Shay’s using you,” Eda said. “She’s using every single one of you and no one sees it.”

      “What are you talking about?” Lucia asked.

      “Look,” Eda said. “ I don’t have time to go into it now but let’s just say that Shay’s utopian dreams aren’t as noble as she likes to make out okay? Now will you help me or not? I’m begging you for God’s sake Lucia.”

      “There are always guards on the first floor,” Lucia said. She was still shaking her head, as if denying this conversation was taking place. “Warriors – not anyone I’d want to mess with, even in my prime. You know the guards are always down there because Shay doesn’t want any of the other women in the Complex sniffing around here. You’ll be caught. I’ll be caught.”

      “You won’t,” Eda said. “Look, the apartment doors aren’t usually locked are they?”

      “Of course not,” Lucia said. “There’s no need to lock them. Nobody gets to the thirty-fifth floor unless they’re meant to be here. That’s what the guards are standing downstairs for.”

      “Right,” Eda said. “So I sneak out and run downstairs. I’m a fast runner, I can do it in good time and I’ll make sure the guards don’t see me. As long as I don’t bump into anyone on the stairs it’s a walk in the park. Right? All you have to do is park the laundry cart at the bottom of the stairs and wait for me and Frankie Boy to jump into it.”

      “Frankie Boy?” Lucia hissed.

      The dog tilted his head at the sound of his name.

      “You’re taking the dog with you?” Lucia said. “What are you trying to do to me? Get me killed?”

      Eda grabbed Lucia’s hands again and squeezed down.

      “He’ll be quiet,” she said. “I guarantee it. Please Lucia, don’t leave me in here like this. If I don’t go crazy first I swear to God I’m going to end up killing myself or something.”

      “Don’t say that,” Lucia said, looking both angry and hurt. “Don’t ever say that. One of my boys, Erik, he…”

      Lucia shook her head and fell silent.

      “I’m sorry,” Eda said.

      “I know child.”

      “I just mean that one way or another I’m getting out of here,” Eda said. “I’m not going to be Helen of Troy anymore. Not for them, not for anyone.”

      Lucia made a strange noise – a quiet, exasperated shriek that sounded like someone was letting the air out of her for a split second.

      “Nobody’s ever asked for anything like this of me before,” she said. “The other Helens were good girls who got on with the job. Querido Dios! I knew you were going to be trouble the first time I set eyes on you Eda. You’ve got that look in your eye, I’ve seen it before.”

      Lucia looked long and hard at Eda. It felt like a lifetime passed before the old woman spoke again.

      “I’ll push the cart to the back door,” she said. “After that Eda Becker, you’re on your own. And let me give you a friendly piece of advice – when you get out, don’t ever look back. Don’t ever come back because they’ll skin you alive for this. I feel like skinning you alive myself!”

      Eda threw her arms around Lucia and then she jumped off the bed and did a happy dance. Frankie Boy stood up on all fours and started to bark, his tail wagging furiously.

      Lucia’s eyes lit up.

      “You see?” she said. “What if he does that when he’s in the laundry cart?”

      Eda clicked her fingers until the dog piped down.

      “Quiet Frankie,” she said. “Now!”

      Frankie Boy stopped barking and lay down. His brown eyes were locked onto Eda.

      Lucia shook her head as if she was caught in an anxious trance.

      “Oh child,” she said. “Why?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Eda said, stroking Frankie Boy’s ear gently. The dog rolled over once again, looking for belly rubs.

      “He’ll be quiet,” she said. “I swear.”
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      The escape plan was simple.

      In terms of detail and preparation it wasn’t going to take much effort to get things moving. Eda had to get downstairs, jump in the laundry cart with Frankie Boy and after that, Lucia would push her through the hotel to the Lexington Avenue door. After that, Eda and Frankie Boy would get out of the cart and run like hell before ‘Helen’s’ absence was discovered. And in a building full of women whose lives revolved around Helen, it wouldn’t take long before someone noticed she was missing.

      It wasn’t complicated. But it required a lot of nerve on Eda and Lucia’s part –something that Lucia constantly referred to as ‘balls’.

      A couple of days before the planned departure, Eda began cramming supplies into her backpack. She went into the kitchen and took as much as she could – leftovers, fruit, vegetables – anything that fit comfortably into the bag but not too much that it would look like someone had stripped the apartment clean of food. She also took two large stainless steel water bottles out of the pantry and filled them up from the water tub.

      On her way back to the bedroom, Eda stopped by the bookcase and put a couple of books in the bag too. History books.

      As she packed the books, Eda saw herself running down Lexington Avenue, putting miles between herself and the Complex. She could feel the raindrops on her head again.

      It felt glorious.

      The following morning, Lucia walked into the apartment early as usual. She went into the bedroom where Eda was recovering after her workout and pressed her back up tight against the door as if she was trying to stop an intruder from breaking in. The old woman was breathing heavy, like she’d been working out alongside Eda in Central Park that morning.

      “Are you sure about this?” Lucia said. “You’ve only got one day left to change your mind child. I suggest you think this over again very carefully.”

      “Lucia,” Eda said, sitting up in bed. “It’s happening and for the millionth time, it’s going to be okay. If you keep your mouth shut after I’m gone you’ll be fine.”

      “I’m not thinking about me,” Lucia said. “I’m thinking about you Eda. You have no idea what’s out there do you? We’re all gathered here together in Manhattan for a reason – safety in numbers, survival and companionship. Have you thought about what your life’s going to be like once you’re out there?”

      “I’m thinking about tomorrow morning,” Eda said. “That’s all.”

      Lucia clasped her hands together and sighed. She might have been saying a silent prayer but her eyes were open and still focused on Eda.

      “Okay then,” Lucia said. “I tried but you’re a stubborn creature. It’s like talking to a brick wall except I’d get more sense out of one of those.”

      “Tomorrow then?” Eda said.

      “Tomorrow,” Lucia said, shaking her head sadly. She lowered her voice to a whisper and crept closer to the bed. “You’ve definitely got a day off from working out?”

      “Yeah,” Eda said. “Lex says I’ve earned it.”

      “Right then,” Lucia said. “I’ll knock three times on the door first thing. That’s my signal, telling you I’m on my way downstairs to get the cart. And I can do those stairs pretty fast for an old woman so you’d better get moving. When you’re about to leave the apartment, triple check that no one else is in the hallway. When you’re on the stairs, if you hear someone coming up, turn around and run back here as fast as you can. We can always try again later. Got it?”

      “Got it,” Eda said. “Thanks Lucia.”
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      The next morning Eda woke up early.

      She’d slept surprisingly well considering how nervous she’d been before going to bed for the last time as Helen of Troy. Pulling open the drapes, Eda looked out onto a dull and gray morning, one that was hovering on the brink of heavy rain.

      It was perfect.

      The tight knot in her stomach was gone. She felt light on her feet, lightheaded even; it was as if her body was spilling over with energy.

      As she’d done many times, Eda sat on the bed and visualized the journey out of New York. In her mind, she saw herself walking along that long, empty road, surrounded on either side by old cars and empty buildings. She could feel the rain on her face and it was cold.

      The vision felt so real that the nerves kicked in all over again.

      “You’ll be okay,” she said, opening her eyes and looking at Frankie Boy. “You’ll be fine. Nobody will see us.”

      Frankie Boy was fast asleep on a thick pile of blankets on the floor. When Eda spoke to him, he lifted his head briefly and then went back to sleep.

      Eda pulled her backpack out from under the bed. She checked the things she’d packed over the past couple of days, making sure that everything was still there. When she was satisfied, she slid the bag back under the bed, knowing that she’d check it at least another five times before Lucia finally knocked on the door.

      She went into the kitchen. There was a basin of cold water sitting in the sink and Eda scooped some of the icy liquid up, throwing a handful over her face to shake off any lingering grogginess. After that, she picked at a little leftover vegetable stew sitting on a tray on the countertop, eating slowly and mechanically. The food was cold and unappealing but it was no time to be fussy. She had to put something in her stomach ahead of the journey and as well as that, she didn’t know when she’d be eating again.

      When she’d had enough, Eda went back to the bedroom and got dressed. She dug deep in the closet and found her old clothes – Eda’s clothes – at the back. With a smile, she put on the khaki pants, a black sweater and wrapped the old maroon rain cloak around her, zipping it up tight to the neck. It had been a long time since she’d worn these clothes. Now that she had them on, Eda was beginning to feel like herself again.

      Frankie Boy jumped onto the bed, came over and licked Eda on the face.

      “Hey,” Eda said. “Remember me now? Do these clothes remind you of the day we met?”

      She patted Frankie Boy on the head, then dropped to her knees and grabbed the backpack from under the bed. She checked the contents once more and then threw the bag over her shoulder.

      “C’mon boy,” she said. “We’re all set. Let’s go stand at the door. Lucia will be here any minute now and I don’t want to be somewhere else when she knocks.”

      She walked towards the front door of the Presidential Suite. Frankie Boy followed close behind.

      Eda’s heart was racing as she stood in the living room waiting for Lucia to show up. She was leaning up against the double doors, fists clenched at her sides. Doubt after doubt crept into her mind. Doubt about the sanity of this undertaking. Doubt about Lucia – what if she didn’t show up?

      Frankie Boy sat next to Eda, mouth open and with his tongue hanging out.

      “C’mon Lucia,” Eda said, gently pounding on the door with the side of her fist. She needed to use the bathroom again but couldn’t leave the door in case the old woman showed up and she missed the signal.

      The bathroom.

      That was another thing Eda would have to get used to out there. No fancy bathroom anymore. No water pots for taking a shit in, no lid to cover up the nasty smell and definitely no assistants to come along and dispose of her waste in the East River.

      She wasn’t a queen anymore.

      “What if she’s had second thoughts?” Eda said, looking at Frankie Boy. She felt the hair on the back of her neck standing up. Lightheadedness washed over her. If this delay went on for much longer there was a good chance she might pass out on the floor.

      “What if Shay found out?” she said. “What if she got to Lucia? Do I run? Do we make a run for it now Frankie Boy?”

      Eda pictured Lucia in her hotel room further down the corridor, handcuffed to the sink and being grilled for details about their escape plan. In Eda’s mind, a terrified Lucia was begging Shay for mercy, blaming everything on that disobedient and ungrateful Helen of Troy, the little bitch who’d forced a frightened old woman into betraying the Complex.

      Eda leaned up against the wall.

      “Oh shit,” she said.

      It didn’t matter. She could make a run for it anyway. To hell with Lucia’s help. To hell with the laundry cart. She could do it – take her chances downstairs, try to slip past the guards and make a run for the back door.

      The dagger was in the front pocket of her bag, within easy reach.

      But you’re too scared to use it, remember?

      There was a noise outside in the corridor.

      Eda almost jumped out of her skin. She heard a door closing somewhere in the distance. It was a quiet noise, like whoever had closed the door was trying their best to be as discreet as possible.

      She heard light footsteps coming closer.

      Frankie Boy’s ears were up. He stood on all fours, staring at the door.

      Eda held up her hand. “Quiet Frankie Boy,” she said. “Remember our deal, okay?”

      The gentle knocking, when it came, was followed by a whisper on the other side of the door.

      “Eda.”

      “Lucia! Thank God.”

      Eda almost yanked the door off its hinges but that would surely have alerted everyone else on the thirty-fifth floor. Fortunately she managed to regain control of herself and taking a deep breath, she turned the handle and pulled the door open gently.

      Lucia was standing in the hallway. There was a blank expression on her face.

      “Okay,” Eda said, with a curt nod. “Twenty minutes. I’ll be down in twenty minutes. Just make sure the cart is easy to access from the stairs. Alright?”

      But Lucia shook her head.

      Without saying anything, the old woman walked through the gap in the doorway, past Eda and into the apartment. When she turned around, her brown skin looked pale yellow and there was a haunted look in her eyes.

      “Lucia!” Eda said. “Say something for God’s sake, you’re scaring me.”

      Lucia was staring at the floor.

      “Shay is coming over to see you,” she said.

      Eda’s jaw dropped.

      “Does she know?”

      “No,” Lucia said. “That’s not it.”

      “Well c’mon,” Eda said. She could feel a real panic rising up inside her now. Her forehead felt like it was burning up. “I’m getting out of here before she shows up. C’mon Lucia, what’s the matter with you? Is the laundry cart where it’s supposed to be?”

      Lucia shook her head.

      “I’m sorry Eda,” she said. “It’s off.”

      Eda felt like she was drowning.

      “What are you talking about?”

      Lucia’s gaze still lingered on the floor and it was annoying the hell out of Eda that the old woman wouldn’t look at her. Couldn’t look at her.

      “What is it?” Eda asked. “Spit it out for God’s sake!”

      “There’s a man,” Lucia said in a quiet voice. “There’s a man in town.”

      She might as well have slapped Eda in the face with a metal bat. As Eda stood there, the words sinking in, she could feel the hope suffocating inside her.

      “No,” she said. It was all she could say.

      “I have to go now,” Lucia said, walking past Eda towards the double doors. She stopped in the hallway and turned around. There was a sad smile on her face.

      “I’m so sorry child,” she said. “He’s been here a few days I think. It’s your fertile time now isn’t it? Damn it – we should have paid attention to your cycle. I know we haven’t seen a man in a long time but we should’ve been smarter, more aware – if only we’d done this a few days ago or…”

      Eda reached out and grabbed Lucia by the arm. It happened so suddenly that it was like watching someone else do it.

      Lucia yelped in pain. “Let go!”

      “This is happening,” Eda said. “We’re going to go now. We’re going to run downstairs together before everyone else gets up and moving around. Okay? I’ll wait on the second floor while you go down and wheel the cart to the stairs. Please Lucia, don’t give up on me.”

      Lucia managed to free herself from Eda’s grip.

      “It’s too late,” she said “Everyone is already up and about so you’d better get your mind right child. The others will be here soon to tell you the news and to help you get ready. Forget about escape Eda. All you can do now is make the best of the situation. Now I’ll be coming in soon to clean up before he gets here. Let’s just forget this ever happened, okay?”

      She walked away.

      Eda stood by the door, listening to the old woman’s feet tramping down the hallway floor. Lucia was walking towards the storage room where all the cleaning materials were kept.

      Eda turned around and walked back into the living room. Her eyes roamed the empty opulence of the Presidential Suite and she was too numb at that moment to hate it. It felt like Lucia had shut the cage door and Eda was still trapped inside.

      She managed to walk back to the bedroom where, after putting her bag under the bed, she sat down on the floor in a daze. Frankie Boy came in behind her and lay down on his blankets again.

      It wasn’t long before Eda heard the front door open and then Linda’s voice called out to her from the living room.

      “Eda!” she said. “Are you there?”

      Eda buried her face in her hands for a couple of seconds. Then she got up and walked into the living room, trying to add a fake spring to her step. Linda was there, along with Gillian and Nicola. They were all smiles this morning. Eda did her best to act surprised when Linda told her that a man was coming over to the hotel. If the women picked up on Eda’s sense of crushing disappointment, they didn’t show it.

      A few minutes later, Shay entered the apartment.

      “Good news,” she said, walking inside with a smile. “We’ve got one.”

      Eda nodded. “So I heard.”

      Shay looked at the other assistants and there was a flicker of disappointment in her eyes. Then it was gone again. “Of course,” she said. “Well it doesn’t matter who gets to tell you I suppose.”

      “Where is he now?” Eda said.

      “Downstairs with Zahra,” Shay said, “He’s about to take the relaxation ritual. Don’t worry Eda, you’ve got plenty of time to get dressed and polished up. Nicola and Gill are wizards at this – they’ll make you even more beautiful than last time.”

      Shay pointed to Eda’s stomach.

      “I’ve got a good feeling about this one,” she said.

      Eda turned away. She couldn’t look at them anymore or they’d see it in her eyes for sure.

      “Where did he come from?” she asked, pretending to wipe a spot of dust off the seat of the couch.

      “New York apparently,” Shay said. “The ambassadors had nothing to do with this one. He said he arrived in the city a short time ago.”

      Eda thought briefly about telling Shay outright that she didn’t want to do this anymore. That she wanted nothing to do with this man. But she couldn’t do it. Perhaps deep down, she dreaded the thought of hearing Shay telling her what she already knew.

      You cannot leave.

      As Shay and Eda talked, Nicola and Gillian were walking back into the living room with several outfits in hand. They laid the dresses on the couch and flattened them out for all to see. The two wardrobe assistants then scurried back and forth like insects, bringing out shoes, underwear, make-up and everything else they needed to turn Eda into Helen of Troy. Their work ethic was admirable – both Gillian and Nicola were in their late forties and they always looked so glamorous. They were the rare type of women who still used make-up on their faces on a daily basis. They only wore clothes that had been looted from designer stores or the most expensive apartments.

      And of course, they were a pair of brutal killers.

      “Pick your dress,” Nicola said, shooing Eda’s attention away from the window and towards the pile of clothes lying on the couch.

      Eda shrugged. She knew fine well it would be Nicola and Gillian picking the dress like they did last time. And with Shay in the building, she would no doubt get final approval.

      “Just pick something and put it on me,” Eda said. “I’m not in the mood to make any decisions.”

      In about forty minutes, Eda had been transformed into Helen of Troy.

      The two wardrobe assistants escorted her from the bedroom back into the living room. She stood alongside them like a fashion model, waiting for Shay to bring the man into the apartment.

      Eda turned towards the mirror and took in the reflection. Much to her surprise, she actually quite liked the dress that Gillian had chosen for her – a slick V-neck black evening dress that complimented her hourglass figure. The face paint was mercifully less thick this time around, although her lips were still too red.

      She looked towards the window again. How far away would she have been now? If only she’d jumped into that laundry cart yesterday.

      She turned back to face the door. As she did, she caught a glimpse of Frankie Boy trotting through the hallway.

      “What’s he still doing here?” she said. “I thought he was going out for a walk with Lucia. He can’t be here while…you know?”

      “Lucia got held up with the cleaning,” Nicola said, dusting down Eda’s dress at the back. “Maddie said she was going to do it but I think she’s feeling a bit sick today. Maybe she postponed it or called it off altogether. Don’t worry about it, we’ll lock him in the bathroom or something once you lovebirds go into the bedroom.”

      “Can’t someone else take it out?” Gillian said. “No offense Eda but that mutt stinks of serious filth. It’s a wild animal and it belongs outside.”

      Eda was about to respond when she heard Shay’s voice in the corridor. And a second voice, a male voice.

      “Stand with your back straight,” Gillian said, doing a final inspection of Eda. “You’re a pretty girl Eda but your posture is honest to God shocking sometimes. You’re more like the hunchback of Troy.”

      Nicola giggled. “That’s mean Gill.”

      Eda paid no attention to them. She was staring at the door, her eyes wide and unblinking. When it finally opened, Shay walked in with a serene smile on her face. The man followed, just a few paces behind.

      Eda gasped under her breath.

      It was the same man who’d been with the bandits that night. The one with the boyish features and curly black hair who’d killed Pike on 43rd Street after the mean old bandit had killed the two gardeners.

      He was back, standing there in the Presidential Suite of the Waldorf Astoria.

      He was wearing the same clothes that Eda remembered from that night – faded dark jeans and a brown jacket with military patches on the breast and running down both arms. His feet shifted uneasily on the floor. Either he had to use the bathroom or he was terrified. There was no recognition in his eyes when he first looked across the room at Eda – if he remembered her at all from their first encounter he was hiding it well.

      “Helen of Troy,” Shay said, “may I introduce David. David is from…?”

      “New Jersey,” David said. “Although after the war I traveled around with an Englishman for some time – that’s why my accent might sound a bit funny to you.”

      David looked at Eda. A shy smile crept across his face.

      “I’ve never seen such a beautiful woman,” he said, gesturing towards Eda. “It’s true what they say about you.”

      “Helen is the one,” Shay said, her face glowing with the pride of a mother looking at a newborn child. “It was always going to take someone special to persuade Mother Nature to lift the curse. To forgive us.”

      “Yes,” David said, nodding.

      Eda tried her best to smile.

      “Will you excuse us for a second please?” she said, looking at David. “I just need to talk to Shay about something – it’s kind of an embarrassing subject and…sorry it won’t take long, I promise.”

      David nodded. “Of course,” he said. “Uhh, where do you want me to go?”

      Eda turned to the two assistants who were still hovering like flies at her back.

      “Nicola, Gill,” she said, clicking her fingers just to annoy them. “Would you mind showing David around the apartment for a few moments. Perhaps he’d like to use the bathroom or maybe he’s hungry or thirsty. You’ll take care of him, won’t you?”

      The wardrobe assistants exchanged irritated looks.

      “Go on girls,” Shay said. “Do as she says.”

      After Gillian and Nicola had left the room with David, Shay approached Eda and took in her second makeover with a quiet round of applause.

      “You look stunning,” Shay said. “I’m not just saying this but you might actually be the prettiest Helen yet, I mean that. So what’s wrong? You’re nervous right? Well let me tell you, the second time is the hardest because you know what’s going to happen. But I promise Eda, it’ll get easier from here on in. All the Helens said it gets easier after the second time. And who knows? Today might be your day to conceive a child. Remember that when it gets tough in there.”

      Eda pointed a thumb over her shoulder.

      “Are you sure you want to kill that man?” she said. “He’s about the same age as me and that means he was only a boy during the war – a baby most likely. Does he really deserve to die for the crimes of older men?”

      “I’ve thought about that,” Shay said. “But he’s been out there with them. Unfortunately David now carries the same ignorance and blindness in his heart as they do. We can’t take the risk of letting him live – of letting their thoughts live through him.”

      Eda didn’t take her eyes off Shay.

      “Okay,” she said, nodding slowly. “I just wanted to make sure but there’s one more thing.”

      “What?” Shay asked.

      “I get to kill this one,” Eda said.

      A hint of suspicion flared up in Shay’s eyes.

      “Say that again please.”

      “Let me kill him,” Eda said.

      “Why?” Shay asked. “Why do you want to do it?”

      “Because I recognize him,” Eda said. “Don’t you?”

      Seeing Shay, the sharpest mind in the Complex, look as confused as she did in that moment was a rare thing indeed.

      It was beautiful.

      “What are you talking about Eda?” Shay said. “Do you know that man? Do I know him?”

      “I do,” Eda said. “He was with the bandits when they came here and tried to take over this place. He’s one of the survivors.”

      Shay’s eyes darkened with rage.

      “Are you serious?”

      “There’s more,” Eda said. “He’s the one who killed the two gardeners on 43rd Street that night. He would have killed me too if I hadn’t gotten away. Thank God he doesn’t recognize me in all this make-up. Listen Shay, I should have killed him that night for what he did, but I was too scared. I guess I froze. Well I’m not scared anymore. I want to be the one who does it. Call it delayed revenge if you will.”

      Shay stared at Eda in silence for a moment. Then slowly, she opened her rain cloak to reveal a faded-looking brown sheath hanging from her belt. She flicked open the sheath with her thumb and pulled out a large kitchen knife with a razor sharp blade.

      She extended the wooden handle towards Eda.

      “You make the first cut,” she said. “You’ve earned that much. We’ll be nearby. After you cut him, we’ll come in and finish it with you. We can share the revenge.”

      “Deal,” Eda said, smiling. “But I can’t use that knife – you keep it. I work better with my own weapons. I’ll use my dagger, like I should have done that night.”

      “As you wish,” Shay said, replacing her knife back in the sheath.

      “Will you get Lucia for me?” Eda said. She glanced over her shoulder, as if she’d heard distant voices getting closer. When no one walked into the living room she turned back to Shay. “The old woman has moved my stuff when she’s been cleaning the bedroom. It’s in there somewhere but I can’t find it.”

      “Just use my knife,” Shay asked. “What difference does it make?”

      “I need to be comfortable with this,” Eda said. She looked deep into Shay’s eyes as she spoke and didn’t blink. “It’s Eda, not Helen who’s going to kill this man. You understand? I don’t need my dagger, I want it.”

      Shay’s face was as hard as granite. Her eyes were dark and empty.

      “You’re absolutely sure?” she said to Eda. “It’s not easy to kill a man. And it’ll stay with you, long after we put the body in the river. I’m telling you now, everything about it will stay with you. It’ll haunt your dreams.”

      Eda nodded her head.

      “I killed a man once,” she said. “A long time ago. And I slept just fine.”
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      Eda breathed a sigh of relief as Shay closed the door behind her.

      With any luck, Shay would be gone for at least five minutes and maybe a little longer if Lucia wasn’t in her apartment. It wasn’t much but it was better than nothing.

      Eda spun around as David walked back into the living room a moment later. Gillian and Nicola must have gotten bored or maybe they’d felt uncomfortable spending time around a man they were about to murder. Either way, they’d sent him back alone.

      He looked around with a curious expression.

      “Is she gone?” he asked. “I thought I heard the door closing.”

      Eda knew the time for small talk was over. She hurried over and grabbed David by the wrists. The bewildered look on his face as she held onto him implied that he wasn’t sure if the rough stuff was part of the mating ritual or not. But then he looked at Eda and his expression turned grim, no doubt mirroring the look on her own face.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. “What’s wrong?”

      “We don’t have long,” Eda said, lowering her voice. “Look David, this isn’t what you think it is. They’re going to kill you.”

      David’s face turned chalk white. “What? They’re going to what?”

      “They’re going to kill you,” Eda said. There was no way of sugarcoating the bad news and even if she’d tried it would only have wasted more time. “They’re going to wait till we have sex and when it’s done - well, put it this way, you won’t be around long enough to find out whether you put a baby in me or not.”

      David took a couple of wobbly steps backwards, his hands up in the air as if he was calling for a timeout.

      “Why?” he said.

      “Shay’s killing them,” Eda said. “The men from the old world. Anyone who had a hand in the End War.”

      David’s face was a sickly gray color.

      “Men from the old world?” he said. “But I was only a child during the war. I lost my family, I lost everything…”

      “Keep your voice down,” Eda said. Her eyes darted back and forth across the apartment; she knew that somewhere nearby, the assassins were sharpening their knives.

      “I was only with the bandits a couple of weeks,” David said, doing his best to stay quiet while he pleaded his case. “I’m not one of them. Surely you can tell I’m not like they were. There were a couple of survivors after the battle and when they fled the city I chose not to go with them. I stayed here to regroup. Can’t you see? I’m not one of them and I’m not a man of the old world.”

      “It doesn’t matter anymore,” Eda said. “You’ve been out there amongst them. You’ve lived with them and maybe you even killed with them for all I know. You’re guilty as far as Shay’s concerned.”

      “That’s bullshit,” David said. His voice shook with fear.

      “We don’t have time to discuss it,” Eda said, glancing back towards the double doors. “You have to trust me on this. I know you’re not like the other bandits and I know you’re not an asshole but Shay doesn’t and that’s why they’re going to kill you. That’s all that matters right now.”

      “How do you know?” David said. There was a puzzled look on his face. “How do you know I’m not like the other bandits? Or that I’m not an asshole?”

      “We’ve met before,” Eda said.

      David squinted his eyes. It was like he was trying to peel back the make-up on Eda’s face and look straight through her.

      “What?”

      “You don’t remember me,” Eda said. “Do you?”

      He shook his head. “No,” he said. “But I can’t imagine how I’d ever forget someone like you.”

      “After the battle on 42nd Street,” Eda said, “you killed one of your own. A guy called Pike. He killed two women, remember now?”

      David leaned in closer. His eyes were bulging and his mouth hung open.

      “You?” he said. “The girl with the knife? That was you?”

      “Yep,” Eda said.

      “But you look so different…”

      “We don’t have time for this,” Eda said. “Look here’s the deal. Life as Helen of Troy isn’t all it’s cracked up to be so I’m working on a plan to get us out of here. Both of us. You probably saved my life that night and I figure I owe you one.”

      “Working on a plan?” David said. “How about this one? How about we open the door and start running the hell out of here right now?”

      Eda shook her head. “Because we wouldn’t get very far,” she said. “You’re surrounded. We’re surrounded.”

      “So what do we do?” David said.

      Eda was about to answer when she was cut off by the sound of footsteps in the corridor.

      “Shit,” she whispered. “Okay David, you’re going to have to trust me from here on in. Whatever you do, follow my lead and play along. We’ll have our chance to run the hell out of here, I promise.”

      David swallowed hard. He was about to say something when the door to the Presidential Suite swung open. Shay walked in, followed by an anxious-looking Lucia.

      “Are you two getting along?” Shay asked.

      “Of course,” Eda said, spinning around to face the two women. She was smiling.

      “Yes,” David said. Eda could still hear the trembling in that strange, foreign accent of his. “Helen of Troy is as charming as she is beautiful.”

      Eda laughed and gazed demurely at the floor.  She looked at David, then walked over to the two women and lowered her voice.

      “Shay,” she said, “would you mind keeping David company for a second? Lucia and I won’t be long.”

      Before Shay had a chance to answer, Eda turned around and giggled softly as she looked over at David.

      “It’s embarrassing,” she said. “Lucia is my cleaning lady and she’s moved my tray of scented candles. Now I can’t find them anywhere.”

      David nodded. He stood on the other side of the room like a block of stone with arms. “And they’re important to you?” he asked.

      Eda grinned. “I need them,” she said. “You know, for atmosphere and stuff.”

      “Do what you need to do,” David said. “I want you to be comfortable.”

      Eda noticed his hands were shaking at his sides. She hoped that if Shay saw it, and Shay didn’t miss much, that she’d put it down to nerves about the curse.

      “I just want this to be perfect,” Eda said. And with that she threw a stern look in Lucia’s direction. “Why do you keep moving my things and then not putting back where you found them? Haven’t we had this discussion a hundred times before?”

      Lucia’s jaw dropped.

      “I…”

      Shay walked over to David. “I guess the most beautiful woman in the world is allowed to have it whatever way she wants,” she said. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

      David flinched. It looked like he’d just brushed up against a row of jagged thorns.

      “Absolutely,” he said. His voice was flimsy and nervous. He looked at Eda like an animal from behind the bars of a cage, his eyes longing to be set free. “Take your time Helen, I’ll still be here when you get back.”

      Eda smiled. “I won’t be long,” she said. “C’mon Lucia, follow me – where the hell did you put my candles?”

      Eda took Lucia’s hand and dragged the old woman towards Helen’s bedroom. They didn’t talk until they were inside and the door was firmly shut behind them.

      Lucia still looked baffled.

      “What is this?” she said. “What was all that about with the candles? Did I miss something?”

      Eda marched over and leaned her head towards Lucia.

      “The plan goes ahead,” she whispered into the old woman’s ear. “That man out there is innocent. He saved my life the night the bandits came knocking at our door.”

      Lucia squinted her eyes. She took a step back.

      “Are you crazy child?” she said.

      “No I’m not crazy,” Eda said, still keeping her voice down. “To tell you the truth Lucia, sometimes – like right now – I feel like I’m the only sane person in New York. I’m leaving.”

      “I can’t help you Eda,” Lucia said. “We’ve talked about this already. I won’t. It’s too late.”

      There was a part of Eda that loved Lucia. She’d lost count of the number of times the old woman had sat down with her on the bed when Eda was feeling trapped in the Waldorf, and cheered her up with endless stories and songs from the past.

      But she had to forget all about that now.

      Eda grabbed Lucia by the shoulders and dug her fingers in deep. Lucia winced under the pressure and tried to shake Eda off.

      “Keep quiet,” Eda hissed.

      “Let go of me!” Lucia said. “Have you lost your mind?”

      “You’re going to help me,” Eda said. “Those crazy murdering bitches out there are about to stab an innocent man to death. He doesn’t deserve to die like that. You had sons before the war, didn’t you Lucia? For God’s sake, imagine it was one of your boys who showed up here thinking he was doing a good thing. How would you like it if Shay and all the rest of them hacked him to bits? Well?”

      “My boys are all dead,” Lucia said. “Don’t try and play mind games with me girl.”

      Eda nodded.

      “Okay then, she said. “How about this? I’m going to tell Shay that you came up with an escape plan for me. I’ll tell her it was all your idea – the laundry cart, escaping out the back door, everything! She knows that you had daughters of your own and I can tell a good story if I have to – why wouldn’t a sweet old woman feel sorry for a sad girl who felt trapped? And why wouldn’t she want to help that sad girl by offering to break her out?”

      Lucia’s eyes fixed on Eda with something close to hatred. That’s if the sweet old cleaner was even capable of such a feeling.

      “You little bitch,” she snapped. “Shay’s not stupid. She’ll never believe any of that nonsense.”

      Eda jerked a thumb towards the door.

      “Who do you think she’d prefer to believe?” she said. “Who does she need more around here? Helen of Troy or the cleaning lady? Even if she doesn’t believe me, she’ll never really know for sure. She’ll never be able to trust you again Lucia. Tell me, how long do you think you’d last out there if you got banished?”

      “After everything I’ve done for you,” Lucia whispered. Her eyes brimmed with tears.

      Eda felt a stabbing sensation of guilt in her heart. This was killing her but it was too late to stop now.

      “For God’s sake just help me,” Eda said. “Don’t let them butcher an innocent man in here today.”

      “It’s impossible,” Lucia said, running a hand through her frizzy gray hair. “Shay’s in there.”

      “There’s still time,” Eda said. She took her hands off Lucia and glanced at the bedroom door. If they took too long, Shay would start getting suspicious.

      “Look,” she said. “Here’s how it works. Linda told me that when there’s a man in here with Helen, all the killers gather in the bedroom on the opposite end of the apartment. As soon as they hear all the sex noises, that’s their cue to creep towards the living room. From there, they start edging towards this room. When the man’s finished, that’s when they storm in and butcher the poor bastard. You see Lucia? They’ve got a routine and we can take advantage of that.”

      “I don’t see how them having a routine makes any difference,” Lucia said.

      “It gives us a window of opportunity,” Eda said. “A small one but it’s better than nothing. David, Frankie Boy and me – we can sneak out of the apartment before the killers move from the other bedroom into the living room. As long as they don’t hear anything, you know, the sex noises, they’ll think we haven’t started yet and they’ll stay on the far side of the apartment.”

      “And what about the two warriors in the lobby?” Lucia asked. “If they see you…”

      “We stick to the original plan,” Eda said, cutting in. “After you leave here, you go straight down to the first floor and wheel the cart to the foot of the stairs. Make sure it’s the big one. Tuck it into the wall, don’t block the stairs or someone might move it. You take Frankie Boy with you too – if anyone asks you’re taking him for a walk. Me and David, we’ll be down as quick as we can, we’ll jump into the cart and you’ll push us to the back. You think you’ll be able to push it if there are three of us in there? It’s going to be heavy. Real heavy.”

      Lucia looked like she’d aged ten years in five minutes. But there was stubborn defiance in her eyes as she looked at Eda.

      “I’ve been working all my life,” she said. “You should have seen the things I did before, during and after the war. Don’t you worry about me Eda Becker. I can push a laundry cart from one side of the hotel to the other with ten people inside if I had to. I’m far from done yet in this world.”

      “So you’ll help me?” Eda said. This was it – they’d run out of time. It was now or never.

      Lucia stared up at the pale ceiling.

      “I had daughters as well as sons you know,” she said. “God rest their souls, all of them One of them was a lot like you Eda – a stubborn little smart-ass who wouldn’t take no for an answer. Okay then. I’ll do it for my Isabella who would have liked you and told me to help you. I’ll put the laundry cart at the bottom of the stairs. God help us.”

      “Thank you,” Eda said, almost crying with relief.

      It was back on.

      A few moments later, they were back in the living room. Shay and David were standing near the bookcase, not talking and pretending to look at books. Shay smiled at Eda and Lucia as they returned, although Eda detected a hint of impatience in her eyes.

      David’s face was chalk white. He looked like he was already dead.

      “Find what you were looking for?” Shay asked.

      “We got there eventually,” Eda said.

      “Sorry about that,” Lucia said, looking back and forth between Shay and David. “I’m old and I forget where I put things sometimes. Anyway, excuse me folks will you? I’ll go take Frankie Boy out for a walk and get him out of here. Come on you crazy dog. You want to go for a walk with Lucia?”

      The big German Shepherd rushed into the living room, his tail wagging furiously. Eda grabbed his leash off the hook next to the door and handed it to Lucia with a nod.

      “See you guys later.”

      Lucia returned the nod and left with Frankie Boy.

      “I think we’ve kept this poor man waiting long enough,” Shay said, stepping into the center of the room. “Shall we proceed with the fertility blessing?”

      “Of course,” Eda said.

      Shay brought the young man and woman together and spoke the words. Eda didn’t listen to a single one of them. She was imagining the forthcoming escape and the feel of the rain on her head all over again.

      The fertility blessing didn’t take long.

      “Good luck,” Shay said, her face glowing like a priestess who’d just conversed with the divine spirit. She walked to the door, glancing over her shoulder at Eda and David, who were still touching hands in the center of the room.

      “See you when it’s over,” Shay said. And then she closed the door gently behind her.

      Eda and David dropped hands as soon as she was gone. David was about to say something but Eda pressed a finger to her lips. She shook her head and pointed further inside the apartment. David seemed to understand – there were killers hiding somewhere inside the suite, and even if it seemed like they were alone, they weren’t.

      Eda took his hand again and they walked towards the bedroom. Once inside, she closed the door behind them. She made sure that it didn’t click fully shut though.

      “Helen,” David whispered. “I can’t stay here, not knowing what they’re…”

      “Don’t call me Helen,” Eda said. “My name’s Eda. And right now we have to wait for a few minutes. Let them clear the hallway outside – Shay will come back into the suite through one of the adjoining hotel rooms – it’s like a secret passage that means she doesn’t have to go through the front door. Let them all gather in the other side of the apartment. We’ve got to get the timing just right or we’re going to screw this up.”

      Eda sat down on the bed and took off her heels. Then she stood up and began to unzip the tight evening dress from the back.

      “What are you looking at?” she said, catching David’s eyes on her body. “Nothing’s going to happen. If it does, you’re dead. Remember?”

      David turned around and faced the door.

      But he couldn’t stand still for long. It was like he was standing barefoot on a carpet of hot coals.

      “What are we waiting for?” he said. “Please, I’m feeling very claustrophobic right now.”

      “I told you,” Eda said. “Timing. I have to be sure that Lucia’s had enough time to get downstairs and move the cart. Try not to freak out alright? As long as we’re quiet, Shay and the others will stay on the other side of the suite. Unless they mess with the routine of course…”

      David looked horrified. “What are you talking about?”

      “Nothing,” Eda said. “Forget it.”

      She threw the black dress on the bed and pulled out her sweater and khakis from the bedroom closet. She put them on and then wrapped the rain cloak over the top, zipping it up tight.

      “Second time lucky,” she said, looking down at her old clothes.

      Eda grabbed her backpack and fastened it over her shoulders. Then she picked up her boots and tucked them under her arm.

      “Take your shoes off,” she whispered over to David. “We’re going to have to sneak out as quietly as possible.”

      David did as he was told.

      Eda unzipped the backpack at the front and pulled out her dagger. She brushed her finger over the sharp blade and promised herself that she would never come back to the Presidential Suite. Whatever happened, her career as Helen of Troy was over.

      Eda pointed to the empty scabbard hanging off David’s belt. “Where’s your sword?” she asked.

      “Downstairs,” he said. “I wasn’t allowed to bring it up with me.”

      “But you kept your scabbard on?” Eda said.

      “It’s kind of hard to take off,” David said.

      Eda smiled. “I hope you’re a fast runner.”

      She tiptoed across the bedroom. Opening the door slowly, she peered towards the living room. The apartment appeared to be deserted.

      Eda turned and nodded at David, silently mouthing ‘let’s go’.

      They crept into the living room.

      As they approached the white double doors of the Presidential Suite, Eda felt the panic monster waking up inside her. A barrage of potential problems hit home like a sledgehammer – the most immediate being the thought that Shay had locked them into the apartment.

      It was a terrifying thought. If they were locked in, it was over.

      Eda’s forehead burned with endless streams of hot sweat. Her entire arm was trembling as she reached for the door handle.

      It turned freely.

      She almost cried out with relief as she pushed the door open and stepped out into the corridor with David close behind her.

      So long Helen of Troy.

      It was a small victory but it was far too early to get carried away.

      The corridor was empty, thank God. Eda closed the door over but made sure it didn’t click shut. As she started walking away, Eda could almost hear the group of assassins breathing from somewhere inside the apartment.

      How long before impatience forced them to abandon the routine and start moving towards the bedroom?

      They made slow progress down the corridor. Eda and David’s feet gently kissed the worn-out Waldorf carpet and yet their caution wasn’t enough to prevent the occasional squeak leaping out of the floorboards. It sounded like a warning alarm, like the hotel had betrayed their trust. When this happened Eda and David would halt their advance. Eda stared at the white walls, not daring to blink in case someone lurking behind those walls heard it. As they started walking again, Eda expected those big double doors behind her to suddenly swing open. Shay’s enraged voice would chase the runaways down the corridor, ordering them to ‘STOP’.

      And then all hell would break loose.

      Eventually Eda and David made it to the top of the staircase. It felt like they’d been creeping down the corridor for hours. It was another small victory. They even exchanged a brief smile with one another as they slipped their shoes back on.

      Eda looked down the first set of stairs. It was a long way down but at least she’d get to run. And as long as the staircase was empty they had a chance. Even if it wasn’t, there was no turning back now.

      Eda and David charged downstairs as fast as they could. They didn’t talk, they just ran all the way with only a brief stop halfway down to catch their breath. Eda’s arms and legs were burning but it wasn’t enough to make her slow down. Nothing was. Her heart was thrashing in her chest, exhilarated and terrified by the escape. She had to keep going. They could rest later, somewhere safe, somewhere far away from the confinement of the Complex.

      Her thoughts returned to the thirty-fifth floor. What was going on up there now? Had Shay and the others discovered the empty bedroom?

      Were they already on the stairs behind Eda and David?

      Eda turned the last corner of the staircase and she almost screamed with joy when she saw the laundry cart parked at the bottom step. As she raced downstairs towards the cart with David close behind, Lucia appeared as if she’d been waiting in the shadows all the time. An excited Frankie Boy walked on the leash at her side, his tail wagging as he tried to get closer to Eda.

      Lucia looked at the exhausted escapees. She pressed a finger to her lips.

      “There are two guards posted at the front door,” she said. “Lucky for us, it looks like they’re staying there instead of wandering around. They’re probably making sure that no one else gets into the building while there’s a man is here. C’mon you lot, get in the cart before I drop dead of a heart attack.”

      “Thank you Lucia,” Eda said. She leaned over and kissed the old woman on the cheek.

      “Get in!” Lucia hissed. “For God’s sake.”

      Eda grabbed a hold of Frankie Boy and with David’s help, they lifted him into the cart and lowered him onto a thick pile of bed sheets and pillowcases. The dog tried to climb back out immediately but fortunately he didn’t bark. Eda jumped into the cart to calm him down and Frankie Boy quickly settled.

      David looked at Lucia and then at the cart.

      “Will you be able to push this with all three of us inside?” he said.

      Lucia looked like she was about to slap him in the face.

      “Get in there,” she said. “We’ve been through this already. Listen to me sonny boy, I was pushing heavier weights than this way back when you were a tiny little itch in your daddy’s pants.”

      David nodded and climbed into the cart.

      It was a tight squeeze and they curled up inside as best they could. As the cart began to move, Eda grabbed a handful of bed sheets and towels and flung them over their heads, hiding them from view if anyone were to look in. Frankie didn’t like that. He wriggled back through the sheets towards the surface and scratched at the side of the cart.

      The dog began to whine gently.

      Eda grabbed a hold of him and buried her face in his coat.

      “Quiet Frankie Boy,” she whispered. “Please. There’s a good boy. We’ll be outside again in a second. You’ll feel the rain on your head and you can run as fast as you want, I promise.”

      Eda felt the strange sensation of movement as the wheels turned underneath them. Lucia was covering the ground quickly, no doubt desperate to get it over with.

      David lay curled up on the floor of the massive cart, his body as still as a corpse.

      Eda tried to resist the panic monster. It was still there whispering in her ear, telling her that Lucia had cracked under the pressure and that she wasn’t taking the runaways to the back door – instead she was wheeling them to the front door where the guards and Shay would be waiting with swords and handcuffs. It would be sweet revenge for Lucia after Eda had pushed her too hard in the apartment.

      No matter how much Eda resisted the voice, it wouldn’t go away.

      Frankie Boy let out another soft whine.

      “Shhh,” Eda said.

      Eventually the cart stopped.

      Eda’s fingers were wrapped around the handle of the dagger. She’d fight them to the end if she had to because she was never going back. That was never going to happen.

      Somebody pulled the sheets away to reveal the three escapees underneath. Eda looked up, knife in hand, and saw Lucia’s leathery brown face peering down into the cart. The old woman’s forehead was drenched in sweat.

      “Out,” Lucia said. “Quickly!”

      Eda stood up and with David’s help, lifted Frankie Boy out of the cart. They jumped out after the dog.

      Eda threw her arms around Lucia, kissing her on the cheek and forehead multiple times.

      “I’m sorry I was such a bitch to you upstairs,” she whispered into the old woman’s ear. “You’ve been good to me Lucia. You and your songs and stories are about the only one thing I’ll miss about all this.”

      Lucia cupped Eda’s face in her hands. “Good luck child.”

      Eda looked at her. As much as she wanted to get away, she hoped the old woman would get away with helping them. Eda didn’t want to think about the consequences of Lucia being caught.

      “Thank you Lucia,” she said.

      “Yes,” David said. “Thank you. I’ll never forget this.”

      Lucia’s hands slid down Eda’s face and dropped at her sides. She then turned back to the cart, grabbed the handles and turned towards the runaways one last time.

      “You don’t have time to thank me you idiots,” she said. “Run for your life. Go on! Get the hell out of New York and don’t ever come back because as sure as it’s going to rain outside today, they’ll be coming after you.”
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      Eda, David and Frankie Boy ran down Lexington Avenue as fast as they could. They didn’t look back, not once.

      Rain fell hard from a gloomy sky. The clouds were fat and puffy, lingering over New York like a supernatural fog. When Eda looked up that way, she had the strangest feeling that the fog was descending towards them.

      Frankie Boy barked as they ran. To Eda’s ears, it sounded like a cry of pure joy and she laughed out loud with him, sharing in the feeling of one who’d bolted from the jaws of a trap that had once seemed so final, into the arms of a second chance.

      The city stretched out for miles, opening up to the three runaways like a pair of welcoming arms. They ran past a liquor store, the wreckage of the old Marriot Hotel, countless restaurants and storefronts that the rats had taken over since the end of the wild years.

      Eda had seen all this in her dreams. She’d seen this journey down Lexington Avenue over and over again. Now it was here.

      “C’mon Frankie Boy,” she called out. She’d stopped laughing now, realizing that it was still far too early to celebrate. The dog had stopped to sniff something near the edge of the road.

      “Frankie Boy! Hurry up!”

      Eda turned around to go fetch the dog from the sidewalk. She saw something that stopped her dead.

      “They’re chasing us!” she called out to David.

      Eda’s blood ran cold and she strained her eyes, peering through the crashing rain for a better look at what was coming.

      She saw the towering figure of Lex and two other warriors, sprinting towards Eda as if their lives depended on it. A little further back, Eda could see the dim figure of Shay. She was running too but it was obvious that she was struggling to keep up with the impossible pace that Lex and the two warriors had set.

      Shay was running – that’s how badly she wanted to get Eda back. It wasn’t enough just to give orders to Lex and then to sit back and wait. She had to get involved.

      Eda watched them coming towards her, distorting the perfection of her dream. Behind Shay and the warriors, the Chrysler Building loomed large on the New York skyline like a futuristic space rocket waiting for take off.

      Four in total, at least for now. More warriors would be dispatched soon. It was that important – Helen of Troy had escaped after all.

      “C’mon!” David yelled over to her. “Keep running for God’s sake. We’ve got a lead on them.”

      He ran over to Eda’s side and stared down the road at the small posse coming after them.

      “Oh no,” he said.

      There was a look of terror in David’s eyes and he began to pull on Eda’s arm, dragging her away, tipping her slightly off-balance in an attempt to encourage her legs to start moving again.

      “Let’s go,” he said. “Eda! We can outrun them.”

      Eda’s head was spinning but she turned around and tried to run at David’s side like he wanted her to. She was a little faster than he was and quickly slipped into the lead but even then, with the cold air crashing against her face like an invisible wave, something didn’t feel right. Frankie Boy seemed to pick up on this too; he’d been running at the head of the pack just moments earlier but he’d stopped again and was staring intently down the street at their pursuers.

      Eda slowed to a stop and took a deep lungful of air. She turned around and with hands on hips, faced the direction they’d just come from. They’d made good ground in their initial dash from the hotel – the Waldorf was a mere speck in the distance.

      It had been a good effort but it was obvious to Eda now – running wasn’t the answer.

      “What are you doing?” David yelled, slowing down and coming over to her. “We’re nearly out of here.”

      “No,” Eda said, shaking her head. “We’re not.”

      As she stood there, waiting for them, Eda recalled a pocket-sized book of inspirational quotes that she’d taken from a bookshop in Times Square several years ago. It wasn’t her usual type of reading material but something had compelled her to pick it up. Now, as Eda stood under the cold rain, one of those quotes leapt out from the back of her mind.

      The best way out is always through.

      “Jesus!” David screamed. The power of the rain wasn’t enough to cover up the panic spilling into his voice. “Keep running! C’mon Eda!”

      “No,” Eda said again. She looked at David and shook her head sadly. “They think I belong to them and they’re just going to keep coming and coming. We can’t outrun Lex. And besides for God’s sake, I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “Are you thinking about fighting them?” David said. “These women are killers – you know that better than anyone. You know something else? Those bandits I came to New York with were no slouches in fighting department and those women destroyed them. You can’t win.”

      Eda walked over to Frankie Boy, knelt down and buried her head in his wet coat. The smell of dog and wet rain combined was beautiful. “It’s back to the old days boy,” Eda said, lifting her head up and looking into his chocolate brown eyes. “You’re on your own but I’m glad I got to know you. Real friendships are a rare thing.”

      She kissed him on the head and stood up straight.

      “Go!” Eda yelled, trying to shoo him away. “Run. Get out of here.”

      Frankie Boy didn’t budge.

      “Please,” Eda said. “Just go! I don’t want them to hurt you.”

      She looked over at David.

      “That goes for you too,” Eda said. “This isn’t your fight David. Why did you come back to the Complex anyway? Why didn’t you just take off after the battle?”

      “And go where?” David said, holding both arms out so that his body formed a cross shape. “I knew there were people here. I guess I didn’t want to go back out there into the desert alone. ’Cos that’s what it is out there Eda – it’s a desert and it’s fucking depressing.”

      “But you have to go back there,” Eda said. “And whatever you do David, don’t ever come back to New York.”

      Eda let the backpack slide off her shoulder. She unzipped it and pulled out the dagger.

      She pointed it at the four women in the distance.

      “If I can just get to Shay,” she said.

      David rushed over beside her. Streams of rainwater poured down his boyish face. His bottom lip trembled but he nodded like he finally understood what Eda had to do.

      “Well I’m not running either,” he said.

      Eda smiled and looked at him. She pointed to the empty scabbard hanging off his belt.

      “Bet you wish you had that sword now don’t you?”

      David looked down at the scabbard and smiled.

      “So what now?” he said, as they both stood there watching Lex and the warriors catch up with them. “We just stand here in the rain and wait to get killed?”

      “No,” Eda said, looking at David. “That’s the stupidest idea I ever heard. Why bother waiting?”

      With the dagger in hand, Eda charged down the road.

      She heard David yelling after her. She heard Frankie Boy barking too, all of these sounds merged with the gushing rain to form a single mosaic of chaotic background noise that she tried to blot out.

      Further down the street, Lex roared a deafening command and the two women running alongside her suddenly picked up the pace, sprinting at full speed, moving past Lex and towards Eda.

      Their samurai swords were drawn.

      Eda didn’t even think about slowing down. She was dead already in her mind and everything in between now and then was just a bonus. If anything, she ran harder, determined to show Lex and the warriors no fear just like the Viking berserkers that she’d read about in the history books.

      The best way out is always…

      Eda crashed into the nearest warrior at full speed. As she’d been running, she’d braced herself for impact, knowing full well that she wasn’t going to back out of a collision. But it still felt like jumping into the side of a giant tower block. Eda’s aggression took the warrior by surprise. The katana sword flew out of the woman’s hands and she fell backwards, landing badly on the road with a painful groan. Eda went down with her and for a moment it was a wild scramble to see who would recover first. But Eda was the quicker of the two. Almost as soon as she was down, she regained control and seconds later found herself climbing on top of the stunned warrior.

      In that moment, Eda Becker was herself again.

      She raised the dagger and held it high above her head. Time stopped. Even the rain seemed to have frozen in mid-air as if what was about to happen would do so outside the boundaries of reality. Eda couldn’t see the warrior underneath her anymore – the woman’s face was a blur and it was like there was a revolving gallery of images where her features were supposed to be. The images moved in reverse and flipped past quickly, going from the everyday sights that Eda had known in the Complex – Grand Central, the Fitzpatrick, then onto Shay, Lex and Frankie, and finally the pictures went all the way back to the wild years where her earliest memories lingered.

      The last thing she saw was the burned man trying to rape and murder Libby in that dark alley.

      Eda stabbed the warrior in a vicious frenzy of strikes. It was like the adrenaline surging through her had given her superpowers and she struck fast, faster than anyone else in the Complex could ever have believed she was capable of.

      The warrior screamed but it was the burned man’s voice that Eda heard.

      Or maybe it was George Mitford’s.

      She stood up and backed away from the dying warrior. The dagger was still locked in Eda’s hand and a steady waterfall of dark blood dripped from the blade onto her boots.

      Eda could hear Frankie Boy barking in the background.

      The warrior lay on her back, drowning in blood. Her fingers grasped at the myriad of fresh holes in her neck and upper body, trying to fix something that couldn’t be fixed. She let out a loud and wet choking noise, convulsed violently and then stopped.

      There was a fierce clanging at Eda’s back.

      She spun around and saw David wrestling with the second warrior. They were down on the wet road and David’s fingers were clamped tightly over the women’s wrist as he fought for control of her sword hand. With his other hand, he threw a series of wild punches at the woman’s face. After about ten blows in a row, one connected flush on her chin. The warrior’s head wobbled and David seized the opportunity by ripping the sword out of her grasp.

      He didn’t need to turn the weapon against its owner. The warrior had already blacked out and she lay still on the road with her arms stretched out at the sides.

      David leapt back to his feet with the sword in hand. He looked over and saw the dead warrior at Eda’s feet.

      His mouth hung open.

      “Oh Jesus,” he said.

      He was about to say something else but stopped. A finger pointed over Eda’s shoulder.

      “Look out!” he screamed.

      Eda turned around.

      Lex charged towards her, the tip of her sword pointing directly at Eda’s throat. There was a murderous rage burning in the chief warrior’s eyes. At that moment, it didn’t look like she was the slightest bit interested in bringing Eda back to the Waldorf alive to resume her career as Helen of Troy.

      David leapt forward with sword in hand, intercepting Lex before she could get to Eda.

      There was another loud clang as the two swords clashed. Lex advanced on David, swinging relentlessly and grunting with rage. She towered over the man by at least five inches. As she attacked with a level of skill that looked effortless, she pushed him backwards.

      David remained composed on the back foot, parrying and dodging Lex’s attack. He was obviously good with a sword but was good going to be enough against the best killer in the Complex?

      Eda glanced further down the street and saw Shay coming through the rain like a nightmare. She wasn’t running anymore. She was walking with a chilling confidence in her stride, as if certain beyond all doubt that she was going to reclaim Helen of Troy.

      Meanwhile David lunged at Lex, trying desperately to turn the sword fight around in his favor. But Lex dodged his every blow with ease. It was like she knew every move David was going to make before he did. With a neat step to the side, she threw a sharp knee that connected flush with his groin. David groaned and doubled over but somehow managed to stay on his feet. While he was bent over, Lex threw a vicious left uppercut that toppled the young man like a falling building. He writhed around in a fresh puddle of rainwater, clutching at his groin. Blood streamed from a deep gash beside his right eye.

      Lex stood over him.

      She took the hilt of the sword in both hands. Slowly, she raised the weapon over her head, the tip of the blade pointing at David’s heart.

      The warrior laughed.

      “Better late than never,” Lex said.

      Eda took advantage of this short delay. She charged at Lex from behind, slamming into her and wrapping her forearm around the warrior’s thick neck. Lex staggered forward under the impact but she managed to remain upright with Eda glued to her back in a piggyback position.

      As Lex fought to stay on two feet, Eda jerked back and forth, using both arms to try and sink the choke in deeper.

      It felt like she was trying to strangle an oak tree.

      Frankie Boy’s barking increased in volume and intensity. But Eda couldn’t see the dog anywhere. It was like he was invisible and she couldn’t help but worry that one of the other warriors might have gotten to him while she’d been on the ground.

      “Get off me you little bitch!” Lex yelled. “I’ll fucking kill you.”

      The two women grappled furiously with Lex still carrying Eda’s weight on her back. Eda’s dagger was locked in the fingers of her right hand but it was useless while both arms had committed to securing a chokehold. If she loosened her grip now in a bid to bring the dagger into play, the freakishly strong Lex would undoubtedly seize the opportunity to throw Eda off her back.

      It was a grueling stalemate, one that seemed to last forever.

      Soon, Eda’s arms were like two lead pipes attached to her body. The adrenaline was wearing off and exhaustion was setting in.

      Lex must have felt the younger woman start to fade. All of a sudden she dipped to her knees in a low squat, held it there for a second before springing upwards like a big cat leaping through the undergrowth at its prey. This sudden motion sent Eda hurtling over the warrior’s head and for a moment she was flying like a bird through the air.

      She landed on her back and the impact rattled her insides. As Eda lay there, fighting to regain her senses, she heard loud feet splashing through the puddles and coming over towards her. She yelped as someone grabbed her by the hair.

      There was an explosion of pain.

      “Let go!” Eda cried out, trying to unlock Lex’s grip on her hair.

      “You ungrateful little shit,” Lex said. “After everything we’ve done for you, this is how you thank us?”

      The chief warrior tugged harder and Eda felt like she was on the brink of being scalped. She screamed in agony and as Lex kept yanking on her hair she was forced back up onto her feet. Once she was upright, she saw the hateful look forming on Lex’s face. The warrior let go of Eda’s hair all of a sudden and her entire body snapped forward with a vicious punch that landed clean on Eda’s temple.

      Eda felt the lights go out for just a second. There was a flash of bright and beautiful colors dancing before her eyes.

      She felt her body slam off the ground as she dropped onto the road. When Eda looked up, there was a blurry shape towering over her. The image slowly cleared and it was Lex, stepping forward with both hands gripped around the handle of the samurai sword.

      She was smiling.

      “It was a good try Eda,” she said. “But it’s over now and I mean over. You’re a danger to everything we’re trying to build here. You’re not going back to the Waldorf – you belong in the East River. Don’t worry, we’ll put your boyfriend in with you.”

      At that point, Eda heard a voice yelling in the distance. It sounded like Shay.

      “No!” the voice yelled. “Lex, don’t kill her!”

      Lex glanced over her shoulder and shook her head.

      “Not this time Shay.”

      While the warrior was looking behind her, Eda twisted around so that she was lying on her front. Her fingers grasped at the road as she began to crawl down the rain-soaked street in a bid to get away.

      But she was like a slug in the rain.

      Lex stepped forward and pressed the flat of her boot on Eda’s back, pinning her tight onto the road.

      “So long kid,” she said. “You could have been one of the great ones.”

      Eda’s face dropped into a shallow puddle and she spat out a mouthful of rainwater. Then she closed her eyes and braced herself for the end. She’d fought them at least and even though it had never been about winning, Eda didn’t feel ready to die.

      Not yet.

      She waited. But the blade didn’t touch her.

      From where she lay face-first on the ground, Eda heard a faint gasping sound. It was enough to make her spin around and just in time to see something charging towards Lex – a lightning fast streak of black and brown that shot through the air, leaping over Eda like she was a hurdle on a track and crashing into the chief warrior, throwing her off her feet and onto the street where she landed badly.

      Eda managed to lift her head slowly off the ground. Before she saw anything, she heard Frankie Boy snarling and growling, sounding at last every bit like the wild animal that Linda always feared he was. She saw Lex’s sword lying on the road just a few feet by her side. Then she lifted her head further and caught up with the action. Frankie Boy’s assault on the warrior was vicious and blurry. His jaws lunged and snapped at Lex’s face over and over again. When he wasn’t going for the face, his sharp teeth ravaged the hands that Lex held up to defend her face.

      This wasn’t a warning attack. Frankie Boy was trying to kill her.

      Eda heard both Shay and David shouting from afar. She couldn’t make out what either one of them was saying. One thing Eda did understand though – she had to get a hold of Lex’s sword before Shay did.

      With a yelp of pain, she pushed herself onto two unsteady feet. A sharp knot twisted in her side and she felt a stream of hot blood run down the side of her mouth. Eda tasted it and then wiped her lips dry.

      Shay was about fifteen feet away from the sword. She was racing towards the weapon with remarkable speed for an older woman. Her face was one big giant grimace. But Eda, although hurt, was much closer. She bent down and after fumbling around for a second like a blind person, she locked her fingers around the hilt.

      She straightened up and pointed the blade at the advancing Shay.

      “Too late,” Eda said.

      Shay stopped dead. Her face shriveled up with a look of crushing disappointment.

      David picked up the sword that belonged to the warrior that Eda had killed.

      As she stood there, Eda glanced over Shay’s shoulder and strained her eyes towards the horizon. There were more warriors racing down Lexington. No doubt Linda or someone else back at the Waldorf had rallied the troops and now here they were, coming to aid the recovery effort, to reclaim Helen of Troy for the Complex or at the very least to make sure Eda Becker ended up in the East River.

      “Get it off me!” Lex screamed. “Get this fucking monster off me!”

      The warrior’s face was a mask of blood. Her shredded hands threw a barrage of defiant punches at Frankie Boy’s head but it seemed like the dog had a brick for a skull. He was impervious to Lex’s blows and he continued to snap his jaws and open her up a piece at a time. Eda felt luckier than ever now that he’d chosen to befriend her that day on West 42nd Street.

      “Call him off,” Shay said, looking at Eda. Her voice was desperate. “Eda. Please! He’ll listen to you if you call him.”

      Eda left the older woman hanging for a second.

      “Why should I?”

      Shay stood there, helpless and pleading with her eyes.

      “Please,” she said. “We’ll talk about this but right now get him off before he kills her.”

      Eda nodded slowly. She turned to her left.

      “Frankie Boy!” she yelled. “Frankie!” She walked over towards the struggle, clapping her hands loudly.

      “Enough!”

      But Frankie Boy ignored her. He had a fierce grip on Lex’s forearm and he was shaking his head back and forth, as if trying to pull it clean off her body.

      Eda dropped her sword at David’s feet. She hurried over and taking a deep breath, reached down for for Frankie Boy. She wrapped an arm around his neck and gripped his underside, making sure her face was out of biting range.

      “Don’t bite me boy,” she said. “C’mon let’s go.”

      She pulled the dog off the bloody and battered Lex.

      But Frankie Boy struggled and came back in, lunging at Lex’s neck once more, perhaps sensing it was his last chance to finish her. But Eda secured her hold on him again and pulled him out of range. His jaws connected with thin air.

      Eda looked down at the dog. His mouth and teeth were stained red. His tail was stiff and pointing up at the grey sky.

      He looked happy.

      “Take him,” she said to David.

      David looked worried. “What?” he said.

      “Take him,” Eda said, bringing Frankie Boy over. “He won’t hurt you. It’s just for a second while he calms down.”

      David lowered the two swords he was carrying onto the road. He knelt down beside the big German Shepherd and tentatively took over from Eda, wrapping his arms around the dog.

      “Easy boy,” David said, his voice trembling. “Take it easy.”

      Eda picked up one of the swords. Then, looking at Shay, she strode over to Lex and pulled her by the hair until the chief warrior was up on her knees. Lex gasped but she didn’t have the strength left to protest further.

      “Does that hurt?” Eda whispered in Lex’s ear.

      She pressed the blade against Lex’s throat.

      At the same time, David tentatively uncoiled his arms from around Frankie Boy’s middle. The dog lay down on the road, licking its bloody lips, and seemingly uninterested in going after Lex again.

      David picked up the two remaining swords and staggered forward, pointing the weapons at Shay who surveyed the situation with a blank expression.

      “Congratulations,” Shay said, lowering the hood of her red rain cloak. She lifted her face towards the rain. “You fought well.”

      “Thanks,” David said, edging closer to her.

      “What a pity it wasn’t enough,” Shay said. She turned around and jerked a thumb at the pack of warriors in the distance. “As you can see, the cavalry is coming. And you can’t beat them all, not even with the ferocious Frankie Boy at your side.”

      She looked over at Eda.

      “You belong here with us,” Shay said.

      Eda pressed the blade tighter against Lex’s throat.

      “Didn’t you say in the Roosevelt that you’d banish me if I refused to be Helen of Troy?” she said. “Well I refuse.”

      Shay cackled with laughter.

      “It’s too late to refuse,” she said. “You made the decision to become Helen and there’s no going back once you’ve said yes. You don’t leave the Waldorf until there’s a baby growing inside you. You’re being selfish Eda. Think about it – that’s one more life, a great man or woman to incorporate into our future society. Have you forgotten why we’re doing this? We’re doing this to save our species and all you can do is think about yourself.”

      “Why are you still pretending?” Eda said. “Why are you still making out that this – all this – is about the glory of rebuilding the human race? That’s bullshit. I know you Shay and I know what the real goal is here for you.”

      “What are you talking about?” Shay said. “This is…”

      “Knock it off for God’s sake,” Eda said, cutting in. “I’m not stupid or blind Shay. I was there. I saw the look in your eyes when you stuck the knife in Mitford’s back. My God, I’ve never seen you look so alive. Never. Now compare that to when you were looking at those kids in the Roosevelt – at your future utopia. The great dream! You know what I saw then? Nothing. If anything Shay, you looked bored.”

      Shay’s eyes lit up. “Eda…”

      “Murder,” Eda said. “Simple old fashioned murder. That’s what Shay’s Project is all about. You’re using all of us – the gardeners, the warriors, all the Helens – to run one big giant factory of revenge that serves no one but you. Right? You lost your family in the war – your husband, kids, your dogs and all those nice vacations at the beach. Gone. The war took everything from you and you’re angry about it. You’re so angry that when you survived, you dedicated the rest of your life to getting revenge on those responsible. You can’t kill all those men by yourself though right? So you built the Complex to do it for you. Don’t pretend that this place is about life Shay – that’s an insult to all the ambassadors and warriors that died for you. The Complex is all about death and revenge. Your revenge.”

      Shay stood like a statue with the rain streaming down her face.

      “The Project is a noble cause,” she said.

      Eda glanced down at Lex who was floating in and out of consciousness every couple of minutes or so. Right now it looked like she was out but Eda wasn’t taking any chances – she kept the blade pressed tight against the warrior’s throat.

      “Noble?” Eda said. “Is that how you sleep at night? You try to convince yourself that it’s all about the kids?”

      Eda peered over her shoulder. The other warriors would catch up with them soon enough. There were about ten of them in total closing the distance, still running at a fast pace and with their curved swords drawn and ready. Eda was only too aware of how these women were going to react when they saw the state of Lex and the other two.

      “You’re Helen of Troy,” Shay said. She was also looking back at the reinforcements on the horizon. “Come back with me now. You have no choice in the matter.”

      Eda shook her head. “You’re going to let me go.”

      “No,” Shay said. “That’s impossible.”

      “You have to let me go,” Eda said, “If you don’t I’ll make sure all the warriors know the truth about this place. I will. Everyone here loves you Shay because you’ve given them a purpose – they think they’re working towards something bigger than themselves and it keeps them going from day to day. The gardeners are clueless – they still think there’s only one Helen and that the curse is real, but at least they’ve got a dream to beat the curse. That’s why they get up in the morning and work so hard. The warriors at least know the truth about Helen but they’re still in the dark too – they think that little utopia you’ve got going on in the Roosevelt is the end goal. Bullshit! Shay’s revenge is the only end goal there ever was. What do you think they’d say if they found out that you’re using them?”

      “They would never believe you,” Shay said. “And you know it.”

      “I’ll make them believe me,” Eda said. “If it’s the last thing I do and it just might be. I might not be very convincing as Helen of Troy but I’m damn good at persuading people, even you.”

      “What do you mean?” Shay said.

      “Do you really think I give a damn what knife I use to kill someone?” Eda said. “That’s ridiculous. And yet back in the hotel I made you think I did. That’s why you left the room to go fetch Lucia while I told David the truth. Remember?”

      Shay laughed softly. She exchanged silent glares with Eda and it felt like a long time passed before she finally said something.

      “Maybe we can work something out,” she said.

      Eda squinted her eyes.

      “Like what?”

      Shay sighed. She blinked rapidly like there was a stinging pain loose in her eyes.

      “I want you to become an ambassador,” she said. “You can leave New York and still be a part of the Complex. I want you to walk across this country Eda and see for yourself what they did. You don’t ever have to come back here, on one condition.”

      “What?” Eda said.

      “If you find any men who fought in the war,” Shay said, “you send them to New York. You send them to Helen of Troy.”

      Eda’s brow creased. “You want me to send men here?” she asked. “To their death?”

      “They carry too much darkness with them,” Shay said. “And that makes them unsuitable.” She raised the hood of her rain cloak and her stoic features were hidden once again. “That’s the best offer you’re going to get Eda.”
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      Eda and David walked west along Lexington Avenue.

      The rain had at last eased off and the blanket of thick clouds that had looked so permanent was now breaking up nicely. Somewhere up ahead, in between those blue pockets of sky, an unknown America was waiting for them.

      Frankie Boy trotted briskly at their heels, a silent four-legged shadow.

      The three travelers passed by a long line of familiar faces gathered on both sides of the street. All the assistants, including Linda, Gillian, Nicola and Lucia, were there, blank-faced and detached. The warriors were there too, still seething about what had happened to Lex and their two comrades. Fortunately for Eda, after striking a deal about becoming an ambassador, Shay had dissuaded the warriors from killing Eda and the others on the spot.

      The hatred clearly lingered in the women’s eyes.

      It was there on Lex’s face too. She was still bloody and dazed but she was at least back on her feet. At that moment, it looked like a stiff breeze would decapitate her. Eda even found herself pitying the woman a little. Lex had been unconscious at the end and as far as Eda was aware, she still had no idea that she was, like so many others, a pawn in Shay’s elaborate revenge plan. Maybe Lex wouldn’t have cared to know anyway. Would anyone? The women in Manhattan had a home, a familiar routine and a safe environment to live in. The truth was perhaps an inconvenience they were better off without.

      The modest farewell ceremony had been arranged in a hurry. It had to be kept as quiet as possible because the majority of the other women in the Complex, those who still believed in the curse, couldn’t know that it was taking place. As far as they were concerned, Eda Becker had skipped town a long time ago.

      Eda had protested the ceremony; it seemed a ludicrous suggestion considering what had just taken place. And yet Shay insisted on it anyway. All the ambassadors were given a farewell ceremony on their way out of town. It was tradition. Mostly however, Eda suspected that Shay wanted to show the others that Eda wasn’t really leaving the Complex.

      She was an ambassador now. She was still one of them.

      Shay was waiting for them at the end of the line. She stepped out to meet the wary-looking travelers.

      A long, tense look was exchanged between the two parties.

      “Farewell,” she said. “Safe journey to you all. I expect to hear your name on the lips of future visitors Eda.”

      Eda lowered the hood of her rain cloak. There was still a dull ache throbbing on the side of her head where Lex had punched her.

      “I might not find anyone,” Eda said.

      “You will,” Shay said, a half-smile on her lips. “You have no idea what’s waiting for you out there. One day, you’ll realize what you left behind here Eda. And you’ll be sorry.”

      Shay stepped aside, allowing space for the three travelers to move on.

      As they left the Complex behind, Eda’s eyes darted back and forth towards the commercial and residential buildings. Was it really over? She couldn’t help but look out for the tip of a wooden bow poking out of an open window. She listened for the sudden, high-pitched whooshing noise of an arrow let loose.

      Would she feel the sensation of something sharp impaled in her neck? Any second now…

      Eda didn’t say anything to David. For the most part, they walked in silence.

      After about thirty minutes of walking, Eda stopped and turned around. A long stretch of empty road rolled back for miles, flanked by towering skyscrapers and car wrecks that blemished the streets like litter.

      It was over.

      She stood there, letting it sink in.

      “Are you okay?” David asked,

      “Yeah,” Eda said, as a few light raindrops landed on her head. She was alright, but there was still a tight knot in her guts that reminded her this wasn’t going to be the happy ending she’d hoped for.

      “An old friend of mine is still trapped back there,” she said. “I liked it better when I thought she’d run away. But I guess she’s made her choice.”

      David looked back in the direction of the Complex. He nodded thoughtfully.

      “And you’ve made yours,” he said. “No regrets, right?”

      “None,” Eda said without hesitation.

      She turned around and along with her two companions, set off towards the dark ruins of postwar America.

      The fog of a gloomy afternoon closed in around them.

      Eda shivered and glanced over at David as they walked. She could see the same fear on his face that she felt in her heart, but it was too late to doubt. They had nowhere to go back to.

      They could only go forward.
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      Thanks for reading The Curse.

      I truly appreciate it and if you have a moment to spare, please consider leaving a short review on Amazon or Goodreads.

      Most people don’t leave reviews - perhaps they’re too busy or just unaware of how important they are in helping authors to keep doing what we do.

      Even a short, one or two sentence review can go a long way.

      Thank you.

      P.S. More info on other books by me on the following pages.

      All the best,

      Mark
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